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Introduction by Kurk Dorsey, University of New Hampshire 

n his 1959 classic The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, William Appleman Williams quoted Secretary of 
State Dean Acheson to illustrate what was tragic about the U.S. approach to the world in the Cold War 
era: “We are willing to help people who believe the way we do, to continue to live the way they want to 

live.”1 Williams and many who followed him rejected the part about believing “the way we do” in order to 
receive U.S. support. I suspect that most people who were early adapters of the idea of sustainable 
development, the subject of Stephen Macekura’s insightful contribution to our understanding of the 
intersection of diplomatic and environmental history, as well as those pushing sustainability as a course of 
study at universities around the world, would sympathize with Williams’s larger point, particularly about the 
role of capitalism in creating tragedy in U.S foreign policy. 

But they might be harder pressed if the phrase “believe the way we do” meant concern about the 
environment. The United States has an uneven, but lengthy, track record of popular support for promoting 
international environmental protection, and a large portion of that environmental diplomacy has been based 
on exporting hard-won lessons about using, regulating, and conserving the environment in a country 
undergoing a transition from agricultural colony to industrial power. Of course, other countries have also 
taken critical positions in the forefront of environmental diplomacy, such as Norway, whose Prime Minister 
was the lead author on the Brundtland Report on sustainable development in 1987.2 But it would be fair to 
say that the industrial democracies, the like-minded countries which Acheson presumably had in mind, have 
usually been in the forefront. 

Certainly in Macekura’s account, the United States and Great Britain and the non-governmental 
organizations that arose in each were the driving forces behind the creation of efforts to convince leaders in 
de-colonizing Africa that they needed to place protection of wildlife and wild spaces at least on par with 
economic development. On some occasions, they were even careful to emphasize that they were passing on 
lessons that they had learned so that people could believe and live like Westerners. Macekura demonstrates 
that the actual concept of sustainable development came about in the 1980s as a result of a 30-year back and 
forth between Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) leaders like Russell Train and Julian Huxley on one 
hand and African leaders on the other. He then examines how the concept of sustainable development played 
out in so many often contradictory ways. 

For the most part, the four reviewers are impressed by Macekura’s framing of the problem and final project. 
Joshua Howe, whose review is generally the most critical, praises the book’s ambition and research as well as 
Macekura’s entry into the small field of people who are rigorously combining environmental and diplomatic 
history. But Howe sees mixed results in Macekura’s analysis of the NGOs at the heart of his story, 
commending him for “making sense of a mess” of leaders and groups while lamenting that the evolution of 
those NGOs does not get enough analysis. Of greater concern for Howe is the missed opportunity to offer 
deeper context for what he terms “narrow, bureaucratic subject matter” at the heart of the book. 

                                                        
1 William Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy (New York: W. W. Norton, 1972). 

2 “Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common Future,” 20 March 
1987, http://www.un-documents.net/our-common-future.pdf  
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Evelyn Krache Morris provides a detailed summary of Macekura’s chapters as a means to demonstrate the 
impressive scope of “thoughtful and complex arguments” contained therein. She identifies in his work several 
important lessons: the difficulty of finding funding can undermine any accomplishments, politics and 
sovereignty trump environmental activism, and “sustainability” is sufficiently vague that it often loses out to 
the more privileged ideas about development. She also offers an important critique, echoed by David 
Engerman, that the actors in Of Limits and Growth are almost always white men, with the exception of 
African heads of state. Including different voices would have added an important layer of analysis to the 
debates about sustainability. 

Engerman calls the book a “wide-ranging, astute, and original” analysis of the collision of environmentalism 
and developmentalism, focusing on the outcomes of that collision, namely the concept of sustainable 
development. He puts Macekura in company with historians such as Nick Cullather and Matthew Connelly, 
who help us understand the history of development ideas in the context of the North-South relationships 
during the Cold War. 

Simon Toner has only minor quibbles with this “tremendously valuable” book. Toner praises Macekura’s 
widening of the cast of characters who played a meaningful role in shaping postcolonial development, 
particularly those who were not from state-centered NGOs; in that sense he is more impressed by the book’s 
take on NGOs than Howe is. He notes especially the valuable contribution made by the chapter on 
appropriate technology and the general decision to take the story past the usual cutoff date of 1970. Like 
Engerman he finds the North-South debates central to the book’s power. He sees Of Limits and Growth as a 
must-read for anyone interested in the political gridlock about climate change.  

Stephen Macekura has taken on a big challenge in showing that “sustainable development” has a complex 
history to go with its challenging present and doubtful future. While each reviewer has criticism to offer, it 
would be best to remember what Joshua Howe hints at, that it might be unfair to ask a book that does so 
much to do all the things that others might have chosen to do. A growing number of young scholars are 
writing the history of environmental diplomacy, and Of Limits and Growth is an important model for that 
new cohort to follow. And it also is a book with a great deal of immediate relevance for those interested in 
making the policy that future historians will be studying. 

 

Participants: 

Stephen Macekura is Assistant Professor of International Studies in the School of Global and International 
Studies at Indiana University. He received his Ph.D. in history from the University of Virginia in 2013. He is 
a scholar of U.S. and international history, with a particular focus on political economy, international 
development, U.S. foreign relations, and environmentalism. He is the author of Of Limits and Growth: The 
Rise of Global ‘Sustainable Development’ in the Twentieth Century (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2015), as well as numerous articles, book chapters, and essays. He is now researching and writing a book on 
the meaning and measurement of economic growth in the twentieth century world. 

Kurk Dorsey teaches U.S. diplomatic and environmental history at the University of New Hampshire. He is 
the author of Whales and Nations: Environmental Diplomacy on the High Seas (University of Washington 
Press, 2013). 
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David C. Engerman is Ottilie Springer Professor and Chair in the Department of History at Brandeis 
University, where he has taught international and intellectual history since receiving his Ph.D. from the 
University of California-Berkeley in 1998. His books include Modernization from the Other Shore (Harvard 
University Press, 2003) and Know Your Enemy (Oxford University Press, 2009); he has also coedited two 
collections of essays on modernization and development. His current book, “Development Politics: The 
Economic Cold War in India,” will be published by Harvard University Press in 2018. He was President of 
SHAFR for 2016. 

Joshua Howe is assistant professor of history and environmental studies at Reed College. He is the author of 
Behind the Curve: Science and the Politics of Global Warming (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2014), 
and editor of Making Climate Change History: Primary Sources from Global Warming’s Past (Seattle: University 
of Washington Press, forthcoming 2017), as well as a number of articles on the history, science, and politics 
of climate change in Environmental History, Climatic Change, and Historical Studies in the Natural Sciences. He 
is currently working on a series of case studies exploring the overlaps between environmental history and 
American foreign relations in the twentieth century. 

