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In the 1957 musical West Side Story, Arthur Laurents, Stephen Sondheim, and Leonard 

Bernstein set the conflict of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet between two rival 1950’s New 

York gangs, the Sharks and the Jets.  The intimate narrative of Tony (Romeo) and Maria’s 

(Juliet) romance is set against the broad sweep of racial conflict, immigration, and gang violence.  

In his 2000 book Something New Under the Sun: An Environmental History of the Twentieth-

Century World, J. R. McNeill pits two human evolutionary strategies, those of sharks and those 

of rats, against each other, amid the broad sweep of ecologic change during the twentieth century 

(a time that both brought, and was influenced by, jets).1   

McNeil posits humans biologically are like rats: extremely adaptable to a wide variety of 

situations and ecological niches.  However, our societies are like sharks: highly adapted and  

specialized to thrive under specific conditions.  In the short run, sharks thrive.  The human shark 

has done so, particularly in the twentieth century, through a continuing reliance on inexpensive 

energy, widely available water, and continuous population and economic growth.  Over longer 

term, such specialization is tenuous, as it depends on ecological stability.   The adaptable rat 

strategy, however, is a better gamble in the longer term, or if ecological change is imminent.  In 

the twentieth century, societies’ choices “have lately permitted us to erect a highly specialized 

fossil fuel-based civilization so ecologically disruptive that it guarantees surprises and shocks, 

and promotes just the sort of flux that favors the adaptable and clever.”  It is our civilization that 

is in peril, more or than our species. (XXIII-XXIV) 

 

                                                 
1 J. R. McNeill, Something New under the Sun: an Environmental History of the Twentieth-Century World, Global 

Century Series (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2000), XXII-XXIV. All subsequent page numbers will 

appear in the text. 
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To explore our evolutionary gambits, McNeil makes four propositions.  First, the 

twentieth century is one of unusually intense ecological change, made all the more unique for 

human provocation.  Second, that change is an unintended consequence of the social, political, 

and economic choices of humanity.  Third, invoking the danger of the shark approach, our 

choices have been uniquely suited to the current ecological situation.  Finally, the preferences 

and patterns of our societies are not easily adaptable when the ecological situation changes 

(though he limits his exploration of future consequences.), while simultaneously increasing the 

likelihood of drastic ecological change. 

Despite the power of this rat verses shark metaphor, and the intrigue implied by his four 

propositions, McNeil chose not to organize Something New Under the Sun according to either.  

Instead, perhaps in recognition that “the modern ecological history of the planet and the 

socioeconomic history of humanity make full sense only if seen together” (XXII), he organized 

the book thematically into two large sections.  He does so with a wide-ranging perspective, 

though one decidedly focused on the Western perspective of world history, and in a manner that 

is careful to leave value judgements to the reader.  The result is a powerful primer in the social, 

political, and economic history of the environment, over the century in which we have become 

the dominant ecological force on the planet. 

The first section, comprising approximately two thirds of the book, acknowledges the 

divisions through which most cultures perceive the world, dividing the world into separate zones 

or strata: The Lithosphere and Pedosphere (the Earth’s crust, rock and soil respectively), the 

Atmosphere (the air and periterrestrial space), the Hydrosphere (water), and the Biosphere (the 

portion of the hydrosphere, lithosphere, and atmosphere inhabited by living things).  This choice 

has significant repercussions for McNeil’s analysis.  By treating each division separately, 
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interconnections between ecological cycles are necessarily neglected.  For example, the carbon 

cycle is a critical component of the ecology.  A grossly oversimplified version describes how 

carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is converted to sugars by plants through photosynthesis.  

Animals then eat plants, converting the sugars through digestion into carbon dioxide, which is 

respired back into the air.  In the real world, there are many other interactions involved, moving 

many tons of carbon between the air, the ocean surface, the ocean depths, soil, rock, and various 

living organism.  Thus, the carbon cycle transcends the lithosphere (rock), pedosphere (soil), 

hydrosphere, and atmosphere, with many (though not all) interactions occurring in the biosphere 

(where the cycle is critically important, in that life on Earth is based on carbon).  Human activity 

in the twentieth century has had profound impact on the carbon cycle, altering the balance of 

carbon located in the different “spheres.”  Greater carbon in the atmosphere resulting from fossil 

fuel use is the driver of global climate change, which threatens the shark-style adaptions upon 

which modern civilization depends.   

