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National activities to protect the natural environment are on the rise. Con-
ventional explanations of the phenomenon emphasize domestic processes, set
in motion by environmental degradation and economic affluence. We pro-
pose instead a top-down causal imagery that hinges on a global redefinition
of the “nation-state” to include environmental protection as a basic state
responsibility. We test our view using event-history analyses of five indica-
tors of environmentalization: the proliferation of (1) national parks, (2) chap-
ters of international environmental associations, (3) memberships in inter-
governmental environmental organizations, (4) environmental impact assess-
ment laws, and (5) environmental ministries in countries around the world
over the twentieth century. For all five measures, the top-down global expla-
nation proves stronger than the bottom-up domestic alternative: The global
institutionalization of the principle that nation-states bear responsibility for
environmental protection drives national activities to protect the environ-
ment. This is especially true in countries with dense ties to world society and
prolific “receptor sites,” even when controlling for domestic degradation
and affluence. It appears that blueprints of nation-state environmentalization,
which themselves become more universalistic over time, are drawn in world

society before being diffused to and enacted by individual countries.

In the environmental realm, to a surpris-
ing extent, the blueprints for nation-state
involvement are drawn in world society,
from where they diffuse to individual coun-
tries. Such a top-down process may operate
in other domains of national policy, but it is
especially prominent in environmental pro-
tection, where laws and problems seem to
flout national boundaries. We investigate the
conditions under which nation-states have
engaged in activities to protect the natural
environment over the period 1900-1995. We
expect that such activities have increased as
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the principle of national environmental pro-
tection has become institutionalized in world
society, particularly among nation-states
tightly linked to world society and among
those with “receptor sites”! capable of re-
ceiving and transmitting global blueprints of
national environmentalism to domestic ac-
tors. In contrast to much social scientific or-
thodoxy, we emphasize the global embed-
dedness of the nation-state form.

THE PROBLEM

The twentieth century has witnessed a spec-
tacular rise in national activities to protect
the natural environment.? On age-old prob-

! Receptor sites are social structures (e.g., sci-
entific institutes) with the capacity to receive, de-
code, and transmit signals from world society to
national actors.

2 Indeed such activities began much earlier.
Pollution control in England dates back to 1388
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lems, such as drought and pestilence, and
contemporary concerns, such as toxic waste
and ozone depletion, countries around the
world have mobilized. This is not to say that
all environmental issues have been solved or
have even been addressed; clearly, the accu-
mulation of problems has outstripped the ac-
cumulation of solutions (Caldwell 1990).
Nevertheless, nation-states have accepted a
rapidly expanding portfolio of responsibili-
ties vis-a-vis the natural environment, and
some of the associated activities appear to
have slowed rates of degradation (Dietz and
Kalof 1992; Roberts 1996).

Figure 1 exhibits five indicators that we
believe illustrate the embrace of responsibil-
ity for the natural environment by the nation-
state: (1) cumulative numbers of national
parks and protected areas (such as Yosemite),
(2) chapters of international environmental
nongovernmental associations (such as the
World Wildlife Fund), (3) state memberships
in intergovernmental environmental organi-
zations (such as the International Whaling
Commission), (4) environmental impact as-
sessment laws, and (5) national environmen-
tal ministries (see Appendix A for data
sources). At the same time, however, we do
not mean to attribute to these indicators any
exceptional significance. Faced with no es-
tablished cross-national and historical data
on environmental activity, we simply have
collected data on every indicator available.

All five indicators in Figure 1 show expo-
nential growth over the twentieth century:
Notable increases in activity are apparent af-
ter the birth of the United Nations in 1945,
and also after the creation of the United Na-
tions Environment Programme at the
Stockholm conference in 1972 (Meyer,
Frank, et al. 1997). Taken together, the five
indicators suggest an important reconstitu-
tion of the nation-state form: The nation-
state has become environmentalized as a
whole set of policies, once practically invis-
ible in state organizations, now appears to be
de rigueur.

(Lowenthal 1990), and game laws in the United
States originated in 1769 (Andrews 1999). As
early as 1942, an international observer wrote,
“From 1850 on, the stream of national protective
legislation rapidly widened, until by the present
day all major and most minor nations have ample
protective codes” (Hayden 1942:12).

In saying this, we do not assume the na-
tion-state has become uniformly focused on
environmental protection. This is clearly not
the case, as examples around the world dra-
matically illustrate (e.g., the Three Gorges
dam in China and ranchland policy in the
United States). Rather our point is that a new
dimension of state responsibility has
emerged:

Governments are now held accountable to new
standards. . . . Not only has a stable set of ex-
pectations about reciprocal state practice been
established, its form has evolved over time to
become more comprehensive, reflecting grow-
ing scientific understanding about the behavior
of ecosystems. Debates now are no longer
about whether to protect the global environ-
ment but rather how it should be protected.
(Haas 1995:333-34)

Of the five indicators of national environ-
mentalism, national parks and protected ar-
eas, such as the United States’ Yellowstone
and South Africa’s Cape Peninsula, show the
earliest and steepest rise in numbers. Such
parks preserve awesome landscapes and cen-
ters of biodiversity from human exploitation.
Before 1900, there were fewer than 40 na-
tional parks worldwide that fit our defini-
tion,3 and they were located mainly in the
United Kingdom and its former colonies. By
1907, however, parks existed on every conti-
nent on Earth, and by 1990 the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature listed
nearly 7,000 national parks throughout the
world. The number continues to multiply.