Evelyn Krache Morris was until July in the International Security Program at the Belfer Center for Science 
and International Affairs, The John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University, where she was 
most recently an Associate. She holds an MBA from Columbia University and a PhD from Georgetown 
University. While at Harvard, she has written on the Mexican transnational criminal networks for Foreign 
Policy and foreignpolicy.com. Her most recent work, “New Frontiers, Old Ideas: Wilderness, Militarized 
Environments, and the Cold War” is currently under review for publication in Cold War History.  

Simon Toner is a Lecturer in Modern American History at the University of Sheffield and the Dorothy Borg 
Postdoctoral Fellow in Southeast Asian Studies at Columbia University (2016-2017). He is currently 
completing a book manuscript, based primarily on Vietnamese and American archival sources, which explores 
the final years of the American War in Vietnam as an episode in the history of global development. 
Previously, he was a U.S. Foreign Policy and International Security Fellow at Dartmouth College.  
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Review by David C. Engerman, Brandeis University 

n On Limits and Growth, Stephen Macekura addresses a curious historiographic irony of recent years: that 
two of the most exciting arenas for ‘U.S. in the World’ scholarship competed head-on historically. At the 
same time that environmental historians have explored the relationship between human activity and 

nature in an international context, historians of development have shown the ways in which the global project 
of development devastated the natural environment—indeed, even celebrated human mastery over the 
environment.1 Macekura traces that collision of environmentalism and developmentalism, as well as new 
concepts like sustainable development, that emerged from the collision. He does so in a wide-ranging, astute, 
and original account that adds substantially to our understanding of the transformations of development after 
the 1960s. 

On Limits and Growth opens with a group whose desire to protect nature (a sort of ‘protectionism’ not related 
to trade) grew out of their interest in big-game spotting and hunting, especially in the former British colonies 
in East Africa. Worried about their hunting grounds, these safari environmentalists greeted the liberation of 
most of Sub-Saharan Africa that accelerated with the 1960 Year of Africa as a threat. They feared that the 
park systems set up by British colonists were likely to be underfunded and undercut if not even dissolved. 
Like the Theodore Roosevelt generation of American environmentalists, these figures proclaimed nature 
‘pristine’ and demanded its protection from those who might use it differently than they desired.2 They 
waged a case for elite control, arguing that they knew better than any ‘locals’ what land needed protecting and 
how to protect it. They insisted, for instance, that Maasai people of East Africa, who had used the land for 
centuries had to vacate it in order allow African game to roam free and unimpeded. Indeed, one of 
Macekura’s protagonists, U.S. Tax Court judge Russell Train, gives an excellent impression of caring more 
about animals than about people.  

Judge Train and a handful of other American and Western European ‘protectionists’ created a panoply of 
organizations to work in East Africa to protect areas where big game roamed, including especially the national 
parks inherited from the British empire. This alphabet soup of organizations—the African Wildlife 
Leadership Foundation (AWLF), the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN; originally, 
and tellingly, the International Union for the Protection of Nature), and the World Wildlife Fund (WWF)—
declared wide swaths of East Africa to belong not so much to an individual country but to ‘the world.’ And 
who better to represent the world’s interests than these organizations themselves? 

This strategy seemed promising at the start. Julius Nyerere, a European-trained political organizer who 
became the founding president of Tanganyika and then Tanzania, responded positively to the entreaties of 
Julian Huxley of the IUCN and Max Nicholson of the WWF. Indeed, Nyerere’s important 1961 “manifesto” 
on the preservation of wildlife and the environment was actually penned by WWF staff (59). Not 
surprisingly, the manifesto declared wildlife conservation to be a concern not just for the “Continent of Africa 
but the rest of the world as well” (60). Yet as the challenges of postcolonial governance grew, conservation fell 

                                                        
1 See, for instance, Tom Robertson, “‘This is the American Earth’: American Empire, the Cold War, and 

American Environmentalism,” Diplomatic History 32:4 (September 2008): 561-584. 

2 See, for instance, Karl Jacoby, Crimes against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves, and the Hidden History of 
American Conservation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003). 

I 
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by the wayside. Nyerere did not provide financial support in line with his rhetorical support for conservation, 
especially as foreign aid expanded development programs across the country. Soon enough, the cause of 
conservation was relegated to the political wilderness.  

Macekura effectively uses Nyerere to show how postcolonial leaders reckoning with poverty, internal division, 
and the challenges of independence did not see wildlife conservation and national parks as defining issues. In 
addition, the western groups were ill-suited to enter the rough-and-tumble politics of the newly independent 
nations.  

Unable to succeed in the new East Africa nations, these NGO’s turned to more familiar territory: 
development agencies like the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), the World Bank, and 
the Special United Nations Fund for Economic Development (SUNFED). They ultimately had more success 
following the development money, which led them to an elite-oriented arena of compatriots, and away from 
the need to operate in political systems that they did not fully comprehend, and which were in any case wary 
of further foreign imposition. It was thus in meeting rooms of Washington and New York, not in the forests 
and jungles – or the capitals – of East Africa, that conservationists achieved greater success. They used this 
newfound power to promote sustainability. Macekura persuasively shows that their mastery of bureaucratic 
procedures of the donor/lending agencies proved effective. Piggybacking on the strategies of domestic (United 
States) environmental movement of the 1970s, for instance, they pushed to require USAID to evaluate 
environmental impact of its projects.3  

International confabulations like the UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm in 1972 
proved inhospitable to the conservationists’ cause. Indian Prime Minster Indira Gandhi, for instance, 
pointedly asked in her concluding address whether “poverty, not pollution, was the foremost problem of the 
era.” She went on to insist that rich nations had no business telling poorer cousins what to do (124-125). 
Though the Stockholm conference ended some 44 years ago, Indira Gandhi’s words echo to this day in 
debates about climate change. What right, her successors in India have asked, do the worlds’ leading polluters 
have to dictate clean-air policies that they fear will reduce economic opportunity.4  

So, too, do other issues in Macekura’s impressive book resonate today. Debates about development and 
sustainability revolve, at some level, around questions of sovereignty: who is empowered to make decisions the 
impacts of which stray across national borders? In this sense, Macekura’s book fits nicely with some of the 
most important and innovative books in the history of development. Matthew Connelly and Nick Cullather 
demonstrate that networks of like-minded individuals managed to bring about major initiatives – Green 
Revolution agriculture and population control – by working through international networks.5 The historians 

                                                        
3 On some of the domestic struggles, see Paul Sabin, “Environmental Law and the End of the New Deal 

Order,” Law and History Review 33:4 (November 2015): 965-1003.  