McNeil acknowledges this limitation, noting that “one has to chop up the seamless web 

of ecology to write its history.” (20) Building a narrative around changes to biochemical cycles 

would conversely hide the cumulative impact mankind has had on environments.  For example, 

McNeil divides his discussion of urban air pollution into “coal cities,” “smog cities,” 

“megacities,” “and recovering cities.”  His atmospheric focus allowed McNeil to make parallels 

between the coal cities of London, which had a cultural attachment to burning coal for home 

heating, and Pittsburg, which burned coal in industrial processes, including the production of 

glass, iron, and later coal (64-71).  A geochemical cycle based approach would be unlikely to 

connect the two cities, though it might make a tighter connection to geography and weather 
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regimes such as those which caused London to become a “smog city” after it cleaned up its coal 

smoke.  

The second part, “Engines of Change,” addresses the disassociation from process 

wrought by the first part to some degree, by dividing twentieth century ecological history along 

different lines: the social, economic, and political processes that drive ecological change.  Again, 

one must “chop up” history to tell it, at once revealing and hiding the depths of interconnectivity 

involved in anthropocentric environmental changes.  “The relationship between environmental 

and social changes are dense, reciprocal, overlapping, and always in flux.”  McNeil notes the 

challenge in applying a theoretical approach to the study of environmental history. “Grand 

theories that ply a simple answer (entropy, capitalism, overpopulation, patriarchy, market failure, 

affluence, poverty) are of little help.  (His) simplest answer is that in the twentieth century, two 

trends – conversion to a fossil-fuel based energy system and very rapid population growth – 

spread nearly around the world, while a third – ideological and political commitment to 

economic growth and military power – which was already widespread, consolidated.” (268) 

This second section is at once the most revealing, and most problematic from a social- 

and cultural- historical viewpoint.  Oversimplification and overgeneralization are as problematic 

as McNeil foreshadows.  For example, he contends that “food demand drove most of the 

century’s doubling of cropland, helped to fuel the Green Revolution, and multiplied the world’s 

fishing effort.” (275).  However, this ignores factors such as land speculation and government-

sponsored migration efforts, such as the 1862 Homestead Act in the United States (in effect 

through 1976 for the continental United States, and 1986 in Alaska). Expanding international 

trade in commodities such as cotton, coffee, or opium, or corn-based ethanol for energy use, 

which saw surges during World War II and since 1980 (and in the beginning of the 21st century, 
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the 1980 ethanol production surge has accelerated) drove a considerable increase in cropland. 

Many acres of former food production were converted for those uses, but they are not reliant on, 

indeed they are only tenuously linked to, food demand, if at all.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

The vast, global scope and focus on the “simplest answer” also limits the granularity of 

examination regarding farming systems.  Is there a difference in ecological impact between 

organic and “conventional” farming methods?  What were the ecological (and social and 

economic) ramifications of the transition from pasture-raised beef to grain-centric Confined 

Animal Feeding Operations fueled by the green revolution?  Is there a significant differential 

between the ecological impact of a forest-grown cocoa operation in the Ivory Coast or Ghana, 

and a monoculture cocoa plantation in Costa Rica? The answers to these questions have 

important ramifications to understanding our environmental roles.   

The relationship between the green revolution, different farming methods, and many 

environmental impacts is fascinating and important, but requires greater resolution in 

examination than the scope such a wide-ranging book allows.  As one example, raising livestock 

is typically presented as a major contributor to water pollution, water consumption, soil erosion, 

and global climate change.  However, traditional methods of pasturing, updated throughout the 

twentieth and twenty first century by those investigating alternatives to green revolution 

orthodoxy, show a net positive effect.  Nutrient runoff can be reduced to less than unmanaged 

(i.e., “wild”) land, offsetting to some degree that caused by conventional agriculture, residential, 

and industrial land uses.  More water is retained, recharging groundwater reserves, than is 

consumed, and far more carbon is sequestered as soil organic matter than is released into the 

atmosphere by the livestock.  Over terms longer than an initial startup phase (in tropical and 

subtropical area, usually three to four years, or four to seven in temperate zones.  The time frame 
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is longer when starting from depleted soils that have been used for conventional grain agriculture 

than most other prior land uses), this can be achieved at greater profit for the farmer, in terms of 

both profit per acre and profit per hour of labor.  Such production can also take place on land that 

would typically be deemed marginal or inappropriate for agricultural use but which is also 

unsuitable for significant habitat preservation.  Examples include (presently) eroded, hilly land 

and small parcels in urban and periurban areas considered too small or too close to complaining 

populations (this form of livestock management is visually appealing, and does not produce 

offensive smells) for productive use.2    

Clearly, a book traversing this scope of material requires a judicious pruning of potential 

perspectives.  However, the enormous social impact of the green revolution in assumptions made 

by farmers, international corporations, and government food and agricultural policy makers 

deserves greater coverage.  It intersects all of the ecological “spheres” McNeil spends the first 

two thirds of the book discussing, dominates the world’s energy and water regimes, and is 

