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Origins of Western
Environmentalism
Strategies to preserve nature arose as newly colonialized
tropical lands were exploited in the 17th and 18th centuries.
Scientists played an important role in this burgeoning concern
by Richard H. Grove
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During the 17th century, the full flow
ering of what could be called the Eden
ic island discourse led to the realiza
tion that European colonial rule could
be environmentally destructive. Agri
culture and the harvesting of timber,
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MAP OF ST. HELENA from 1570 portrays
the South Atlantic island as a paradise.
In the early 1700s, as forests were cut
for timber, St. Helena became one of the
first sites for conservation.

munity grew proportionately. By 1838
more than 800 surgeons were employed
by the British East India Company in
India and in the East Indies. As time
passed, increasingly complex admin
istrative and technical demands were
made on these highly educated and of
ten independent-minded employees.
By the 19th century academies and
scientific societies were established
throughout the new territories. These in
stitutions made it easy for scientists to
communicate and debate their observa
tions of the changes wrought by imperi
alism. Environmental theories and an
ever growing flood of information about
natural history and ethnology were dif
fused through meetings and publica
tions. Thus, at the same time as it had
promoted large-scale ecological change,
the colonial enterprise had also created
a coterie of men-and some women
predisposed to rigorous analytic think
ing about the processes of ecological
change and the need for land control.
One of the first places where science
spurred conservation was Mauritius.
Although initially visited by the Portu-

guese, this island in the Indian Ocean
was claimed by the Dutch in 1598; it fell
under French rule in 1721 and there
after became directly associated with
the utopic visions of Romanticism and
French physiocracy, an economic phi
losophy based on the "laws of nature"
and the methods of Isaac Newton.
The first Dutch settlers were not
conservationists. By the time they left,
Mauritius's vast hardwood forests were
largely depleted in areas easily accessi
ble from the coast. As a result, zealous
anticapitalist French reformers attempt
ed to forestall further deforestation.
Mauritius became the site for some of
the earliest experiments in conservation.
These initiatives were carried out by
scientists who, characteristically, were
followers of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and
the rigorous empiricism associated with
the French Enlightenment. They viewed
responsible stewardship of the environ
ment as an aesthetic and moral priority
as well as a matter of economic neces
sity. On Mauritius, these men-includ
ing Philibert Commerson, Pierre Poivre
and Jacques Henri Bernardin de St. Pi-
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erre-wished to construct a just soci
ety, uncorrupted by absolutist France.
The strategies of these scientists were
founded on an awareness of the poten
tially global impact of modem economic
activity. Commerson, a botanist trained
by Unnaeus, had been the royal bota
nist accompanying Louis Antoine de
Bougainville on his voyage around the
world. Commerson's wife, Jeanne Baret,
traveled with him , becoming the first
woman to circumnavigate the globe.
(She accomplished this feat by starting
the trip disguised as a manservant.) As
a result of this journey, she inspired
her husband, the most experienced bot
anist of the 18th century, to take a post
as state botanist on Mauritius in 1768.
Bernardin de st. Pierre, an engineer
who joined Commerson on Mauritius,
was shocked by the deforestation he
witnessed on his arrival. Yet he also be
lieved he had found an unequaled har
mony between people and nature in
Mauritius, a harmony celebrated in his
novel Paul et Virginie, one of the first
French Romantic novels. Bernardin de
St. Pierre felt that the preservation of
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Eight years later a fully staffed forest
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forests. Pollution of water by effluent
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he English were quick to imitate
the example of the French poli
cy in Mauritius. Again, these ef

forts were brought about by scientists,
this time in the West Indies and in
the Caribbean as well as, later, in In
dia. In Tobago, an island in the eastern
Caribbean, the work of Stephen Hales
and Soame Jenyns was especially im
portant. Hales, a plant physiologist who
lived from 1677 to 1761, pioneered the
study of transpiration, root pressure,
the circulation of sap and the rela
tion between green plants and the at
SCIENTIFIC SOCIETIES urgently called for conservation in the 18th and 19th cen
turies. For instance, in the 1860s members of the Madras literary and Scientific So
ciety advocated establishment of Indian forest reserves. Scientists Edward Balfour
(standing) and Hugh F. C. Cleghorn (far right) were instrumental in these efforts.
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DODO, which existed only on the Indian
Ocean island of Mauritius, is shown with
an unidentified animal. The flightless
bird became extinct during the 1670s.
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between 1835 and 1839, in the early
1860s and between 1877 and 1878 were
all rapidly followed by state programs
to strengthen forest protection. The for
est conservation system set up in India,
which was based in part on the Mauri
tius experience, later provided the mod
el for most of the state conservation
systems in Southeast Asia, Australia and
Africa and, later, in North America.
Drought prompted environmental
policy in other colonies as well. John
Croumbie Brown, a pioneer of conser
vation in the Cape Colony, secured
government agreement to conserve for
ests and prevent burning of grasslands
only after the drought of 1862-1863
wreaked havoc on settler agriculture.
The South African drought of 1862,
the worst ever recorded, had implica
tions that extended far beyond conser
vation policies in Africa. It encouraged
the development of an entire school of
desiccationist theory that related the co
lonial experience to the world at large
for the first time. Many scientists be
came convinced that most of the semi
arid tropics were becoming arid as a
result of colonial deforestation, an idea
that has been confirmed by recent study.