4 See, most recently, Navroz K. Dubash and Radhika Khosla, “Recovering Key Strategic Concepts in India’s 
Climate Policy,” Economic and Political Weekly, 11 June 2016, 127-129. 

5 Matthew Connelly, Fatal Misconception: The Struggle to Control World Population (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2008). Nick Cullather, The Hungry World: America’s Cold War Battle against Poverty in Asia 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010). 
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map these networks, showing how they engaged national states obliquely and worked primarily through a 
combination of development agencies, NGO’s, and sympathizers in the global south. Macekura’s story is a 
similar one, though with less attention to the cause of conservation in East African politics, or to ideas about 
sustainable development across the global south. Nyerere is all but alone among actors from the newly 
independent nations. By comparison, such actors play a greater role in Cullather’s analysis of the networks 
promoting capital-intensive agriculture and Connelly’s discussion of family planning networks – perhaps 
because conservation and sustainable development found different (or simply fewer) political constituencies in 
the south. 

On Limits and Growth also joins others exploring the challenges to the sovereignty of the newly independent 
nations, a tendency that could culminate in what historian Gregory Mann has cleverly (and aptly) termed, 
“non-governmentality.”6 Macekura touches upon the challenges to sovereignty that the conservationists 
posed, though he might have done more here to outline the specific threats that they presented to postcolonial 
sovereignty, as well as the responses from the new nations. Macekura does shows how responses like Indira 
Gandhi’s shaped international discussions of sustainable development, but only looks at the very top level: 
statements by leaders in international fora. The politics of sustainable development, so astutely analyzed 
among donors, lenders, and first-world NGO’s, does not get sustained attention beyond these circles. 

Macekura offers a compact, intelligent, and well-written account that shows effectively how sustainable 
development – a term vaguely enough defined to occasion further debates – emerged in the 1970s. It is well-
attuned to the scholarly as well as the political implications of the topic, and adds in important ways to our 
understanding of development agendas in the 1970s and beyond – a topic that had been too often neglected 
in early generations of scholarship. With On Limits and Growth, Macekura establishes himself as an important 
member of a new generation of scholars examining north-south dynamics in the Cold War world.  

 

                                                        
6 Gregory Mann, From Empires to NGOs in the West African Sahel: The Road to Non-Governmentality 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
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Review by Joshua Howe, Reed College 

n September of 2008, Diplomatic History published a special forum on the connections between 
environmental history and diplomacy.1 The forum’s editors, Kurk Dorsey and Mark Lytle, had been 
calling for investigations of the overlaps between these historical subfields for more than fifteen years, but 

in 2008 the literature on these overlaps remained relatively sparse.2 With his extensively researched Of Limits 
and Growth, Macekura joins Dorsey and a very few others in addressing this nexus in a meaningful and 
rigorous way, taking a long, hard look at the intractable problem of environment and development in the 
second half of the twentieth century.3 

Of Limits and Growth traces the relationship between environmental Non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs) and international development organizations from the rise of U.S.-and British-led conservation 
programs in the postwar decolonizing moment to the advent, promotion, and fragmentation of the 
‘sustainable development’ approach to aid and conservation at the end of the Cold War. Macekura’s 
overarching argument is two-fold. First, by telling a much longer story of conflict between environmental and 
developmental objectives, Macekura demonstrates that contests over ‘sustainable development’ in the 1980s, 
‘90s, and today reflect a deeper and more persistent problem than many contemporary scholars and political 
actors tend to recognize. Second, and perhaps more illuminating, Macekura argues that the sustainability 
paradigm that arose in response to these long-standing conflicts between environment and development in 
the 1980s came about as a result of the concerted efforts of environmental NGOs, who actively challenged 
development lending institutions like the World Bank, the U.S. Government, and the United Nations to 
change their practices, thereby shaping the landscape of international environmental governance in important 
and enduring ways. 

The novelty of Macekura’s work stems from his attention to the way individuals and ideas flowed through 
dynamic environmental groups, development organizations, and government agencies as related paradigms of 
environmental protection and economic development changed over the course of four tumultuous decades. 
The heart of the book, where Macekura is at his best, lies in the second of the work’s three parts, comprising 
chapters entitled “When Small Seemed Beautiful,” “Leveraging the Lenders,” and “Conservation for 
Development.” Here, Macekura makes sense of a mess of mid-level bureaucratic characters and institutional 
acronyms to demonstrate concretely how NGOs like the International Union for the Conservation of Nature, 
the World Wildlife Federation, Friends of the Earth, and the Sierra Club sought to leverage new forms of 
technology, new legal mechanisms for environmental protection, and new international institutional 

                                                        
1 Kurk Dorsey and Mark Lytle, “Introduction,” Diplomatic History 32:4 (September 2008): 517-518. 

2 Sayuri Guthrie Shimizu, and Frank Zelko, “H-Diplo Review of Kurk Dorsey and Mark Lytle, Eds., ‘New 
Directions in Diplomatic and Environmental History,’ Diplomatic History 32:4 (September 2008): 517-518,” H-Diplo, 
15 September 2008, http://h-diplo.org/reviews/PDF/Dorsey-Lytle-Forum.pdf.  

3 See Kurk Dorsey, The Dawn of Conservation Diplomacy: U.S.-Canadian Wildlife Protection Treaties in the 
Progressive Era (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1998); Dorsey, Whales and Nations: Environmental Diplomacy 
on the High Seas (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2014);Thomas Robertson, “‘This Is the American Earth’: 
American Empire, the Cold War, and American Environmentalism,” Diplomatic History 32:4 (September 2008): 561-
584; Megan Black, Interior’s Exterior: The State, Mining Companies, and Resource Ideologies in the Point Four 
Program,” Diplomatic History 40:1 (January 2016): 81-110. 
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arrangements within the United Nations to insert environmental priorities—and environmental NGOs 
themselves—into the politics of international development. As Macekura notes, technical knowledge, 
financial power, and legal and professional credibility enabled private environmental groups to hold 
governmental agencies and lending institutions accountable for their willful ignorance of the environmental 
costs of development. 

Macekura’s version of the environment-development conundrum stems from a background in an increasingly 
sophisticated literature on international development, an important area of research in both environmental 
history and the history of foreign relations. It also builds upon work that investigates NGOs as important 
international actors. But to his credit, Macekura is careful to balance this focus on NGOs and development 
agencies with a recognition of the importance of more traditional state actors in defining the problem. For 
developing nations acting within the international system, he explains, incorporating environmental concerns 
into development represented a potential threat to sovereignty (a familiar story for environmental historians 
steeped in domestic stories of dispossession).4 Meanwhile, developing nations’ calls for ‘additionality’ in 
efforts to marry the objectives of environment and development—that is, the demand that money provided 
for environmental protection come in addition to, rather than in place of, traditional development aid—often 
ran contrary to the objectives of state development policies, particularly the United States, especially as the 
waning Cold War ushered in move toward ‘trade not aid.’ A look at Macekura’s long list of archives speaks to 
the impressive balance of his approach; in addition to five presidential libraries, the records of various 
executive agencies, and a number of personal collections, it also includes the collections of national and 
international environmental organizations, United Nations agencies in multiple countries, the records of the 
World Bank, and the collections of a number of scientific institutions. 

