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Environmentalism and the environmental movement, science, technology, economics, politics, 
ethics  
 
The history of the environmental movement and how changes in science and technology have 
changed human society, which, in turn, has impacted the environment. Westerners have 
traditionally viewed the world as so large and full of natural resources that they did not have to 
worry about environmental problems. Instead, they encouraged people to farm the land and clear 
forests. By the late nineteenth century, few natural areas remained, and the government began to 
preserve parts of what was left as public lands. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, 
attention has turned to preventing pollution of air and water, mainly by industry. The 1960's were 
notable for the publication of Silent Spring, by Rachel Carson, and The Population Bomb, by Paul 
Erlich 
. 
Governmental support for environmental protection varies, but its public support has increased 
steadily, Carson imagined a spring morning that was silent because the birds and frogs and 
insects that sing in the spring were dead, poisoned by pesticides. Erlich predicted that tens of 
millions of people would die of war and starvation before the explosive growth of the human 
population slowed down and eventually stopped. Scientists had been saying these things for 
years, but these two books were written for the general public and were read by many people. 
They slowly convinced many people that environmental problems threatened human health and 
even existence. People began to understand that resource depletion, population growth, and 
pollution are linked.  
 
During the 1980's the environmental movement grew, and millions of volunteers went to work in 
environmental projects such as reforestation, recycling, family planning, protecting endangered 
species, environmental education, restoring degraded habitats, and political struggles of various 
kinds. The most urgent environmental problems are those changing the world in ways that 
cannot be reversed particularly population growth and the destruction of habitat for endangered 
species.  
 
If there is one lesson to be learned from the history of the environmentalism, it is that 
governments act to protect the environment only when economic interests are directly 
threatened. Decision-making about environmental issues involves society, politics, culture, 
economics, and values, as well as scientific information. Unfortunately, scientists, philosophers, and native 
peoples can warn of environmental threats for many years before governments take any notice.  
Science can be defined as a method of investigation based on the testing of hypotheses by 
organized comparisons with empirical evidence. This makes science tentative, and subject to 
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possible falsification and rejection, but it provides us with a set of "rules" which attempt to 
explain the way the world works.  
 
Technology is the use of tools and machines. Technology is not science, but science and 
technology interact, stimulating growth in each other. Technology is helping to solve many 
environmental problems by replacing or creating many resources. However, in many cases, 
replacement costs more than we can afford. But, technology cannot solve the most basic 
environmental problems, which involve physical and biological facts and social and economic 
conditions, and there can be no technological solutions to environmental problems that involve 
biological and physical laws, which we do not control. When the impact of technology is 
combined with the impact of population, the result is a multiplied impact on the environment. 
Science, Technology, and Society: science itself can never tell us whether certain research 
should be done, or how the results should be used by society. For these answers, society turns to 
the branch of philosophy called ethics (examines moral rules and attempts to justify or explain 
them). Science often confronts individuals with moral choices. In facing collective ethical issues 
involving scientific questions, it is often useful to distinguish between scientific issues, science 
policy issues, and policy issues.  
 
So, just as science inevitably has/is changing the economic, political, and ethical problems of our 
society with its expanding knowledge - the psychological, economic, and philosophical context 
of society influences science at several steps in the theoretically objective scientific process.  


