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By J.R. McNeill, "Something New Under the Sun: An Environmental History of
the Twentieth-Century World" is a groundbreaking work that delves into the
intricate relationship between humanity and the environment during the
tumultuous years of the twentieth century. As part of the Global Century
Series, McNeill's book examines how technological advancements, economic
development, and social changes have transformed the natural world,
ultimately leading to unprecedented environmental challenges. This article
will explore the key themes, arguments, and implications of McNeill's work,
highlighting its significance in understanding contemporary environmental
issues.

Overview of the Book

"Something New Under the Sun" is structured around a clear narrative that
intertwines environmental history with human activities. McNeill argues that
the twentieth century was characterized by a series of environmental
transformations brought about by industrialization, globalization, and
technological innovation. The book is divided into several sections, each
focusing on different aspects of this relationship, including:

- The impact of population growth on the environment

- The role of technology in shaping ecological landscapes
- The consequences of economic policies and practices

- The emergence of environmental movements and awareness

By synthesizing a vast array of historical data and environmental studies,
McNeill provides a comprehensive overview of how human actions have reshaped
the planet.

Key Themes and Arguments

Human-Nature Interaction

One of McNeill's central arguments is that the interaction between humans and
nature has evolved dramatically throughout the twentieth century. He



emphasizes that this interaction is not merely one of exploitation but also
of adaptation and resilience. For example, the expansion of agriculture to
meet the demands of a growing population has led to significant alterations
in land use and biodiversity. McNeill highlights the following points:

1. Agricultural Intensification: The Green Revolution, which introduced high-
yield crop varieties and chemical fertilizers, increased food production but
also resulted in soil degradation and loss of traditional farming practices.
2. Urbanization: Rapid urban growth has led to the expansion of cities at the
expense of natural habitats, contributing to a loss of biodiversity and
increased pollution.

3. Resource Consumption: The twentieth century saw an unprecedented rise in
resource consumption, driven by industrialization and consumer culture.

Technological Change

Technological advancements have played a pivotal role in shaping the
environmental landscape of the twentieth century. McNeill explores how
innovations in transportation, energy production, and communication have
transformed human interactions with the environment. Some key points include:

- Fossil Fuels: The reliance on fossil fuels for energy has led to
significant increases in greenhouse gas emissions, contributing to climate
change.

- Transportation: The development of automobiles and airplanes has
facilitated global trade and travel but has also led to urban sprawl and
increased carbon footprints.

- Agricultural Technology: Mechanization and biotechnology have
revolutionized food production but have also raised concerns about
sustainability and environmental degradation.

Globalization and Environmental Impact

McNeill argues that globalization has had a profound impact on the
environment, as it has interconnected economies and cultures worldwide. This
interconnectedness has led to both positive and negative outcomes:

- Economic Growth: Globalization has driven economic growth in many regions,
resulting in improved living standards for some. However, it has also led to
environmental degradation in others, particularly in developing countries.

- Cultural Exchanges: The exchange of ideas and practices across borders has
fostered greater awareness of environmental issues, leading to the emergence
of global environmental movements.

- Transboundary Pollution: Environmental issues such as air and water
pollution have become increasingly transboundary, requiring international
cooperation for effective solutions.



Case Studies

Throughout the book, McNeill uses various case studies to illustrate his
points, offering real-world examples of how human activities have impacted
the environment. Some notable case studies include:

The Dust Bowl

The Dust Bowl of the 1930s serves as a poignant example of the consequences
of unsustainable agricultural practices. McNeill discusses how poor land
management, combined with drought, led to widespread soil erosion and the
displacement of farming communities in the United States. This case study
underscores the importance of sustainable farming practices and the need for
environmental stewardship.

Deforestation in the Amazon

McNeill examines the deforestation of the Amazon rainforest, driven by
logging, agriculture, and cattle ranching. This case study highlights the
clash between economic development and environmental conservation,
illustrating the global implications of local practices. The loss of
biodiversity and the impact on indigenous communities are critical issues
arising from this environmental crisis.

Climate Change and Global Responses

The book addresses the growing awareness of climate change as a significant
environmental challenge of the late twentieth century. McNeill discusses
international efforts to combat climate change, including the establishment
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the adoption of
agreements like the Kyoto Protocol. He emphasizes the need for collective
action to address this global threat.

Conclusion and Implications

J.R. McNeill's "Something New Under the Sun" offers a compelling narrative
that connects the environmental history of the twentieth century with
contemporary challenges. By examining the intricate relationship between
human activities and the natural world, McNeill provides valuable insights
into the origins of current environmental crises and the need for sustainable
practices.



The book serves as a critical reminder that the choices made in the past have
far-reaching consequences for the future. As we navigate the complexities of
modern environmental issues, McNeill's work encourages readers to consider
the interconnectedness of human actions and natural systems. Ultimately, it
calls for a deeper understanding of our responsibilities as stewards of the
planet and the urgent need for sustainable solutions that can ensure the
well-being of both humanity and the environment.

In summary, "Something New Under the Sun" is an essential read for anyone
interested in environmental history, policy-making, or sustainability.
McNeill's thorough research and engaging writing style make this book a
significant contribution to the discourse on environmental issues, providing
a historical context that is crucial for understanding the challenges we face
today and in the future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of J.R. McNeill's 'Something
New Under the Sun'?

The book focuses on the environmental history of the twentieth century,
exploring how human activities have transformed the natural world and the
implications of these changes.

How does McNeill approach the concept of
environmental change in the twentieth century?

McNeill employs a global perspective, examining the interconnectedness of
environmental issues across different regions and how industrialization,
globalization, and policy decisions have contributed to ecological
transformations.

What are some key themes discussed in 'Something New
Under the Sun'?

Key themes include the impact of technology on the environment, the role of
capitalism in shaping ecological conditions, and the response of societies to
environmental crises throughout the century.

Why is 'Something New Under the Sun' considered a
significant contribution to environmental history?

The book is significant because it synthesizes a vast amount of research and
presents a comprehensive narrative that links environmental changes to
social, economic, and political developments, making it an essential resource
for understanding contemporary environmental issues.



What impact has 'Something New Under the Sun' had on
the field of environmental studies?

The book has influenced scholars and policymakers by highlighting the
historical context of current environmental challenges and advocating for a
deeper understanding of the past to inform future sustainability efforts.
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