Macekura does well to keep tabs on the many moving parts of his story, and he is right to demonstrate the 
agency of NGOs in the advent of the ‘sustainable development’ paradigm that came to characterize 
international environmental discourse at the end of the Cold War. In what he calls the “coevolution” of 
NGOs and lending organizations, however, Macekura does little to show how NGOs themselves evolved 
during this period (7). NGOs may have, in Macekura’s words, “transformed the practices of major 
development lending institutions,” but the guiding strategies and philosophies of these NGOs themselves also 
changed in response to the changing geopolitics of development (6). In particular, Macekura only waves at 
how an increased faith in the ability of markets and private capital to help solve environmental problems—
inherited in part from the very lending organizations Macekura addresses in his book—reshaped the strategies 
and priorities of environmental NGOs both domestically and abroad in the 1980s. Macekura mentions that 
this faith in markets “suffused American life,” but says little about what that meant for, say, Greenpeace or the 
Sierra Club (274).5 

In fact, if there is a persistent shortcoming of the book, it is Macekura’s inconsistent and sometimes shallow 
contextualization of the narrow, bureaucratic subject matter that drives the story. For example, Macekura 

                                                        
4 See, for example, Mark David Spence, Dispossessing the Wilderness: Indian Removal and the Making of the 

National Parks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 

5 James Gustave Speth tackles some of the strategic challenges international environmentalism inherited from 
the domestic scene in Red Sky at Morning: America and the Crisis of the Global Environment (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2004). 
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provides very little about the domestic politics of the 1972 United Nations Conference on the Human 
Environment despite an in-depth chapter on the event, and nowhere does he detail the fragmentation of the 
American environmental movement that accompanied the so-called “battle for the World Bank” that he 
chronicles in his fifth (and best) chapter. He is similarly reticent about changes in the dynamics of the Cold 
War during the formative years of the sustainable development paradigm, essentially ignoring the relationship 
between the Washington Consensus and the larger ideological battle with the communist world.6 It is a 
strange problem for a book that joins so many subfields together to have, and perhaps it is simply unfair to 
ask a book that already does so much to do it all. I wonder, however, whether a stronger editorial hand might 
have pushed Macekura to think bigger and more broadly, past the often limited gaze of a dissertation. The 
ambition of the project and the depth and quality of Macekura’s research merit the extra work. 

Fortunately, despite its idiosyncrasies of contextualization, the rigor of the work shines through any residual 
rough edges, and Of Limits and Growth is a watershed work in taking environmental politics and international 
relations together. Macekura’s research is outstanding, and the book’s utility speaks to diligent scholarship 
and hard-won ideas. In 300 pages, he has introduced the characters, institutions, and ideas that have shaped 
international environmental governance in the postwar period, and he has created a framework for 
understanding how that shaping took place. As historians begin to dig more deeply into the overlaps between 
environmental politics and American foreign relations in the post-war period, this book will become a 
touchstone of that new endeavor.  

 

                                                        
6 See Odd Arne Westad, “The Reagan Offensive,” in The Global Cold War : Third World Interventions and the 

Making of Our Times (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 331-363. 
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Review by Evelyn Krache Morris, Independent Scholar 

tephen Macekura’s Of Limits and Growth: The Rise of Global Sustainable Development in the Twentieth 
Century is a thoroughly researched and well-written account of the rise of internationally-focused 
environmental non-governmental organizations (NGOs) during the last half of the twentieth century. 

He tells a fascinating story of organizations that dramatically changed policy and discourse around both 
economic development and environmental issues but that have largely failed in their ultimate goal to 
“reconcile the desire for economic development with the necessity of environmental protection” (5). 

Macekura’s work is very detailed, making good use of extensive archival research into personal papers. He 
bases his arguments on a comprehensive secondary literature. His book extends and enriches an already 
fruitful historiography on international development. Recent works on modernization and development do 
not emphasize environmental concerns, but Macekura’s research puts these important considerations at the 
foreground.1 As a result, he has written a book that will be enormously useful not only to environmental 
historians but to students of international development, the history of NGOs, United States foreign policy, 
and modern United States intellectual history. It is impossible to do justice to the author’s thoughtful and 
complex arguments in a short review, but a summary of the work will give some indication of its scope.  

In Chapter 1, “The Rise of International Organization and Postwar Development,” Macekura begins his 
account by describing the rise of conservation organizations like the International Union for the Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) and the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) in the wake of the Second World War. He rightly 
highlights the trauma of the war, both to landscapes and to people, and argues that this experience helped to 
drive post-war conservation efforts. As it did in the wider post-war world, the question of national sovereignty 
looms large right from the beginning in Macekura’s account. By 1945, nation-states and nationalism seemed 
to many in the developed world to be a largely failed experiment; international institutions appeared more 
stable and more effective. In the rapidly decolonizing Global South, however, the opposite seemed true.  

Chapter 2, “Parks and Poverty in Africa: Conservation, Decolonization, and Development” explores the 
difficult trade-offs between meeting basic human needs and promoting environmental stewardship. Land 
preservation was proving impossible to reconcile with surging nationalist sentiment and the more practical 
problems of displaced indigenous people and widespread poverty. Macekura also introduces a related conflict 
that came to plague the environmental NGOs: the goal of land preservation versus the ‘scientific 
management’ (74) of environmental resources. He cites James Scott’s canonical Seeing Like a State: How 
Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed but could do even more with Scott’s ideas about 
land use and expertise.2 Although he observes, for example, that “Conservationists also castigated the Maasai 

                                                        
1 See, for example, David Ekbladh, The Great American Mission: Modernization and the Construction of an 

American World Order (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011); Nils Gilman, Mandarins of the Future: 
Modernization Theory in Cold War America (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011); Michael E. Latham, 
The Right Kind of Revolution: Modernization, Development, and U.S. Foreign Policy from the Cold War to the Present 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2010). 

2 James C. Scott., Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1999). 
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[people of East Africa] for ‘irrational’ wasteful use of the land” (62), Macekura does not fully explore the ways 
in which the NGOs’ neocolonialism limited their influence even as their visibility increased. 