Also originating around the turn-of-the-
last century, country chapters of international
environmental nongovernmental associa-
tions, such as the International Friends of
Nature (founded 1895) and International
Council for Bird Preservation (founded
1922), also increased dramatically over the
twentieth century. Such chapters represent
citizen mobilization on environmental issues,
embodying change in national polities more
precisely than change in national states.
Chapters undertake advocacy, education, and
often direct action to protect the natural en-
vironment (Wapner 1996). According to the
best available sources, country chapters of

3 We define national parks and protected areas
as areas legally dedicated to protecting and main-
taining biodiversity or natural resources.
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Figure 1. Cumulative Numbers of Five National Environmental Activities, 1900 to 1988

Note: INGOs are international nongovernmental organizations; IGOs are intergovernmental organi-

zations.

international environmental nongovernmen-
tal associations were scant in 1900 (due
partly to the paucity of the associations
themselves), and those chapters that did ex-
ist were disproportionately in Western coun-
tries. As the century proceeded and the num-
ber of associations rose, however, country
chapters diffused far and wide. By 1925,
close to 25 percent of all chapters of interna-
tional environmental nongovernmental asso-
ciations were located outside Europe, and
that proportion approximately tripled to 69
percent by 1990 (Frank et al. 1999).

The ascent of state memberships in inter-
governmental environmental organizations
was equally striking, but occurred later (e.g.,
the Asia and Pacific Plant Protection Com-
mission was founded in 1955 and the Antarc-
tic Mineral Resources Commission was
founded in 1988). These organizations repre-
sent official state mobilization around envi-
ronmental issues. They set parameters of ac-
tion for the global commons (oceans, seas,
rivers, the atmosphere) and increasingly es-
tablish standards of conduct within national
borders (Haas and Sundgren 1993). Among

the earliest members of an intergovernmental
environmental organization were the United
States, Canada, Japan, and the USSR, all
members of the North Pacific Fur Seal Com-
mission, established in 1911. Now such mem-
berships are much more broadly dispersed
among nation-states. There are 58 countries
on the Governing Council of the United Na-
tions Environment Programme, the master
intergovernmental environmental organiza-
tion, whose broad mission it is “to provide
environmental policy leadership within the
world community” (UIA 1999:2177).

As Figure 1 shows, the numbers of envi-
ronmental impact assessment laws grew
from only 1 in 1969 to more than 50 by 1990
(Hironaka 1998). Such laws encourage deci-
sion-makers to take into account the possible
effects of development investments on envi-
ronmental quality and natural resource pro-
ductivity (Horberry 1984). The United
States, in 1969, was the first country to pass
an environmental impact assessment law.
Since then, the innovation has been widely
adopted, becoming especially common in
Europe, Asia, and the South Pacific.
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Last, Figure 1 shows the proliferation of
national environmental ministries. These or-
ganizations structure and routinize states’ re-
lationships to nature. At the highest level of
government, environmental ministries pro-
vide official arenas for discourse and activ-
ity aimed at preserving nature. Environmen-
tal ministries are nearly always distinct from,
and more recent than, natural resource min-
istries, as they seek to protect, rather than
exploit, nature’s bounty. From the time of the
first ministries in 1971 to 1995, at least 109
nation-states formed national environmental
ministries. Following the lead of the United
Kingdom in 1971 were Japan and East Ger-
many in 1972, Singapore and Poland in
1973, and Burkina Faso and Mauritius in
1974, among others. Nation-states embraced
this new organizational form quickly and
broadly, especially in the years around the
two United Nations conferences on the envi-
ronment —1972 and 1992.

Taken together, our five indicators illus-
trate a change in the “nation-state” over the
twentieth century—the internalization of en-
vironmental concerns, which were once seen
as outside the state’s purview. All five indi-
cators produce similar exponential curves in
Figure 1: a period of introduction (longer for
early innovations and shorter for later ones),
followed by a period of explosive growth.
The proliferation of national environmental
policies by no means assures the arrest of
environmental destruction. Nevertheless
over the twentieth century a striking change
has taken place, as the nation-state has be-
come more and more accountable for the
protection of nature (Haas 1995).

CURRENT EXPLANATIONS

By what process did virtually every country
on Earth come to take some, and in many
cases a great deal of, responsibility for envi-
ronmental protection? Most social scientists
find the answer in changing domestic factors,
especially increasing degradation of the
natural environment (Nanda 1983; Sprinz
and Vaahtoranta 1994; Thomas 1992) and
rising affluence (Inglehart 1990; Lowe and
Goyder 1983). In the former case, national

4 An emerging literature challenges the rela-
tionship between affluence and environmental-

environmentalization is seen to be a direct,
functional response to immediate problems:
more despoliation (e.g., water and air pollu-
tion, overpopulation, declining biodiversity)
spurs more action. In the latter case, coun-
tries undertake environmental activities be-
cause wealth is said to have satisfied basic
human needs, such as food and shelter, thus
shifting orientations toward quality-of-life
issues, such as environmental protection and
enhancement.

Neither of these standard accounts articu-
lates well with the historical record. In centu-
ries past, the most massively degraded areas
were typically abandoned, regardless of the
local society’s affluence. Thus as early as
1864, Marsh wrote, “There are parts of Asia
Minor, of Northern Africa, of Greece, and
even of Alpine Europe, where the operation
of causes set in action by man has brought
the face of the earth to a desolation almost as
complete as that of the moon” ([1864] 1965:
42). In that period, migration, not ameliora-
tion, was the normal response to environmen-
tal despoliation (McCormick 1989; Turner et
al. 1990). More recently, neither the spectacu-
lar wealth of the oil-rich Middle East nor the
pervasive natural degradation of Soviet-
dominated Eastern Europe appears to have
stimulated unusually high levels of environ-
mental protection (e.g., Feshbach 1995).

Neither do the degradation and affluence
explanations fit with the evidence presented
in Figure 1. From the exponential rises in
environmental activities, it appears that most
countries have embraced environmental pro-
tection, not just the rich or despoiled (we test
this proposition below).

Thus we propose an alternative explana-
tion of environmentalization. Contrary to the
view that nation-states are autonomous ac-
tors shaped by internal preferences and in-
terests, the view so often portrayed by social
scientists, we propose instead that nation-
states are enactors of wider world cultural
institutions. In making this argument, we
build on earlier work showing the rise of glo-
bal institutions for the environment (Frank
1997; Haas 1995; Meyer, Frank, et al. 1997).
We investigate the impact of such global in-
stitutions on national environmental policies.

ism. See Brechin and Kempton (1994, 1997) and
Dunlap and Mertig (1995, 1997).
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Figure 2. Annual Foundings of International Environmental Treaties, 1900 to 1995

Source: Burhenne (1997).
Note: Graph shows a three-year moving average.

