
Institut für Geschichte 
Technikgeschichte 

 

 

 

 

 
P

re
pr

in
ts

 z
ur

 K
ul

tu
rg

es
ch

ic
ht

e 
de

r 
Te

ch
ni

k 
/ 

20
01

 /
 N

r.
 1

4 

Patrick Kupper 

From the 1950s syndrome to the 
1970s diagnose 
Environmental pollution and social perception:  
How do they relate?  

© beim Autor / bei der Autorin 

Eidgenössische 
Technische Hochschule 

Zürich 



Patrick Kupper: 1970s Diagnose ETH Zürich / Technikgeschichte / 14Preprint.doc / Seite 1 

 

Keywords: Environmental pollution, social perception, discourse, social change, culture. 

 

abstract: A key problem of environmental history is to find adequate models for the 
relationship between environmental pollution and its social perception. The paper discusses 
Swiss environmental history between 1950 and 1980 in terms of this question. Like other 
industrial countries, in the decades after 1950, Switzerland saw economic growth 
accompanied by growing impacts on the environment. Christian Pfister has described this 
process as the „1950s syndrome“. Considering the impressive data, with which this 
development can be outlined, the environmental turn of the 1970s has usually been 
explained as a direct reaction to the growing environmental stress. However, environmental 
pollution, most probably is a necessary disposition, but not at all a sufficient reason for 
changing perceptions of the environment. For: both, the perception of environment as a 
problematic issue and the definition of its social importance take place within a social field 
and depend on a multitude of social factors. In analogy to Pfister’s „1950s syndrome” these 
processes of assessing the problem and of seeking for adequate solutions could be grasped 
with the term „the 1970s diagnose“. 

 

Introduction1 

A key problem of environmental history is to find adequate models for the relationship 
between environmental pollution and its social perception. Research so far, mainly done in 
the fields of economics and psychology, has tended to focus on the correlation between 
environmental consciousness and social action rather than on the connections between 
environmental pollution and social perception. This gap in knowledge should be seen as a 
challenge to environmental history, as well as a chance for the students of the field to 
contribute substantially to the environmental discussion. After all, where can we learn about 
this relationship, if not in the past? 

The aim of this paper is to discuss the problem of „pollution and perception” using the 
example of Swiss environmental history after 1950. In a first step, some quantitative data will 
be presented indicating the processes of environmental pollution and social perception in 
Switzerland. In a second step, some patterns of explanation for the outlined development 
will be worked out. Finally, in a third step, the findings will be generalised in order to 
address some theoretical issues concerning environmental history as a discipline.  

 

1. The „1950s syndrome” and the „1970 diagnose”: some evidence 

The Swiss case is likely to be quite representative for the development in most industrial 
countries.2 In Switzerland, in the decades after 1950, economic growth was accompanied by 

                                                      
1 An earlier version of this paper was presented at the ESEH 1st Intern. Conference, St Andrews, 5th-9th September 

2001. Thanks to Daniel Speich for detailed comments on the paper. 
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growing impacts on the environment. Christian Pfister has labelled this process the „1950s 
syndrome”.3 The meaning of this term has been defined by Pfister as follows:  

„From the 1950s onward, the consumption of energy, the GNP, the surface area of 
settlements, the volume of garbage, and the pollution of air, water and soil were undergoing 
the crucial growth spurt regarding today’s situation. All of the profound changes 
accompanying this process and affecting the way of production and living are called the 
‘1950s syndrome’.”4 

The environmental impact of the 1950s syndrome can be documented nicely by quantitative 
data on a international as well as on a national level. Figure 1 shows  the development of the 
concentration in the atmosphere of gases responsible for the greenhouse effect over the last 
200 years. Figure 2 assembles some indicators for the 1950s syndrome in Switzerland. 
Typically, the graphs in these two figures, as well as many others that could be generated in 
their place, are starting to soar in the 1950s. Bearing in mind such impressive data, as well as 
the permanent reference to the fast-increasing pollution by the environmental activists, the 
intensifying of environmental consciousness and the growing impact of the environmental 
movement has frequently been explained as a direct reaction to this growing environmental 
stress.  

 

 
Figure 1: Global Greenhouse gas concentrations  
(Source: World Metrological Organization, Meadows et al. 1992, p. 94.) 

                                                                                                                                                                      
2 This generalization is surely right in respect to the environmental pollution, it might be less to the point in 

regard to the social perception. 
3 Pfister 1995. 
4 Pfister 1995, p. 23. My translation. 
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Figure 2: 1950s Syndrome in Switzerland (Source: Pfister 1995, p. 58.) 