By Chapter 3, “‘The World’s Most Dangerous Political Issue’: The 1972 Stockholm Conference and the 
Politics of Environmental Protection,” the stakes were even higher than in the immediate post-war period. At 
the same time, the global environmental movement was more fragmented than ever; “global,” at least at this 
time, meant Western-dominated. Financial issues, particularly after the OPEC oil crisis in 1973, continued to 
be intractable, as developing nations demanded financial support for environmental efforts and compensation 
for lost revenue that developing nations were unable, or unwilling, to provide. Questions of money were 
linked to even deeper issues, such as sovereignty, reparations, and equality. Given these tensions, it is 
remarkable that the conference was as productive as it was. By exposing the limits of state-centered solutions, 
and by convincing NGOs that environmental and development concerns were inextricably linked, Stockholm 
set the stage for a new phase of NGO development and activism.  

With Chapter 4, “When Small Seemed Beautiful: NGOs, Appropriate Technology, and International 
Development in the 1970s,” Macekura moves from the origins of environmental NGOs to an account of 
their varied, but often futile, efforts to make environmental issues a more important consideration in 
development. In this chapter, the split between development and environmental stewardship becomes even 
more pronounced, as the appropriate technology movement took off. Another theme of the chapter, which 
Macekura does not explore as fully as he might, is the paternalism inherent in such Western-focused 
movements. As decolonization and nationalism continued to be vital forces, and as the Cold War gave 
developing nations the political power to play the United States and the Soviet Union off each other, the 
notion that first-world NGOs might dictate the scope of projects in the developing world seems at best 
unrealistic. 

The successes of NGOs in Chapter 5, “Leveraging the Lenders: The Quest for Environmental Impact 
Statements in the United States and the World Bank,” are substantial. Legal and legislative victories both 
raised the profile of groups like the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) and institutionalized formal 
consideration of environmental issues in project planning. The underlying debate over how binding such 
environmental reviews should or could be was not resolved. The conflicts between scientists and 
policymakers, and between national governments, continued. More importantly, the distinction between 
development and environmental protection implied by mechanisms such as the Environmental Impact 
Statement was becoming outdated as NGOs successfully promoted a less divisive rhetoric. 

In Chapter 6, “Conservation for Development: The World Conservation Strategy and the Rise of Sustainable 
Development Planning,” Macekura recounts both the development of the sustainable development concept 
and its cooptation by a wide range of officials and organizations, no two of which meant quite the same thing 
by the phrase. The very combination of words seemed to promise that development and environmental 
concerns would no longer need to be in conflict but would be reconciled. “Old divisions between economic 
growth and ecological limits” would cease to exist (220). This, of course, did not happen. One reason, which 
Macekura alludes to but does not unpack, is that this new philosophy, like the ones before, was a product of 
Western officials and academics for export to the Global South. The goal of an “apolitical, technocratic” 
(226) United Nations Environment Program was not only naïve, it also assumed that politics was to be 
avoided and technology and bureaucracy embraced.  
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Part Three, “Persistent Problems” opens with an account of the troubled 1992 United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development (UNCED), held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Chapter 7, “The Persistence of 
Old Problems: The Politics of Environment and Development at the Rio Earth Summit,” chronicles the 
planning for the conference and the meeting itself, highlighting the myriad ways in which chronic difficulties, 
which Macekura ably recounts in previous chapters, were both illustrated and exacerbated in Rio. As 
transnational environmental problems, such as global climate change, gained in importance, the fall of the 
Soviet Union seemed to validate a single, free-market solution to even the most complex challenges. 
Questions of national sovereignty and neocolonialism remained unanswered. Another persistent conflict that 
Macekura highlights, quite rightly, is the debate over financing. Rhetoric, like that of sustainable 
development, has been profoundly influenced by environmental NGOs, but donor government resistance to 
funding remains strong, whatever the language used. He suggests that the underlying issue is a lack of shared 
values among national governments (125, 130) and it is likely that this disagreement is at the root of debates 
over sovereignty and money. 

Macekura’s framing of the questions confronted by environmental NGOs gives his analysis focus. The 
coexistence of limits and growth provides a useful framework for complex arguments. Macekura’s use of 
Sebastian Mallaby’s article, “NGOs: Fighting Poverty, Hurting the Poor” in the conclusion is a clever way to 
illustrate both the increased visibility of environmental NGOs and also the problems inherent in their 
mission.3 The phrase ‘sustainable development’ is yet another example of the limits and growth paradox so 
astutely explored in this book. The concept purports to unite environmental and development concerns in a 
balance but, as the author rightly points out, it in fact has privileged development over ‘sustainability,’ a word 
that is vague and easily manipulated for all sorts of agendas, many of which have little to do with 
environmental concerns.  

Another strength of the book is Macekura’s repeated reminders that, whatever the legislative or legal 
accomplishments of environmental NGOs, the question remains: where will the money come from? Global 
South governments, from the Stockholm Conference to Rio and beyond have been adamant that the types of 
environmental efforts demanded by donor nations, such as forest preservation or carbon emission limitations, 
come with what they consider to be adequate donations. The conflict over funding is crucial and unresolved, 
and Macekura does not try to downplay or minimize its importance.  

Macekura’s actors are white, Western, and almost exclusively male. Although this no doubt reflects the 
composition of NGO leadership, it would have enriched his account to include actors, including NGO 
leaders, who did not fit this narrow description. Mention of The Green Belt Movement, for example, 
founded in 1977 by Wangari Maathai, a Kenyan woman, would have both broadened the story and allowed 
the author to explore the ways in which Global South-based environmental organizations differed from 
United States-based ones. To the extent that actors in developing nations are included in the account, they are 
usually (male) heads of state or Western-allied technocrats. Macekura does acknowledge the exclusivity of 
organizations like the World Wildlife Federation, including a citation of an amusing caption of a picture of 
WWF leadership in black tie: “WWF an elitist organization? Why in the world would you say that?” (238) 

                                                        
3 Sebastian Mallaby, “NGOs: Fighting Poverty, Hurting the Poor,” Foreign Policy 144 (September-October 

2004): 50-58. 
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While international environmental movements remained predominantly upper-class and male, domestic ones 
in the United States were increasingly led by women and other marginalized groups, like returning Vietnam 
War veterans.4 Many of the issues highlighted by Macekura—the tensions between development and 
stewardship, the role of governments and NGOs, local focus versus scalability, and the problem of 
financing—occur in domestic movements that are concurrent with the international ones he describes.5 In 
addition, the rise of ‘lay expertise’, as sociologist Steven Epstein terms it, would seem to undermine one of the 
foundational beliefs of Western NGOs: that external guidance is required for nations to develop properly.6 
Perhaps a future project might explore how domestic environmental actors and concerns influenced 
internationally-focused American NGOs. 