THE ARGUMENT

Our argument begins from the premise that
blueprints for the nation-state are drawn in
world society (Meyer, Boli, et al. 1997). This
means that rule-like definitions establishing
what the nation-state is, what it can do, and
how it can relate to other entities are orga-
nized and established globally. This has al-
ways been true to some extent, but it has be-
come increasingly so with the proliferation
of international organizations, treaties, and
other forms of globalization (Anderson 1991;
Robertson 1992; Ruggie 1993; Smith,
Chatfield, and Pagnucco 1997).

Some global blueprints for the nation-state
are more institutionalized than others. And
both global blueprints and the extent to which
they are institutionalized have changed over
time. One such change is the elaboration and
specification of environmental protection as
a basic purpose of the nation-state. Driven
first by a rising conception of nature as a life-
sustaining global ecosystem and second by a
general structuration of the world polity, glo-
bal blueprints for national environmental pro-
tection have proliferated rapidly over the
twentieth century (Frank 1997; Meyer, Frank,
et al. 1997). These blueprints include the
growing number of action plans produced by
international environmental governmental

and nongovernmental organizations, the in-
creasing variety of recommendations made
by international policy experts, and the ex-
panding set of guidelines issued by natural
scientists (Caldwell 1990; McCormick 1989).
The proliferation of protective blueprints by
no means eradicates destructive ones, many
of which are associated with global capital-
ism (O’Connor 1998; Schnaiberg and Gould
1994). Nevertheless, an elaborate and conse-
quential global environmental regime has
emerged (Levy, Keohane, and Haas 1993;
Ziirn 1998). To illustrate, Figure 2 shows that
the average yearly number of international
environmental treaties founded was less than
one through 1945, but increased to around
nine from 1960 onward. The rise is especially
spectacular given the difficulties in coordi-
nating nation-state interests (Young 1989). In
many forms, in addition to international trea-
ties, blueprints of nation-state environmen-
talism have multiplied in similar fashion.
One characteristic of nearly all global
blueprints is their universalism (Boli and
Thomas 1997). Produced by “unbiased ex-
perts” and “disinterested professionals”—in-
dividuals and/or organizations claiming to
represent absolute truths and collective inter-
ests—world models of nation-state organiza-
tion are constructed to apply universally, re-
gardless of variations in domestic factors
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(Meyer and Jepperson forthcoming).’ This
universalism is pronounced in the environ-
mental realm, where depictions of nature in
terms of the global ecosystem have expanded
greatly over time. While the emphasis on
universalism sometimes means blueprints of
national environmental protection contain
only lowest-common-denominator elements
(Wapner 1996), Figure 2 attests that a great
many common denominators are to be found,
some of which lead to real action by nation-
states (Haas and Sundgren 1993; Ziirn 1998).

Sanctioned by universalism, blueprints for
the nation-state diffuse throughout world so-
ciety. The driving force behind diffusion is
institutionalization itself: the growing agree-
ment that the nation-state is by definition re-
sponsible for the continued vitality of the
natural environment, and the growing agree-
ment that specified activities (such as desig-
nating parks and participating in international
environmental bodies) fulfill that responsibil-
ity. Yet beyond broad world sociocultural
processes, many more grounded mechanisms
of diffusion are produced by the distillation
of new cultural understandings into organi-
zational entities (Boli and Thomas 1997). We
suggest several mechanisms below.

Mechanism of Diffusion: Some Examples

National parks and protected areas have long
been encouraged by international environ-
mental nongovernmental associations, whose
promotional activities include evaluating and
designating suitable land areas, lobbying
government officials, purchasing land
(sometimes with debt-for-nature swaps), and
training park rangers (Lewis 1998).% Such
activities are prominent at the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature’s
World Parks Congresses, held each decade
since 1962. At present, the World Wildlife

3 Yearley (1996) claims that both scientists and
some nation-states have significant sectarian in-
terests in construing environmental problems as
“global.” While this is undoubtedly true, it is also
true that the socially constructed universalism of
science powerfully shapes international environ-
mental discourse and activity.

6 Lindborg (1992) and Wapner (1996) show
other ways environmental associations promul-
gate global blueprints for nation-state environ-
mentalism.

Fund is campaigning for the protection of
200 outstanding examples of the Earth’s di-
verse habitats by the end of the year 2000.
As such, international environmental non-
governmental associations provide an inter-
face between world society and individual
countries.

Second, state memberships in intergovern-
mental environmental organizations have
been advanced by natural scientists. The uni-
versalism of science and its cultural status as
truth make it relatively easy for scientists to
tie national interests to the activities of in-
tergovernmental environmental organiza-
tions (Caldwell 1990; Strang and Meyer
1993; also see Schofer 1999; Schott 1993).
Haas (1989) recounts the crucial role played
by scientists in convincing Algeria to partici-
pate in the Mediterranean Action Plan. Ini-
tially resistant, Algeria was spurred toward
membership only after the production of sci-
entific data documenting the degraded state
of Algeria’s coastline. Scientists have been
equally important in paving the way for state
participation in the ozone and climate-
change regimes (Benedick 1991). It is clear
that scientists serve as conduits between glo-
bal culture and nation-states.