However, a close look at some indicators of environmental awareness shows that such an 
explanation does not hold. Following this model, one would expect pollution and the 
respective awareness to rise more or less simultaneously, with the awareness, perhaps, 
lagging somewhat behind. But available data provides a completely different picture. Figure 
3 shows a graph representing protest-event data collecting protest-events with regard to 
environmental problems in Switzerland after World War II.5  

 

 

 
Figure 3: Protest events in Switzerland (Soruce: Kriesi et al. 1982, p. 108.) 

                                                      
5 For data till 1989 see Zwicky und Schöni 1993 
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The protests were mainly directed against traffic, energy and building projects or conducted 
in favour of nature conservation. The graphs in Figure 4 represent the development of the 
number of members of two Swiss environmental organisations, the Schweizerische Bund für 
Naturschutz (SBN), and the WWF Switzerland in the 1960s and beginning 1970s. In the data 
of these two figures a clear change around the year 1970 is identifiable. Again, many other 
indicators could be investigated, e.g. the number of environmental organisations, the 
number of newspaper articles related to environmental issues, the scientific output, or the 
environmental legislation. The results of such investigations are similar to the one 
presented.6 
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Figure 4: Members of environmental movements in Switzerland 1962-1974 
(Source: Kupper 1998, pp 30-33) 

                                                      
6 See Kupper 1998, pp 24f. 
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This means that environmental pollution and environmental awareness emerged quite 
differently. Figure 5 tries to visualize this discrepancy by mean of idealistic graphs for the 
1950s syndrome and for which, what shall be labelled, „the 1970s diagnose”. The graph for 
environmental pollution indicates the 1950s syndrome, while the graph for environmental 
awareness indicates the 1970s diagnose. 

These findings suggest that there is no direct connection between pollution and perception. 
Rather, one has to step back and first of all learn to understand these phenomena as two 
widely separate developments. Apparently, this result can make oneself feel a little bit 
uneasy. For, if one accepts the assumption that environmental pollution does not necessarily 
lead to an increase in environmental awareness, then other explanations for the problems at 
hand have to be found. 

Figure 5: Idealistic graphs of the 1950s syndrome and the 1970s diagnose  

 

2. The 1970s diagnose: a plausible explanation 

Thus, after having avoided the short-circuit of pollution and perception, which is a 
somewhat vulgar-behaviouristic pattern of challenge and response, one has to wonder that 
there is such a thing as a growing environmental awareness. In the 1980s, the German 
sociologist Niklas Luhmann stated radically that it is only society, which can endanger itself, 
but not the environment. Luhmann has argued. 

„The supply of oil diminishes, rivers are becoming too warm, forests die, the sky 
overshadows and the sea gets polluted; all that, if true or not, does not generate social 
response as a merely physical, chemical or biological fact, as long as society does not 
communicate about it.”7 

Luhmann stresses the importance of social communication in defining what makes social 
issues out of mere facts. In this respect, Franz-Josef Brüggemeier has chosen an interesting 
approach in putting forward the so-called „capacity thesis”. According to this thesis, 
environmental pollution, as well as other potential „problems”, find more resonance and 

                                                      
7 Luhmann 1986, pp. 62f. My translation. 
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may become political issues, only if, at the same time, in different social contexts certain 
capacities are built up.8 On that score, social movements are of particular importance, and so 
are Science and the media. However, as long as the different social contexts are not 
connected, it remains quite impossible for actors, standing in one single context, to assign the 
specific problem as vital one. Therefore, still according to this thesis, a critical mass has to be 
obtained in order to bring a problem onto the political agenda. Or, in other words, a critical 
mass is mandatory to single out a specific problem out of the immense quantity of potential 
troubles and to transform it into an essential problem for society at a whole. 

Just to make a slight detour: apart from bringing these aspects into focus, this approach 
could serve as a boundary object for a trans-disciplinary discussion between social and 
natural sciences. Natural sciences deal with similar processes, e.g. chemical titration of acids 
with bases, respectively vice versa, or the acid buffering in soils. Although, there will be 
substantial differences when it comes to question, how determinate such processes are.  