I would be interested to learn Macekura’s thoughts on whether or not large, donor-government-allied, top-
down NGOs are becoming anachronistic. Are single-issue, grass-roots organizations such as Save the Mekong 
more effective in forcing the incorporation of environmental concerns into development plans? Or do global 
issues such as climate change demand transnational actors? I would also like to learn Macekura’s views on 
what makes a development project successful, and who sets the definition of success. Conflicting agendas and 
goals among NGOs, donor nations, and recipient nations would seem to be another enormous obstacle to 
environmental stewardship. 

In summary, Of Limits and Growth is a thoughtful and rich account of the rise of Western-based 
environmental NGOs. Macekura explores the ways in which these organizations succeeded in changing the 
debate about environmentalism and development and yet remains clear-eyed about the failures of these 
NGOs to drive comprehensive policy change. Macekura’s findings, that politics and national sovereignty 
trump environmental activism, are not surprising, but are nonetheless powerful and sobering.  

 

                                                        
4 See, for example, Fred A. Wilcox, Waiting for an Army to Die: The Tragedy of Agent Orange (New York: Seven 

Stories Press: 1983), 2011. 

5 Accounts of these movements include Joyce M. Barry, Standing Our Ground: Women, Environmental Justice, 
and the Fight to End Mountaintop Removal (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2012); Elizabeth D. Blum, Love Canal 
Revisited: Race, Class, and Gender in Environmental Activism (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2008); Dan Fagin, 
Toms River: A Story of Science and Salvation (Washington D.C.: Island Press, 2015) 

6 Steven Epstein, “The Construction of Lay Expertise: AIDS Activism and the Forging of Credibility in the 
Reform of Clinical Trials,” Science, Technology, & Human Values 20:4 (Autumn 1995): 408-437.  
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Review by Simon Toner, University of Sheffield/Columbia University 

n 1956, U.S. Tax Court Judge Russell Train took his first safari to East Africa and shot an elephant. 
When he returned to Africa two years later, it seemed to Train that there were fewer animals. Naturally, 
he blamed East Africans, people “always hungry for more land and seemingly indifferent to the fate of the 

wildlife” (43). Train was not alone among Western observers of Africa’s natural world in the 1950s and 
1960s. Another prominent advocate of conservation argued that “we Europeans must teach our black brothers 
to value our own possessions”, not “because we are older and cleverer, but because we do not want them to 
repeat our mistakes and our sins” (62-63). 

Several histories of international development have highlighted the colonial roots of the postwar international 
development enterprise, particularly those of the modernization paradigm. These same histories invariably 
end sometime in the late 1960s or early 1970s, as modernization came under attack from all directions, 
including from social scientists, the U.S. Congress, and environmentalists.1 Some of these scholars leave 
readers with the impression that a radical environmental critique of international development suddenly burst 
onto the scene sometime in the mid-1960s, perhaps with the publication of Rachel Carson’s bestselling Silent 
Spring.2 In his work, Of Limits and Growth, Stephen Macekura traces the origins of the ‘sustainable 
development’ discourse. He reveals, among very many other things, that the roots of the environmental 
critique of development, much like those of the modernization paradigm, lay in the colonial era. 
Decolonization and the postcolonial nations’ drive for economic growth, based as it was on the exploitation of 
natural resources, appeared to threaten colonial arrangements that protected wildlife. New non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) therefore emerged to replace imperial authorities in postcolonial game reserves and 
parks. United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Director Julian Huxley 
and other conservation-minded scientists founded the International Union for the Preservation (later 
Conservation) of Nature (IUCN) in 1948 and its fundraising wing, the World Wildlife Fund, in 1961. Also 
in 1961, Train established the African Wildlife Leadership Foundation (later African Wildlife Foundation) 
(AWF). Many NGO officials happened to be former colonial officers with little faith that postcolonial leaders 
could or would protect the environment. These experts believed in the need for global solutions and external 
interventions; wildlife was a global resource which might be neglected if left to local communities or nations. 
Although they thought in these globalist, cosmopolitan terms, the organizations were composed largely of 
North American and European personnel and, Macekura notes, they often reinforced imperial power 
dynamics, as well adopting paternalistic and racist assumptions about the superiority of Western management 
techniques.  

                                                        
1 For the pre-1945 origins of the postwar development enterprise see Michael Adas, Dominance by Design: 

Technological Imperatives and America’s Civilizing Mission (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006); Joseph Morgan 
Hodge, Triumph of the Expert: Agrarian Doctrines and the Legacies of British Colonialism (Athens: Ohio University Press, 
2007). On the implosion of the modernization paradigm in the late 1960s see Nils Gilman, Mandarins of the Future: 
Modernization Theory in Cold War America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003); Michael E. Latham, The 
Right Kind of Revolution: Modernization, Development, and U.S. Foreign Policy from the Cold War to the Present (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2011). 

2 Rachel Carson, Silent Spring, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1962).  
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Macekura seeks to historicize the term ‘sustainable development.’ Today, the term ties together environmental 
concerns with a drive for continued economic growth and high living standards. But Macekura shows why 
the term emerged when it did, what its advocates meant, and why there continues to be a tension between 
development and environmentalism (12). He demonstrates that these organizations at first targeted the 
leaders of the postcolonial states in the 1950s and 1960s, encouraging them to pursue conservationist policies 
and attempting to persuade them of the tourism potential of unspoiled environments. Postcolonial leaders, 
however, believed in resource sovereignty and their focus was very much on economic growth. As Macekura’s 
story progresses, he widens the cast of NGOs. There was no single environmental movement attempting to 
refashion international development policy. Those NGOs closer to power focused on the more traditional 
issue of conservation, while more radical groups focusing on global inequality, nuclear power, and social 
justice, were more likely to operate on the fringes of international conferences. When the IUCN/WWF and 
the AWF failed to persuade the postcolonial nations, these and other NGOs turned their attention in the 
1970s and 1980s to lenders, primarily the U.S. Agency for International Development and the World Bank. 
They called for the use of appropriate technology, environmental reviews in the lending process, and the 
inclusion of ecological principles in development planning. These efforts gave rise to the discourse of 
“sustainable development,” an “intellectual compromise” (8) in which environmentalists increasingly sought 
to reconcile environmental protection with the developmental aspirations of the Global South. In doing so, 
this network of NGOs had, by the early 1990s, shaped lending practices and international development 
policies, but achieving their larger goal of ecologically sensitive development proved impossible in the face the 
North-South conflict, an issue which continues to dominate the international development agenda.  