As a third example, international organi-
zations from the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature to the World Bank
have been active in spreading environmental
impact assessment laws, occasionally using
strong arm tactics to do so. In the 1950s and
1960s, the idea of environmental impact as-
sessment laws began to appear in the dis-
course of international associations, both
governmental and nongovernmental. Shortly
thereafter, environmental impact assess-
ments began to appear as features of inter-
national treaties, and recently they have
been promoted by the World Bank and the
United Nations Environment Programme,
both of which provide advice and guidelines
on assessment implementation. Standard-
ized templates are available in such publica-
tions as the United Nations’ Environmental
Impact Assessment: Training Resource
Manual (see Hironaka 1998). By the time
the United States had adopted the first legis-
lation in 1969, the concept of environmental
impact assessment laws had been discussed
thoroughly in the international realm (see
Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Environmental Impact Assessment: International Agreements and National Laws, 1930 to

1977

Sources: Ruster, Simma, and Bock (1983); Wood (1995).

Finally, it is also the case that states pres-
sure other states to adopt forms of environ-
mental protection. In many instances, the
pressures emanate from the more powerful
countries. For example, the colonizers estab-
lished the first parks in Africa, sometimes
against African interests (Hayden 1942). But
often, alliances of the less powerful states
pressure for environmental reform, as at the
1992 Rio conference on Environment and
Development where the United States exhib-
ited considerable foot-dragging in opposition
to proposed reforms (McCoy and McCulley
1993). In the environmental realm, interstate
pressures only rarely appear as exercises of
raw power: More often views are promoted
as education or enlightenment about univer-
sally agreed-upon principles and collective
benefits (in which case power dynamics coa-
lesce with the broader sociocultural pro-
cesses emphasized throughout our article).

Thus, through mechanisms such as these
(the workings of international environmental
organizations, the advocacies of scientists,
interstate pressures), global blueprints for
national environmental activities diffuse to
specific nation-states. The underlying forces
of change are cultural, but the carriers are
often organizational.

HYPOTHESES

Our main arguments are thus that blueprints
for the nation-state are drawn in world soci-

ety, that such blueprints have, over time, in-
creasingly specified environmental protec-
tion as a basic purpose of the nation-state,
and that the provisions of such blueprints
diffuse from world society to individual
countries. These arguments stand in contrast
to the prevailing orthodoxy, which empha-
sizes bottom-up causal processes hinging on
environmental degradation and economic af-
fluence. To test our ideas, we perform event-
history analyses on the rates at which coun-
tries form national parks and protected areas,
establish country chapters of international
environmental nongovernmental associa-
tions, inaugurate state memberships in inter-
governmental environmental organizations,
pass environmental impact assessment laws,
and create national environmental ministries.
Our perspective generates three hypotheses.

The first hypothesis follows directly from
our argument and operates at the world
level, where it predicts increases in environ-
mental protection by all kinds of coun-
tries—degraded or pristine, rich or poor. If
nation-states arise from blueprints drawn in
world society (e.g., those formed by resolu-
tion of the World Meteorological Organiza-
tion or the United Nations Environment
Programme), then increases in the extent to
which those blueprints emphasize national
environmental protection should generate
actual increases in environmental activities
in nation-states (Levy, Keohane, and Haas
1993).
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Hypothesis 1. As the principle of national-
level environmental protection becomes
institutionalized in world society, global
blueprints for nation-state environmen-
talism should diffuse at a faster rate.

The second hypothesis operates at the
country level and predicts cross-national
variation in environmental activities. If the
definitions and forms of the “nation-state”
originate in a world sociocultural system,
then those nation-states most deeply embed-
ded in this system should be most likely to
embody its definitions and forms (Frank
1999; Meyer, Boli, et al. 1997).

Hypothesis 2: Global blueprints for nation-
state environmentalism should diffuse at
a faster rate to those nation-states most
closely linked to world society.

The third hypothesis also operates at the
country level and also predicts cross-national
variation. If nation-states must learn the im-
portance of global blueprints before enacting
them, then nation-states with more prolific
domestic “receptor sites” should be more
likely to environmentalize than others
(Finnemore 1996; Haas 1989, 1990).7 We
conceptualize receptor sites as social struc-
tures with the capacity to receive, decode,
and transmit information from the outside
(here, world society) to local actors (here,
nation-states) (cf. Luhmann 1989). Without
external stimuli, receptor sites remain inac-
tive. Given scientists’ role as arbiters of truth
in the environmental realm, the most impor-
tant domestic receptor sites are undoubtedly
scientific ones (from private individuals such
as E.O. Wilson to state organizations such as
the Oak Ridge National Laboratory) (Buttel
and Taylor 1992; Caldwell 1990; Frank
1997; Haas 1989, 1990; Taylor and Buttel
1992).

Hypothesis 3: To nation-states with more de-
veloped domestic receptor sites, global

7 The idea of the “receptor site” is uncommon
in the social sciences: Here, we mean it to corre-
spond fairly directly to the common usage in bi-
ology, where it refers to an organ or structure
that, upon receiving specific stimuli from its en-
vironment, generates nerve impulses conveying
information about the environment.

blueprints of nation-state environmental-
ism should diffuse at a faster rate.

Because size may be a condition for many
kinds of national activities, we include a
population measure in our models. We also
include iron and steel production, a measure
of industrial development, to address the
main competing explanations of nation-state
environmentalization, which emphasize
country-level degradation and affluence.

METHODS AND DATA

To test our hypotheses, we employ event his-
tory analysis. Event history analysis is a sta-
tistical tool used to model events occurring
at particular points in time. We employ it to
discern the causal processes that hasten (or
slow) the rate of specific environmental
events among nation-states. This focus on
rates distinguishes event history analysis
from OLS regression analysis, in which the
dependent variables are amounts measured
on a continuous scale. Analogous to regres-
sion, event history analysis yields coeffi-
cients (and standard errors) that reflect the
impact of independent variables on the rate
of the outcome of interest. Positive coeffi-
cients identify independent variables that in-
crease the rate of events over time; negative
coefficients identity variables that decrease
the rate. Standard errors allow for hypothesis
tests to determine if the observed effects are
the product of random variation in the data
(see Tuma and Hannan 1984).

