
This is the accepted manuscript version of the following article: Alexander, D. (2016). [Review of the 

book Sustainability: A history, by J.L. Caradonna]. The Canadian Geographer, 60(4), e56, which has been 

published in final form at http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/cag.12300. This article may be used for non-

commercial purposes in accordance with Wiley Terms and Conditions for use of self-archived versions. 

  

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/cag.12300
https://authorservices.wiley.com/author-resources/Journal-Authors/licensing/self-archiving.html


UNCORRECTED P
ROOFS

Reviews / Comptes rendus

Sustainability: A History

by Jeremy L. Caradonna, Oxford University Press,
New York, 2014, 336 pp., hardcover $29.95 (ISBN
978-0199372409)

DOI: 10.1111/cag.12300

Sustainability: A History is a masterful synthesis of
the evolution of the concept of the theory and
practice of sustainability, tracing its roots back to
enlightened English, French, and Saxon foresters of
the 17th and 18th centuries, as well as the Tokugawa
Shogunate in Japan. The latter gets mentioned only
in passing as the book has a mainly Euro-American
focus, but given its relative brevity (331 pages, with
references and index) this can hardly be seen as a
fault.

A historian by trade, Caradonna takes a historical
view but, in so doing, elaborates in a pithy but
sophisticated way on the various interpretations of
the concept and its antecedents. The book shows
how there has been an accretion of ideas over time
and also shifts of emphasis in different eras.
Caradonna credits the first use of the term to Saxon
forester, Hans Karl von Carlowitz, who wrote in
1713: “We must aim for a continuous, resilient, and
sustainable use [of forests]. . .” (p. 1). As Caradonna
notes (p. 119), the 1972 Club of Rome report on The
Limits to Growth re-introduced the concept in a
modern context in substance, and the first explicit
use of the term was in the title of Robert L. Stivers’
The Sustainable Society: Ethics and EconomicGrowth
(1976). He notes that while, by themid-1980s, books
with “sustainability” in the title were becoming
more common, by the end of that decade they were
off the charts.

The Introduction covers key ideas and concepts of
sustainability, and explores the sources of the
concept in the early modern period from 1700 to
the Arcadian philosophical writings of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau in the latter half of that century. Chapter 2
focuses on “The Industrial Revolution and Its
Discontents,” introducing some key themes that

recur later on. Chapter 3 focuses on the develop-
ment of the environmental movement in the ’60s
and ’70s. Chapter 4 provides an excellent summary
of ecological economics in its various versions, and
Chapter 5 shows how sustainability as concept and
theory has been adopted by institutions ranging
from governments to corporations to the United
Nations, and has become watered down in the
process. In this context, Caradonna discusses the
influence, for better or for worse, of the World
Commission on Environment and Development
(Brundtland) report, Our Common Future.

Caradonna finishes with “Sustainability Today:
2000 to Present” and “The Future: Ten Challenges.”
In the former, he gives a useful overview of the state
of sustainability in different sectors and introduces
key approaches such as life cycle analysis, Leader-
ship in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED), the
Natural Step, and many others. The last chapter
looks at key roadblocks on the road to achieving
sustainability and possibleways of navigating them.
If his solutions are less than completely persuasive,
this is merely a reflection of the fact that the future
is filled with uncertainty and no one knows how we
are going to get out of our current predicament,
especially given the powerful interests arrayed
against us.

This book emerged from a course on the same
topic and would lend itself well as a textbook.
Though it covers a lot of ground, it is quite
compact. He leaves out some significant pioneers,
such as Fairfield Osborn (author of Our Plundered
Planet, 1948), William Vogt (author of The Road to
Survival, 1948), and Edward Hyams (author of
Soil and Civilization, 1952). Hazel Henderson,
economist and futurist, would have been worth a
mention as well. The only other shortcoming is his
use of rather awkward terms such as “growthist”
and “sustainist.” Otherwise, the book is a singular
achievement.

Don Alexander

Vancouver Island University
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