Macekura’s focus on NGOs is a welcome addition to the literature on U.S. foreign relations and international 
development. Much of the development literature on non-state actors focuses on those extensions of the 
American state such as the Rockefeller and Ford Foundations, which often served as surrogates for U.S. 
foreign policy. It is therefore fascinating to read how Macekura’s more independently-minded NGOs related 
to the U.S. state, to the nations of the Global South, and to supranational institutions. One of the most 
original aspects of Macekura’s work in this regard is his discussion of the “private governance” of these non-
governmental organizations. NGO officials used their political connections in the U.S. Congress and U.S. 
presidential administrations, sometimes attaining influential positions within the latter, to shape 
environmental and development policy. For example, President Richard Nixon appointed Train Director of 
the Council on Environmental Quality, meaning that the platform of the U.S. delegation to the 1972 
Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment closely mirrored the concerns of the IUCN/WWF and 
the AWF. Macekura also shows how, throughout the 1970s and 1980s, NGOs such as the National 
Resources Defense Council (NRDC) and the Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) used legal avenues and 
leveraged their political connections to pressure USAID and other U.S. government agencies working 
overseas, as well as the World Bank, to incorporate environmental impact statements into their lending 
processes. The NRDC and EDF then tried to ensure compliance through the courts. These groups had some 
modest success, reining in the activities of U.S. government agencies and the World Bank, and making them 
more accountable for the impact of their projects on the environment. But accountable to whom? “For all the 
talk of making these institutions accountable and transparent to the public,” Macekura concludes, “in 
practice, the public had come to signify those NGOs capable of exercising legal authority and political 
influence” (218). Furthermore, environmental impact assessments could result in the abandonment or 
redesign of development projects abroad, amounting to an impingement on the sovereignty of borrower 
nations, many of which wished to carry out potentially environmentally damaging development projects 
regardless of the concerns of U.S.-based NGOs. 
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Macekura shows how, from the 1970s onwards, the discourse of ‘sustainable development’ emerged out of the 
environmental and ‘basic human needs’ critiques of top-down development planning. Rather than thinking of 
the environment as something that needed to be isolated from the development process, a network of activists 
and intellectuals associated with environmental NGOs, began considering how to incorporate ecological 
principles into development planning. These environmentalists believed that conservation would be best 
served by development programs which ensured the sustainable utilization of resources while emphasizing 
participatory, decentralized planning, and alleviating poverty, improving public health, and redressing global 
inequality. Such a strategy was only possible with additional resource transfers from North to South. In this 
sense, the strategy represented the environmentalists’ accommodation with the development aspirations of the 
nations of the Global South. These ideas were encapsulated in the IUCN’s World Conservation Strategy of 
1980 and the 1987 Brundtland Commission report, which provided sustainable development guidelines for 
developing nations. Both publications played an important role in shaping development discourse, though 
implementing change in practice proved much more difficult. Despite the adoption of sustainability rhetoric, 
the 1992 Rio Earth Summit was dominated by the very same North-South disagreements over additional aid 
and sovereignty as those which had hampered agreement at the 1972 Stockholm Conference, these debates 
now compounded by the United States’ turn toward market-based solutions to development and 
environmental protection. Over time, and particularly in popular discourse, Macekura notes that the meaning 
of sustainable development grew more diffuse, particularly losing its original advocates’ emphasis on 
redressing existing inequalities. 

At the heart of Macekura’s book is the story of how these NGOs navigated the shoals of North-South debates 
over international development. His goal is to highlight both the growth of NGOs and their influence but 
also the limits on their ability to achieve their goals against this backdrop of North-South conflict over the 
inequality of power in the global political and economic system. But given this larger North-South story, it 
sometimes reads like these NGOs are marginal players in their own drama. For this reader, at times the most 
compelling parts of Macekura’s story were less the intellectual debates within the NGO community, and 
more the North-South controversies. Take for example, the vignette about funding for Tanzania’s national 
parks. In 1966, Britain cut off foreign aid to Tanzania in the face of Tanzanian President Julius Nyerere’s 
growing nationalist assertiveness. This included funds for the operation of Tanzania’s national parks and the 
pensions of British civil servants working in them. Certainly, environmental activists played a role here. John 
Owen, the director of Tanzania’s National Parks and an associate of the IUCN and WWF, lobbied for 
Britain to pay more but ultimately local employees replaced British civil servants. Yet, this is a story not so 
much of NGOs, but of how former colonial powers and newly emerging states negotiated the ambiguous 
forms of sovereignty and governance which emerged from decolonization. Elsewhere, Macekura occasionally 
attributes too great an influence to his actors. In his discussion of the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, he describes 
Conference Secretary General Maurice Strong’s agenda setting. By incorporating Global South demands for 
more aid, Macekura argues, Strong “ensured that the 1992 meeting would be dominated by many of the same 
economic and political questions that had shaped the Stockholm gathering” (267, 280). Yet, given the North-
South battles over inequality in the global economy since the 1960s, it seems implausible that it was Strong’s 
agenda setting and not more deeply embedded structural forces which created the impasse at Rio.  

Similarly, environmentalists are largely sidelined from the narrative in Chapter 4, which charts the rise of the 
‘appropriate technology’ (AT) movement. This chapter will be of particular interest to historians of 
development, revealing as it does some of the significant changes that occurred in international development 
policy in the 1970s. Macekura shows how the rise of AT was facilitated by the roughly simultaneous 
emergence of the ‘basic needs’ and market-based approaches to development, and it came to influence AID, 
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World Bank, and United Nations (UN) programs. Certainly, as Macekura points out, advocates of AT such 
as economist and Small is Beautiful author E.F. Schumacher shared with environmentalists a critique of 
capital intensive, top-down, and polluting technologies.3 Yet AT advocates moved beyond narrower 
environmental concerns in the hope of reshaping international development policy more broadly. For 
example, Macekura discusses the role of AID official Edgar Owens, the chief architect of Alternative 
Technology International, an independent but federally funded body for the promotion of AT. Overlooked 
however, is Owens’s longer professional history, not of environmental activism, but of attempting to reorient 
development policy toward decentralized, low-tech models which empowered local communities.4 Because 
the environmentalists discussed elsewhere in the book are largely absent from this chapter, this otherwise 
fascinating chapter feels somewhat disconnected from the rest of the text. 

These minor quibbles aside, Macekura has made a tremendously valuable contribution to the history of 
international development, U.S. foreign relations, and environmentalism. He has also widened the cast of 
North American and European characters who grappled with the problems of postcolonial development 
beyond ‘high modernists’ and communitarians. Indeed, in contrast to the latter two groups, these 
environmentalists, to their merit, eventually incorporated the Global South’s justified criticisms of global 
inequality into their thinking. Yet in doing so, Macekura shows that the environmentalists played a critical 
role in fashioning the current consensus that environmental protection is compatible with continued material 
abundance. Above all, his book is essential reading for anyone seeking to understand the current impasse over 
a meaningful global climate change agreement.  