As indicated above, the five events in
question are the formation of national parks
and protected areas, country chapters of in-
ternational environmental nongovernmental
associations, state memberships in intergov-
ernmental environmental organizations, en-
vironmental impact assessment laws, and na-
tional environmental ministries. The first
three events are recurrent, such that the de-
pendent variable is the transition rate from a
count of N to (N + 1). The last two events
are absorbing, such that the dependent vari-
able is the transition rate from O to 1. We use
constant-rate models, which assume that
transition rates are constant in the absence of
time-varying independent variables.

Our basic aim is to show, corresponding to
the hypotheses above, three main indepen-
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dent-variable effects on the five dependent
variables: a positive effect from the institu-
tionalization of environmental protection in
global blueprints of the nation-state; a posi-
tive effect from nation-state linkages to
world society; and a positive effect from na-
tion-state domestic receptor sites. Further-
more, we aim to show that these effects re-
main, holding constant country-level mea-
sures of population, affluence, and environ-
mental degradation.

Given that little quantitative work has been
done in this area, these analyses take a strong
first step toward explaining nation-state
environmentalization. However, the analyses
reported remain exploratory: It is difficult to
find indicators, covering a long period of
time, that can clearly capture the indepen-
dent-variable effects we propose and show
that the indicators form statistically distinct
clusters. We also are limited by the availabil-
ity of data for control variables for many
countries over the whole century. Neverthe-
less, we believe our analyses can go a good
distance toward explaining nation-state en-
vironmentalization.

Dependent Variables

The first dependent variable records the cu-
mulative numbers of national parks or pro-
tected areas established by a nation-state.
(See Appendices A, B, and C for sources,
transformations, and the exact time period
used for each event-history analysis.) We re-
strict the analysis to parks larger than 1,000
hectares. South Africa and New Zealand
were the first countries to designate national
parks in the twentieth century, both in the
year 1900. By 1990, approximately 136
countries had at least one park that fit our
definition, with the United States having
more parks than any other country. A few
small and/or peripheral nation-states had no
parks larger than 1,000 hectares (e.g., Lux-
embourg and Qatar).

The second dependent variable measures
the number of country chapters of interna-
tional environmental nongovernmental asso-
ciations established in a nation-state. We
used 10 keywords from the Yearbook of In-
ternational Organizations (UTA 1948-1998)
(e.g., natural resources, environment) to con-
struct an initial list of such associations; we

then pared the list to include only those hav-
ing nature as a primary concern and having
membership data for the whole century (or
since founding). Before World War I, only a
dozen countries had even one chapter of an
international environmental nongovernmen-
tal association. By 1988, nearly every coun-
try in the world had at least one such organi-
zation (excepting a few peripheral countries,
such as Cape Verde and Togo); Canada, the
United Kingdom, and the Netherlands all had
19 association chapters, only one short of the
maximum possible in our data set.

Third, we record the number of intergov-
ernmental environmental organizations to
which each nation-state belongs. Such orga-
nizations are established by intergovernmen-
tal agreement, have at least three countries
as members, and have environmental con-
cerns prominent on their agendas. Most in-
tergovernmental environmental organiza-
tions were founded after the United Nations
was established and their memberships were
broadly dispersed from the start. By 1989,
fewer than 20 nation-states, including
Bhutan and Mongolia, had no memberships
in intergovernmental environmental organi-
zations. France had the most affiliations with
12, well short of the maximum possible 20
in our data set.

Fourth, we mark the year each country
first adopts legislation requiring environ-
mental impact assessments, which demand
consideration of environmental implications
in large construction projects. Although the
first three nation-states to adopt environ-
mental impact assessment laws were all de-
veloped Western countries (the United
States, Canada, and Australia), the next
three were Colombia, Malaysia, and Thai-
land. Already by 1990 the innovation had
spread to more than 50 countries around the
world (Hironaka 1998).

Finally our fifth dependent variable records
the founding years of national environmen-
tal, conservation, and ecology ministries.
From the first ministry in 1971 to 1995, the
number of nation-states with such ministries
grew to 109; 108 of these appeared in the
wake of the United Nations Environment
Programme (McCormick 1989; Meyer,
Frank, et al. 1997). The roster of countries
with environmental ministries continues to
grow, although the United States itself is
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without a formal one (the director of the En-
vironmental Protection Agency is not a Cabi-
net-level position).

We see these five dependent variables as
indicators of an underlying process in which
changes in the culture and organization of
world society have rendered nation-states re-
sponsible for environmental protection. We
expect our independent variables to have
similar effects on all five indicators. Never-
theless, we keep the dependent variables
separate to leave open the possibility that
they are not as cohesive as we imagine.

Independent Variables

For each independent variable, we use mul-
tiple indicators to create latent-variable fac-
tors for the analysis. Given that no conven-
tional measures of our independent variables
exist, the factoring technique adds confi-
dence that the key concepts have in fact been
tapped. The indicators for the independent
variables are culled from a wide variety of
sources (see Appendix B for sources, trans-
formations, and factor loadings).

Global institutionalization of national
environmental protection. To capture the
first independent variable, incorporation of
environmental protection into the definition
of the “nation-state” institutionalized in
world society, we use three world-level in-
dicators, with an average intercorrelation of
.40: the staff size of the United Nations En-
vironment Programme, founded in 1972; a
dichotomous variable marking the years sur-
rounding the two United Nations confer-
ences on the environment, in 1972 and
1992; and the cumulative number of inter-
national environmental treaties over the
century. We are trying, with these indica-
tors, to gauge the global institutionalization
of an environmentalized “nation-state.” (See
Appendix B for details.)

Nation-state ties to world society. To mea-
sure the extent to which countries have open
conduits to world society, we employ two
highly intercorrelated (r = .73), country-level
indicators: national chapters of all kinds of
international nongovernmental associations,
except environmental ones; and national
memberships in all kinds of intergovernmen-
tal organizations, except environmental ones.
The intent is to capture a nation-state’s gen-

eral embeddedness in world society, in which
new national environmental protection initia-
tives originate.