T

heories of widespread climatic
change acquired further credibil
ity in March 1865, when a paper
by James Fox Wilson was presented at
the Royal Geographical Society in Lon
don. The report, "On the progressing
desiccation of the Orange River in
Southern Africa, " made a strong case.
Wilson, a naturalist, believed that the
Orange River was becoming deprived
of moisture and that the Kalahari Des
ert was expanding. He attributed the

desiccation to the "reckless burning of
timber and the burning of pasture over
many generations by natives."
Present at Wilson's lecture was the ex
plorer David livingstone. He vehemently
disagreed, asserting that rainfall had
declined because of natural geophysical
phenomena. Another speaker, Sir Fran
cis Galton, a cousin of Charles Darwin,

of]. Spotswood Wilson. He presented a
paper in 1858 to the British Associa
tion for the Advancement of Science on
the "general and gradual desiccation of
the earth and atmosphere." Upheaval of
land, destruction of forests and waste
by irrigation were not sufficient to ex
plain the available facts on climatic

believed the introduction of cheap axes
into Africa by Europeans had promot
ed excessive deforestation and conse
quent drought. Yet another member of
the audience, Colonel George Balfour of
the Indian Army-brother to Edward
sounded a more caustic note. Rainfall
decline in India, he asserted, was caused
principally by the European community,
including the plantation owners.
Balfour argued that countermeasures
were necessary. He said he had been in
formed that the government of Trini
dad had prohibited cutting trees near
the capital in order to ensure a supply

stead, he believed, the cause lay in the
changing proportions of oxygen and
carbonic acid in the atmosphere. Wilson
argued that their respective states were
connected with the relative rates of their
production and absorption by the ani
mal and vegetable kingdom. This paper
probably helped to influence the ideas
of debaters at the Royal Geographical
Society several years later.
Wilson concluded with a dismal set
of remarks. Changes in the atmosphere
were "in the usual course of geological
changes, slowly approaching a state in
which it will be impossible for man to
continue as an inhabitant .... As inferi
or races preceded man and enjoyed ex
istence before the earth has arrived at
a state suitable to his constitution, it is
more probable that others will succeed
him when the conditions necessary for
his existence have passed away."

of rain. Balfour was quick to point out
that in precolonial times it had been the
practice of Indians to sink wells and
"plant topes of trees" to encourage water
retention. In 1866, in another Royal Geo
graphical Society discussion, Balfour cit
ed the example of Mauritius, where "the
Government had passed laws to prevent
the cutting down of trees, and the result
has been to secure an abundant supply
of rainfall." Thus, the debate about cli
matic change had become international
in scope by the mid-1860s. Detailed re
search raising the possibility that the very
composition of the atmosphere might
be changing reinforced the concerns.
Such views, which presaged contem
porary fears about global warming,
found early advocacy in the writings
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KINGS HILL FOREST ACT of 179 1 protected trees on the island of St. Vincent in the
West Indies. The British colonial legislation sought to forestall climatic change.
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change, Wilson stated in his paper. In

R

aising the specter of human ex
tinction as a consequence of
climatic change was a shocking
psychological development in 1858. Yet
it was consistent with fears that had
been developing among the internation
al scientific community for a long time.
The concept of species rarity and the
possibility of extinction had existed
since the mid-17th century, when the
scope of Western biological knowledge
began to embrace the tropical world.
The demise of the auroch, a form of
wild cattle, in 1627 in Poland and of
the dodo in the 1670s in Mauritius had
made a considerable impact. In 1680
the Polish government had set aside
large areas of forest where hunting was
prohibited. The contemporary survival
of the wisent, or European bison, is at
tributed to this isolated effort. And in
1713 attempts were made to prevent
the demise of redwood trees on the
South Atlantic island of St. Helena.
The publication in the early 1830s by
Charles Lyell of the Prindples of Geology
gave firm foundation to the confused
awareness of extinction already shared
by some East India Company scientists.
The book questioned the permanence of
species and laid the basis for modern
understanding of geological change. Ly
ell questioned the ideas presented in
Genesis, overturning notions about the
speed of environmental processes. Para
doxically, this discussion emphasized

the apparent helplessness of humanity
in the face of environmental change.
Other scientists were probing these
ideas as well. In the 1840s Ernest Dief
fenbach chronicled the fauna of Mauri
tius, New Zealand and the Chatham Is
lands, which lie off the coast of Chile. He
too became acutely aware of the poten
tial for further rapid extinction if Euro
pean economic activity spread. Indeed,
a paleontologist named Hugh Edwin
Strickland, who understood the threat
because of his work on the dodo and
other vanished birds of the Mascarenes
(Mauritius and Reunion islands), sug
gested that all of New Zealand be made
a nature reserve.
The publication of The Origin of Spe
cies by Darwin in 1859 placed extinc
tion in the dynamic context of natural
selection. His theory served to sharpen
the predicament of colonial scientists,
many of whom were already aware of
the part played by humans in hasten
ing the demise of certain species.
A central part of the response to
the existential havoc created by Origin
served to fuel efforts to enact state con
servation legislation. For instance, Cleg
horn, who was the first inspector gen
eral of the Madras Forest Department,
which was set up in 1856, stated that
uncontrolled deforestation would both
cause the loss of valuable species and
prevent botanists from assembling evi
dence for evolution. (He was aware that
such arguments might not carry great
weight with government, and so he
chose to emphasize the more obvious

UNTOUCHED LANDSCAPE in Mauritius today is for the most part the result of the
creation of forest reserves by the French in the 1700s.

economic hazards of climatic change
and resource depletion.)

Origin made protection a more valid
concept in the eyes of the government.

process of environmental degradation
that was now understood as global.

Indeed, between 1860 and ] 870, a flurry
of protectionist legislation was enacted

of the extent of an environmental crisis.
Our contemporary understanding of
the threat to the global environment is
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ly threatening the survival of humanity.

By 1865 the colonial legislatures of Na
tal in South Africa and Victoria in Aus

the early history of conservation, it is
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the galvanizing force was an island col
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that states will act to prevent environ
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