 

                                                        
3 E.F. Schumacher, Small is Beautiful: a Study of Economics as if People Mattered (London: Vintage, 1973). 

4 On Owens’ earlier work see Brian E. Butler, “Title IX of the Foreign Assistance Act: Foreign Aid and Political 
Development,” Law and Society Review 3:1 (August 1968): 115-152; Rolf H. Sartorius and Vernon W. Ruttan, “The 
Sources of the Basic Human Needs Mandate,” The Journal of Developing Areas 23:3 (1989): 331-362. 
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Author’s Response by Stephen Macekura, Indiana University 

 thank Tom Maddux for organizing this roundtable. I also thank Kurk Dorsey for his introduction, and 
David Engerman, Evelyn Krache Morris, Simon Toner, and Joshua Howe for their thoughtful and 
insightful reviews. I am very grateful for their deep readings of my book and their generous responses to 

it. Rather than recapitulating their main points, I want to take the opportunity to build on some of the 
questions they have raised. 

First, I want to reflect a bit more on the varieties of environmental activism represented in my book. Toner 
notes, for instance, that the advocates for “appropriate technology” I discuss in chapter four differ from many 
of the other environmental groups that appear in other parts of the book. In a similar vein, Morris identifies 
that almost all of the actors in the environmental groups I do discuss are “white, Western, and exclusively 
male.” Both comments suggest the fact that there was never any one clear, coherent environmental 
movement.  

Rather, the phrase ‘environmentalism’ has long encapsulated many different people, places, ideologies, and 
goals. I could have stressed this point more explicitly in the book. My book focuses on elite, white, male 
activists for good reason. For a long period of time, the major Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) I 
analyze were exclusionary; the elite white men who led and staffed groups such as the World Wildlife Fund 
(WWF) and the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) sought to maintain the colonial-era 
parks and reserves in the post-colonial world. But after decades of engagement with the non-European and 
non-American world—and after extensive internal debates—these organizations evolved to be more inclusive 
just as a wider range of activists came to self-identify as environmentalists. As Joshua Howe notes, some of the 
most trenchant critiques of elite environmentalism came from other environmental activists, as I show during 
the campaign against the World Bank in the 1980s. In addition, many of the environmental activists in this 
book differed over the degree of faith they should place in technological solutions to environmental problems. 
Even with among ‘appropriate technology’ advocates there was fierce debate over whether the ‘hardware’ of 
technology was more powerful than the ‘software’ of social relations and political debate. It is important not 
to gloss over such differences, but rather for us to analyze all the varieties of environmentalism for their 
connections, synergies, divergences, and conflicts. I thus want to second Morris’s desire for future research 
into the diversity of environmental activists—from Kenyan activist Wangari Maathai’s ‘Green Belt 
Movement,’ for instance, or ‘lay expertise,’ or what Joan Martinez-Alier calls the ‘environmentalism of the 
poor’—and their relationship to the broader debates over the meaning and practice of development in the 
twentieth century world.1  

Second, I also want to encourage greater study of the relationship between post-colonial sovereignty and 
environmental protection. In the early chapters of my book, I stress that by making global claims about the 
need for species protection—to protect everywhere the “magnificent heritage which belongs to all the world” 
in Russell Train’s words—activists challenged a world in which revolutionary nationalist movements 
demanded that power fall to sovereign nation-states in the wake of formal territorial empire (1). For leaders 

                                                        
1 Joan Martinez-Alier, The Environmentalism of the Poor: A Study of Ecological Conflicts and Valuation (New 

Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2005); Ramachandra Guha and Joan Martinez-Alier, Varieties of Environmentalism: 
Essays North and South (London: Earthscan Publications, Ltd., 1997). 
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such as Julius Nyerere in Tanganyika (later Tanzania) and many others, such statements seemed like threats 
to national independence and economic self-determination (both powerful concepts in the post-1945 years).  

Since my book focuses largely on the international ramifications of these conflicts, I did not have the space to 
explore in great depth into these conflicts in any one country. Engerman rightly points this out in his review, 
and I welcome further exploration into the national and local politics of global environmental activism and 
post-colonial sovereignty. Moving more closely to the ground level—beyond the development agencies and 
first-world NGOs featured in my book—would offer additional insights into the social, economic, and 
ecological ramifications of individual development projects or programs that post-colonial countries sought in 
defiance of global environmental arguments. At that granular level can we grasp the politics of the relationship 
between national sovereignty and global imperative, as well as how such debates remade both landscapes and 
local livelihoods.  

Finally, I want to expand on Morris’s brief call to identify “what makes a development project successful, and 
who sets the definition of success.” These are powerful questions that cut the core of development. A striking 
feature of the history of development is how often and frequently definitions of success change over time. As 
Engerman has shown elsewhere, for decades national “success” meant high-growth rates measured in 
economic aggregates such as Gross National Product (GNP).2 While such numbers still maintain their grip 
on the policymaking imagination, the development world is now also awash in a variety of indicators that 
measure everything from political freedom to ‘sustainability’ to ‘human development.’ Moreover, individual 
projects rarely generate consensus over goals, as one person’s dam designed to increase electricity production is 
another person’s weapon of local population displacement. To this end, Nick Cullather has persuasively called 
for historians to analyze development “not as a process or an outcome but as a narrative strategy,” a set of 
disputes and often incompatible ways of envisioning and telling stories of change.3  

Our task, then, is to historicize ‘success’ itself. Historians should pay closer attention to how indicators, 
metrics, and other means of assessment set the parameters of policymaking choice, circumscribed debate, and 
limited the developmental imagination at both the micro-and-macro scale. Daniel Speich has written 
extensively on the relationship between national income measurement and early post-war developmentalism, 
and I have begun a research project on the history of the meaning and measurement of economic growth. But 
there is much more to be done on this front.4 After all, a major challenge in pursuing ‘sustainable’ 
development remains figuring out how to see, describe, and assess the consequences of a development 
intervention over a much longer time frame and in a much wider social and ecological context. 

                                                        
2 David C. Engerman, “Bernath Lecture: American Knowledge and Global Power,” Diplomatic History 31:4 

(September 2007): 620-621. 

3 Cullather, The Hungry World, 183. 

4 See, for instance, Daniel Speich, “The Use of Global Abstractions: National Income Accounting in the Period 
of Imperial Decline,” Journal of Global History 6:1 (2011): 7-28. On measurement and success in the First World, see 
Matthias Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth: The Making and Remaking of the Economic Growth Paradigm and the 
OECD, 1948 to 2010 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016). 
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In conclusion, I want to thank my reviewers once more for their dedicated and careful engagement with my 
research. It was a great pleasure to receive such thoughtful responses from a set of scholars whose work I have 
long read and admired, and from whom I look forward to continuing to learn in the future. 
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