Nation-state receptor sites. As indicators
of a country’s domestic capacity to receive
and interpret global blueprints for national
environmental protection, we use two highly
correlated (r = .95) measures: the number of
domestic ecology associations, and the num-
ber of other domestic natural science asso-
ciations. Scientists, and especially ecological
scientists, are recognized as authorities in the
environmental realm (Buttel and Taylor
1992; Frank 1997; Taylor and Buttel 1992).
In measuring science organizations, we aim
to assess each country’s capacity to receive
environmental “signals” from world society
and transmit them to domestic actors.

Control Variables

Limited by the availability of data for many
countries over the whole time period, we use
population size as a control variable in the
main analyses and add iron and steel produc-
tion as a parallel control variable in the sec-
ondary analyses. National population counts
are associated with a country’s ability to pur-
sue all kinds of activities, especially environ-
mental ones, since large populations place
more pressure on natural resources. Iron and
steel production, as a gauge of industrial de-
velopment, simultaneously measures both
national wealth and environmental degrada-
tion. Because iron and steel production is
highly correlated with other indicators of af-
fluence and degradation (e.g., GDP and air
pollution, themselves unavailable for many
countries over the whole century), we use
this variable to test the main competing ar-
guments.

Each of the three independent-variable fac-
tors were created separately using SPSS
(1988), and factor scores were computed
based on these analyses.® Event-history anal-

8 The indicators of the main independent vari-
ables loaded onto single factors with high weights
(see Appendix B for factor loadings). We could
not factor analyze the nation-state-level indica-
tors into ties and receptor-sites variables owing
to high multicollinearity, but we believe the sub-
stantive and theoretical grounds for the distinc-
tion are strong. Multicollinearity does not appear
to be a problem in the event-history analyses re-
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yses were conducted using the RATE pro-
gram (Tuma 1992).

RESULTS

Table 1 summarizes the results. For each of
the five dependent variables, we report the
findings from two event-history analyses, the
first without and the second with the control
variable for industrial development (reported
in columns a and b, respectively).

Across the top row of Table 1, we see that
global institutionalization of the principle
that “nation-states” protect the natural envi-
ronment has positive and significant effects
on all five dependent variables (both with and
without the control for industrial develop-
ment). The rates at which parks, chapters of
international environmental nongovernmen-
tal associations, memberships in intergovern-
mental environmental organizations, environ-
mental impact assessment laws and national
environmental ministries appear in countries
all increase significantly as national environ-
mental protection becomes rule-like in the
culture and organization of world society.
The results provide strong support for our
most basic argument—that blueprints for the
nation-state are drawn in world society from
which they diffuse to individual countries.

The effects of country ties to world soci-
ety are also positive and significant across all
five dependent variables, again regardless of
the control for iron and steel production.
More sociocultural ties to world society
means greater likelihood of national imple-
mentation for every kind of environmental
protection on which we have data. Unequi-
vocally, the findings support the notion that
deeply embedded countries are more likely
to be constituted along the lines of globally
institutionalized blueprints.

Finally, Table 1 shows that the presence of
receptor sites has positive and significant ef-
fects across all five measures of nation-state
environmentalization. Only in the second
analysis of environmental ministries with in-
dustrial development controlled (column 5b)
does the effect become nonsignificant, and
even then it remains strongly positive. It ap-
pears that nation-states with prolific receptor

ported in Table 1; standard errors show no signs
of instability.

sites enact global blueprints for environmen-
tal protection at higher rates than do other
countries.

Each of these effects remain even with
population controlled. More populated coun-
tries do seem more likely to undertake some
kinds of environmentally protective activi-
ties than less populated ones. Parks, environ-
mental association chapters, and impact as-
sessment laws are all significantly more
likely to be founded in countries with large
populations (for the other two dependent
variables, the coefficient for population is
nonsignificant and negative). The positive
effect may show only that larger countries
have higher organizational capacity for such
activities as park formation than smaller
countries, but it may reflect population pres-
sures as well. Clearly, other things being
equal, higher populations place a greater bur-
den on natural resources, increasing a
country’s incentives to manage and protect
its remaining resources effectively (Ehrlich
1968; Stern, Young, Druckman 1992).

Industrial development has positive and
significant effects only on the formation of
parks and the passage of environmental im-
pact assessment legislation. Of the five de-
pendent variables, these are the two that most
obviously require financial resources for
their implementation. The effects of this
combined measure of degradation and afflu-
ence measure are otherwise limited.”

° To check these results, we tried more precise
but time-limited indicators of affluence and deg-
radation (results available on request). First we
considered the effect of gross domestic product
per capita on environmental ministries 1970-
1995 (the first ministry appeared in 1971, after
our GDP data begin). GDP has a nonsignificant
negative effect, while our main variables have
positive effects (significant effects for global in-
stitutionalization and nation-state ties). Analo-
gously, Dunlap and Mertig (1995) find a gener-
ally negative relationship between national afflu-
ence and citizen concern for environmental qual-
ity. Although limited by the availability of data,
we then log-regressed three measures of degrada-
tion (threatened bird species as a proportion of
total bird species in 1990, proportion of forests
lost 1990-1995, and industrial carbon dioxide
emissions in 1990) on environmental ministry in
1995. None had a significant effect. Thus, the so-
cial perception of environmental degradation
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For all three of our main independent vari-
ables, the effects are strikingly consistent.
Without exception, the predicted relation-
ships appear, and their magnitudes change
little with the addition of iron and steel pro-
duction as a control. Furthermore, buttress-
ing our larger perspective, it is the world-
level effect from global institutionalization
that is the strongest predictor of national en-
vironmental activity across the board. Alto-
gether, the results shown in Table 1 suggest
that the seeds of national environmental-
ization are dispersed from a global ware-
house. As the global seed supply rises, na-
tional activities also rise. The cross-national
variation that remains is due to differences
in links to the world supply source (embedd-
edness) and differences in domestic capaci-
ties to germinate the global seeds (receptor
sites).