                                                 
2 There is a large body of literature discussing these methods. For a practical, how-to investigation see Allan Nation, 

Quality Pasture: How to Create It, Manage It, and Profit from It (Jackson, Miss.: Green Park Press, 1995), Joel 

Salatin, Salad Bar Beef (Swoope, Va.: Polyface, 1995), or Joel Salatin, Pastured Poultry Profits (Swoope, Va.: 

Polyface, ©1993).  For a more wide-ranging and scientific/agronomic-focused study see Kristin Ohlson, The Soil 

Will Save Us: How Scientists, Farmers, and Foodies Are Healing the Soil to Save the Planet (New York, NY: 

Rodale, 2014).  The Yeomans family from Australia pioneered much of the foundational research and work on 

maximizing these effects.  P. A. Yeomans works The Keyline Plan (1954), The Challenge of Landscape (1958), 

Water for Every Farm (1964, updated in 1968), and The City Forest (1971) have been compiled by his son, Ken 

Yeomans, ed.,  Water for Every Farm: Yeomans Keyline Plan. 2008 ed. Southport, Qld,.: Keyline Designs, 2008. 

Alan Yeomans, also P. A.’s son, believes climate change can be reversed by management intensive grazing, noting 

that if we increase the organic matter content of the worlds soils by an average of one percent, atmospheric carbon 

would be reduced to pre-industrial-revolution levels.  High intensity pulsed grazing, a form of management intensive 

grazing, can routinely increase soil organic matter by 10%, which if done globally would account for 100 times the 

atmospheric carbon released by all of man’s activities since the beginning of time.  Alan J. Yeomans, “Reversing the 

Greenhouse Effect through Pulsed Grazing” (lecture, Ecological Society of Australia Conference, Canberra, ACT, 

1991).   

 

I discovered only after writing this paper that McNeil himself dealt with the issue of human activity and soil.    J. R. 

McNeill and Verena Winiwarter, “Breaking the Sod: Humankind, History, and Soil,” Science 304, no. 5677 (June 

11, 2004): 1627-9, https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy1.apus.edu/docview/213608963 (accessed April 29, 2018). 

https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy1.apus.edu/docview/213608963
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supplanting traditional cultural knowledge in an ever-increasing portion of the developing world.  

Yet it merits only a few scattered pages. 

One gets the impression that this is perhaps the result of McNeil being overcautious in an 

attempt to avoid appearing reactionary or alarmist.  In many of his concluding paragraphs, he 

mitigates the impacts of the phenomena he has just discussed.  For example, after a chapter-long 

discussion of mankind’s dramatic impacts on the hydrosphere, McNeil hedges, claiming “The 

oceans were big enough – like space – that even the twentieth century’s garbage and pollution 

mattered only around the edges.” (147)  Though “contaminated water killed tens of millions of 

people in the twentieth century, easily humanity’s most costly pollution problem” and “a 

sufficient supply of clean water appears likely to be one of the sharper constraints on the human 

career in the (twenty first) century,”(147),  he equivocates “the oceans are difficult to pollute 

seriously, because of their size.”(148). To be sure, alarmist and hyperbolic ecological discussion 

is rampant and largely unhelpful in promoting productive discussion.  But at times one feels an 

almost palpable strain from McNeil, wanting to take and defend a position but restraining 

himself.   

His restraint is intentional and admitted.  McNeil notes: 

Modern environmental writing typically evaluates changes as either good or bad but it 

rarely reveals the criteria for judgment.  I will refrain from such evaluation in many 

cases, because environmental changes usually are good for some people and bad for 

others, and indeed good for some species or subspecies and bad for others.  Where 

possible I will try and explain for whom (or what) a given development was good or bad.  