In any case, for the historical analysis of the years around 1970, the „capacity thesis” fits well. 
In the 1960s, ecology and cybernetics started to become more and more powerful sciences, 
influencing the scientific modelling of the relationship between man and environment 
strongly. Scientific findings were popularised through the publishing of quite a number of 
so-called doomsday books. „The limits to growth”, Meadow’s report to the „Club of Rome” 
of 1972, was only the most famous out of a whole series of similar publications.9 In addition, 
established as well as newly founded environmental organisations and movements 
sensitised the public, and the media developed an increasing interest in the topic. In 
Switzerland, the result was overwhelming. In 1971, in a popular voting over 90% agreed to a 
constitutional amendment, adding an environmental act to the Swiss Constitution. And 
throughout the 1970s public opinion identified the environmental pollution as the most 
severe social problem.10 

However, this process of rising environmental awareness was not only a question of (critical) 
mass, but also of innovation. During the turning years around 1970, a fundamentally new 
view of the environment was developed, popularised and implemented into common sense, 
a process, which I call the 1970s diagnose. Three innovations, introduced in this diagnose, 
were of particular importance: first, the thinking in complex, interdependent and 
regenerative systems, most prominently put forward in 1972 by the first study to the Club of 
Rome „The Limits to Growth”; second, the adoption of a global perspective on the problems, 
which was reflected in the metaphor of the „spaceship earth” becoming widespread towards 
the end of the 1960s; and, third, the analysis over long periods of time, trying to understand 
the scope of current developments by embedding them into long running trends. In the 
German-speaking world this was accompanied by the invention of the new word 
„Umweltschutz” (environment protection), bringing together various items, till then 
separated. Evidences of the 1970s diagnose can be found in countless spheres, e.g. in popular 
expressions like the mottoes: „think globally, act locally”, or „it’s five-to-twelve”.11 

Thus, so far there are critical mass and potential of innovation. But the analysis is still not 
complete before adding one more aspect to the picture, namely, before locating the change of 
social perception of the environment into a wider framework of social change.12 Looking 
once more at the Swiss case around 1970, one can state that not only the social perception of 
the environment was changing in those years, but also the understanding of the role of 
gender. Furthermore, a generation gap was opening up, and the north south divide as well 

                                                      
8 Brüggemeier 1998. 
9 Meadows et al. 1972. See Kupper 2002. 
10 See Kupper 1998, pp 24-28. 
11 See Kupper 1998, pp 24-28. 
12 A theoretical approach, which could be valuable in this respect, has been presented by  Siegenthaler 1993. 
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as the east west polarity was re-thought, as were many other things, too.13 Thus, the Swiss 
society of the late 1960s and the early 1970s was particularly open to social change. This 
openness made collective learning processes possible such as the 1970s diagnose, making 
ideologies change fundamentally.  

To sum up: Environmental pollution was most probably a necessary disposition but surely 
not a sufficient reason for changing perceptions of the environment. Pollution has rather to 
be seen as an offer to society to reshape its relationship to nature. The perception of the 
environment as a social problem and the definition of its meaning take place within a social 
field and depend on a multitude of social factors. Thus, in order to get a more realistic 
picture of these processes we have to look closely at the social processes of problem 
definition and solution seeking, and hence to examine discursive currents and social 
organisations in a wider framework of social change. The „1970s diagnose“ terms such a 
process of mental reshaping of the world. 

 

3. Environmental History as Cultural History 

If one accepts that there is a gap between environmental pollution and its social perception 
as well as that this gap is not self evident, but needs to be sensibly explained, what would 
this observation mean for the field of environmental history in general?  A feasible answer to 
this question is to envisage the overall perspective of environmental history within the field 
of cultural history and not within the field of natural sciences or history. From this 
assumption follows that the key question of environmental history has to focus on the social 
production of the distinction between culture and environment, or man and nature. This 
approach implies that this distinction is understood not as a god-given fact, but as a product 
of social interactions. 

There should, of course, not be denied that there is a thing such as a nature independent of 
man, existing beyond any discourse. This nature does exist, no doubt. And it has a life of its 
own. A fact, of which so-called natural disasters regularly remind us. However, this - lets call 
it - „original” nature should not carry the environmental historians too much. As Marc Bloch 
once said the skilled historian resembles the legendary cannibal: „Where he smells human 
flesh, he knows his booty can’t be too far.”14 In this sense, what environmental historians 
primarily should be out for is not to reconstruct past natures or environments, but to re-
construct the imagined natures or environments of past societies. In doing so, the following 
questions could be of help: What did these imagined natures look like, and how were they 
produced and stabilised? Who produced them and what for? Which social struggles were 
imprinted in those imagined natures, and how did they affect the social distribution of po-
wer? And, finally, we’ll have to ask in what way these imagined natures were subject to a 
constant social re-production and in what way and under which conditions they could be 
changed. 

                                                      
13 See König et al. 1998. 
14 Bloch 1980, p. 45. My translation. 
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