Overall, the evidence suggests the impor-
tance of conceiving of the “nation-state” as
emanating from the world social system at
large. Thus when it comes to the natural en-
vironment, important aspects of the nation-
state form appear to be constituted exter-
nally, in the global society, and our results
show the impact of the global environmental
regime on internal national policies.

Questions of Interpretation

The evidence in Table 1 speaks clearly, but
we thought it important to verify our find-
ings along several dimensions. First we
checked for change in the processes promot-
ing nation-state environmentalization after
1972. In that watershed year the United Na-
tions Conference on the Human Environment
convened, the United Nations Environment
Programme originated, and several important
international environmental treaties were
founded (Caldwell 1990; McCormick 1989).
But in split analyses of the dependent vari-
ables that can be measured before 1972
(parks, environmental association chapters,
and intergovernmental organization member-
ships), our three main independent variables
show positive and significant effects both

may motivate environmental policies more than
degradation itself (Luhmann 1989; Taylor and
Buttel 1992).

before and after 1972. The global processes
driving nation-state environmentalization
may have intensified over time, but they do
not change fundamentally.

Second we sought to verify our interpreta-
tion of the receptor sites effect. The same or-
ganizations we call domestic receptor sites
(and place at the interface of world society
and the nation-state), others conceive as so-
cial movement organizations (and place at
the interface of mobilized citizens and gov-
ernments). We question the latter inter-
pretation’s applicability in a cross-national
context, since mass environmental move-
ments exist in so few countries. Neverthe-
less, we investigated the effect of the num-
ber of receptor sites for a restricted set of
countries—those with too few ecology and
natural sciences associations to generate
strong social movement pressures. Even
among these select nation-states, the recep-
tor-site variable retained significant effects
on all five dependent variables. Thus, our
original interpretation appears to hold. While
ecology and natural science organizations
undoubtedly function as social movements in
some (mostly liberal Western) countries, the
more general mechanism by which they in-
fluence national-level environmentalization
is as receptor sites for global blueprints (for
an example of the latter process, see Barbosa
1996).

Third, we tried some alternative indicators
for the independent variables in Table 1:

As measures of natural-resource pres-
sures, in place of iron and steel production
we used the percentage of the population liv-
ing in urban areas and logged population
density (Banks 1990). In no case was the ef-
fect of urbanization significant. In only one
case was the effect of population density sig-
nificant, and then it was negative and thus
contrary to orthodox expectations: high pop-
ulation densities slow the rate of park forma-
tion, as humans compete with nature for
land. According to these indicators, degrada-
tion does not appear to drive environment-
alization directly.

As a measure of state openness to global
innovation, in place of receptor sites we tried
democracy (Gurr 1990). According to the
chi-square statistics, democracy’s effect was
stronger than that of receptor sites for two of



THE NATION-STATE AND THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

109

the five dependent variables—environmental
ministries and impact assessment laws, the
most recent of the five innovations. In the
other three cases, the receptor sites variable
was stronger. Democracy proved to be a rea-
sonable, but slightly less direct, measure of a
country’s openness to global environmental
blueprints.

As a measure of nation-state embedded-
ness, instead of sociocultural ties to world
society we used imports plus exports as a
proportion of gross domestic product as a
measure of economic ties to the world sys-
tem (Summers and Heston 1991). In only
one case was this economic linkages variable
significant, and then negatively so (as eco-
logical Marxists might predict; see O’Connor
1998): Dense trade linkages slowed the rate
of park formation, suggesting economic
pressures to retain unfettered access to natu-
ral resources (cf. Frank 1999).

Through all these alternative measures, our
basic findings held. Nation-states are more
likely to adopt environmentally protective
policies as such activities become institution-
alized in global blueprints for the nation-
state, especially among countries deeply em-
bedded in world society and among those
with prolific domestic receptor sites.

THE CHANGING NATURE OF
ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION

Thus far we have emphasized the relationship
between the global institutionalization of the
principle that nation-states should protect the
natural environment and the rise of national
activities to do so. We now call attention to a
complementary effect. Global institutional-
ization involves not only a change in the “na-
tion-state” but also a change in the meaning
of “environmental protection.” Increasingly,
environmental protection has come to mean
the preservation of the global ecosystem
rather than the conservation of local natural
resources (Dunlap and Mertig 1992; Frank
1997). Analytically, this shift involves ratio-
nalization, scientization, and globalization.
First off, models of environmental protec-
tion become more highly rationalized with
institutionalization in world society (Meyer
1994; Weber [1968] 1978). In rationaliza-
tion, entities and activities acquire practical,
mundane purposes; their existential justifica-

tion shifts from sacred fiat to means-ends
chains. As it is becoming a standard feature
of the “nation-state” over the century, “envi-
ronmental protection” simultaneously gains
a vastly expanded purpose: to sustain life on
Earth (Pepper 1984). Every aspect of nature
is reformed into an element vital for human
survival.

Second, world models of environmental
protection become more scientized with glo-
bal institutionalization. In scientization, enti-
ties and activities come to be understood in
terms of general, physical laws, under the
authority of scientists and professionals
(Schofer 1999; Schott 1993). At the level of
culture, this entails the demystification of
motive forces and the discovery of automatic
control systems, which are stitched into the
routine and regular workings of physical bod-
ies and relationships. Organizationally, ex-
tensive machineries, both literal and figura-
tive, arise to observe and expose the general
laws. As national activities to protect the en-
vironment become increasingly rule-like, en-
vironmental protection is transformed from
an enchanted and unpredictable process (e.g.,
one requiring sacrifice or heavenly supplica-
tion) to one requiring deference to bio-
geochemical rules (compare Hultkrantz 1961
and Thomas 1983 with Stern et al. 1992).

Third, models of environmental protection
become more global with institutionalization
in world society. In globalization, entities
and activities are stripped of autonomy and
lose their idiosyncratic connections to local
settings. Organisms become embedded in cy-
bernetic systems and become instances of
abstract, universal categories (Haraway
1989).10 Thus with the institutionalization of
national environmental protection, protective
activities are increasingly seen to affect a
worldwide whole—the entire Earth and its
atmosphere (Taylor and Buttel 1992).