And if it was bad for virtually all life forms, I will abandon all effort at Olympian 

detachment and label it degradation, despoliation, destruction, or the like… Readers are 

invited to consider for themselves whether or not (a development) is good or bad – and 

urged to think: for whom? (XXV) 
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However, and perhaps because current readers are influenced by wisdom gained in the 

intervening 18 years since Something New was published, one becomes frustrated.  Even in some 

of the cases that were bad for virtually all life forms (and, of course, he repeatedly notes that this 

is an anthropocentric history, focused on the impact on humans), McNeil spends pages 

developing a position, only to walk it back in a few sentences at the end.  This creates less of an 

urge to consider for oneself the desirability of a development.  Instead, it serves to reduce the 

level of consequence, making such consideration appear unimportant. 

 Scope is a challenge throughout Something New.  Perhaps this is inevitable, when dealing 

with a subject as wide ranging as ecological history over an entire century.  Particularly so when 

that century is one in which the rate of anthropogenic impact on the ecology is so great, we’ve 

classified it as an entirely new geological epoch, the Anthropocene.3  The challenge of global 

scope is exacerbated by the transcendent nature of ecology.  “The modern ecological history of 

the planet and the socioeconomic history of humanity make full sense only if seen together” 

(XXII).  However, therein lies the crux of the matter.  One must discuss not only the ecological 

changes, but the sociological, economic, and political causes and consequences of those events to 

extract meaning.  The result at times feels more textbook than monograph.  Further, the 

qualitative nature of those causes and consequences can vary a great deal depending on one’s 

point of view.  Alas, McNeil’s own western viewpoint dominates throughout. 

 Time is another scope challenge for McNeil.  However, in this case, the focus on the 

twentieth century seems too restrictive rather than too broad.  Many of the phenomena McNeil 

                                                 
3 Anthropocene is a term created in 2000 by chemist and Nobel laureate Paul Cretzen, and is used to describe the 

current geologic period, in which human activities began to impact global climate and ecosystems.  Anthropocene. 

Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com's 21st Century Lexicon. Dictionary.com, LLC. 

http://www.dictionary.com/browse/anthropocene (accessed: April 29, 2018). 

http://www.dictionary.com/browse/anthropocene
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discusses were set in motion in the mid- to late- nineteenth century.  Others began much sooner.  

Notably, many of the ecological ramifications of human activities he investigates are just now 

beginning or growing to an intensity great enough to be noticed by a significant number of 

people, as we progress through the twenty first century.  Writing, as he was, at the turn of the 

century, McNeil’s drive to summarize the century immediately past is understandable.  Yet he 

struggles to limit his discussion to that frame.   

 In Something New Under the Sun, McNeil tackled one of the largest issues imaginable in 

world history: the environment.  His ecological history spans the layers of the Earth’s geologic 

media, and spans the additional disciplines of social and political history.  Perhaps most 

importantly, he does so while avoiding the kind of polemic diatribe that characterizes much 

ecological writing.4  That he sometimes struggles with the scope of such material is forgivable: 

each of his chapters, and even many of his short examples, are worthy of monographic treatment 

in and of themselves.  This makes Something Under the Sun a valuable primer to studying (and 

living in) the world we have created for ourselves. 

 McNeil began with a metaphor.  Are humans rats, or sharks?  Sharks are specialized, 

apex predators of the sea designed to eat.  So long as shark food continues to swim in the ocean, 

sharks will thrive.  Rats are adaptable and clever, omnivores who can readily adapt to varied 

diets and environments and solve problems preventing their success.  In economic and politically 

competitive situations over the short run, it is a better gamble to be a shark.  However, in the 

long run, or if change is imminent, it is better to be a rat.  Our twentieth century choices “have 

                                                 
4 Indeed, my own tendency would be to take a tone much more critical of the political and corporate status quo.  I 

often found myself thinking, “just take a stand for something!” while reading.  Ultimately, McNeil’s approach yields 

a far superior text.  
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lately permitted us to erect a highly specialized fossil fuel-based civilization so ecologically 

disruptive that it guarantees surprises and shocks, and promotes just the sort of flux that favors 

the adaptable and clever.”  The biological continuation of the human species is likely relatively 

secure: as a species, we are extremely adaptable and clever.  It is our social order that is at risk of 

extinction.  Our societies are sharks.(XXII-XXIV).  In this light, the true value McNeil brings is 

an awakening and a call to be more rat-like.  To make our own judgements, to adapt and to be 

clever as we strive to mold ourselves and our societies to the world we have made for ourselves.  

Or, perhaps like Tony and Maria, we can fall in love across the shark and rat divide.  May our 

results prove happier than theirs! 
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