Altogether, rationalization, scientization,
and globalization reflect a new definition of
“environmental protection” in world soci-
ety—an environmental protection with vastly
expanded universal value and importance.
Concomitant with the institutionalization of
environmental protection in global blueprints
for the nation-state, nature becomes increas-

10 1t was Thoreau who first noted that the wa-
ters of the Ganges flow in Walden Pond.
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Figure 4. Changing “Nature”: The Percentage of Nature Ministries, INGO Chapters, and IGO Mem-
berships Addressing Ecosystem Preservation, at Two Points in Time

Note: INGOs are international nongovernmental organizations; IGOs are intergovernmental organiza-

tions.

ingly synonymous with the global ecosystem,
without which Homo sapiens cannot survive.

A reflection of this overall process can be
found in three of the dependent variables. In
Figure 4, we show the percentages of all na-
tional nature activities that seek ecosystem
preservation (as opposed to resource conser-
vation) at two points in time: 1960 and
around 1990. We show ecosystem-oriented
nature ministries, ecosystem-oriented chap-
ters of international nature associations, and
ecosystem-oriented memberships in inter-
governmental nature organizations.!!

We see a marked change for all three vari-
ables over time. The percentage of ecosys-
tem-oriented nature ministries rises from 0 to
42 percent, and the percentages of ecosys-

Il Ecosystem-oriented activities aim to inte-
grate human society with the life-sustaining physi-
cal universe, such that natural processes proceed
unhindered. Resource-oriented activities accept
the intervention of human society in nature, but
seek to regulate the exploitation of nature’s
bounty for long-term market interests. Conceptu-
ally, there is a continuum between the two mod-
els; in practice, the distinction is often sharp (e.g.,
tropical timber v. rainforests). Frank (1997) and
Haas and Sundgren (1993) show related shifts in
international environmental treaties.

tem-oriented association chapters and inter-
governmental organization memberships rise
from 20 to 36 and from 8 to 43 percents, re-
spectively. A shift is clearly in evidence: The
activities of nation-states vis-a-vis nature
have shifted toward the preservation of the
global ecosystem.

These results, together with the preceding
evidence, suggest twin aspects of the global
institutionalization of national environmen-
tal protection: the environmentalization of
the nation-state and a concomitant universal-
ization of environmental protection, as “na-
ture” becomes more rationalized, scientized,
and globalized. The top-down processes that
characterize change in the environmental
realm may be less prominent in more particu-
laristic realms (e.g., in military policy).

CONCLUSION

National activities to protect the natural en-
vironment have proliferated spectacularly
over the twentieth century. Each of our five
indicators of the process shows exponential
growth. We show that such activities have
increased not just in response to domestic
degradation and affluence but also in re-
sponse to a global redefinition of the respon-
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sibilities of the nation-state. As the principle
of national environmental protection has be-
come institutionalized in world society, na-
tional activities to protect the environment
have increased, particuiarly among those na-
tion-states strongly tied to world society and
those with receptor sites capable of transmit-
ting emerging blueprints to domestic actors.
In concrete terms, we see global social forces
at work when national parks appear in Nepal,
when a chapter of the International Council
for Bird Preservation opens in The Gambia,
when Mexico joins the International Whal-
ing Commission, when environmental im-
pact assessments begin in Kuwait, and when
Romania founds an environmental ministry.
With these activities, nation-states embody
global institutional forms, which themselves
have become more universalistic over time.

We intend our emphasis on world social
and cultural processes to counter views of
national environmental policies as arising
mainly in response to domestic factors, and
we believe the evidence supports our view.
But we do not suppose that domestic fac-
tors—affluence, degradation (Walsh 1981),
public opinion (Dunlap 1995; Kempton
1993), media coverage (Mazur 1998)—are
unimportant to environmental policy forma-
tion in particular cases or in the short term;
only that they recede from causal salience
over many cases and over the whole cen-
tury. We emphasize large-scale structural
processes, in which “domestic factors” ap-
pear more as mechanisms of change rather
than independent causal forces. Likewise
we do not suppose that world sociocultural
forces work in isolation from world eco-
nomic and political forces, merely that the
latter typically operate within parameters
established by social reality, including defi-
nitions of the “nation-state” and “environ-
mental protection.”

If nation-states environmentalize in re-
sponse to global institutionalization, then
what forces drive the latter? The global in-
stitutionalization of the principle that nation-
states bear responsibility for environmental
protection follows the general structuration
of the world polity and the rise of universal-
istic depictions of a global ecosystem. With
their discoveries of the workings of a life-
sustaining natural environment, scientists
dramatically raise the stakes of environmen-

tal protection, and they do so in a world pol-
ity in which nation-states are the main legiti-
mated actors. Thus emerges the principle that
nation-states should protect the natural envi-
ronment, setting in motion the processes on
which we have focused here.

All this does not mean the environmental
crisis is over. Problems still accumulate
faster than solutions, and solutions still yield
only partial successes. Nevertheless a posi-
tive change is strikingly evident. The lead
actors on the global stage—nation-states—
have come to bear greatly increased respon-
sibility for environmental protection over the
twentieth century. We see the transformation
as resulting from global-institutional pro-
cesses, which may be especially strong in the
environmental realm due to its universalism.

In recent decades, social scientists typi-
cally have emphasized the ways nation-states
are constructed from the bottom up, and
there are many compelling examples of that
occurring. Here we have illustrated a differ-
ent kind of process, in which nation-states
are constructed from the top down. We see
blueprints for the nation-state being drawn in
world society, and we see the institutional-
ization of these blueprints as establishing
rule-like principles of what nation-states are,
and what by definition they do.
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Appendix A. Dependent Variables: Definitions, Data Sources, and Periods of Analysis

Period of
Dependent Variables Definition Data Source(s) Analysis
National parks and Annual cumulative TUCN (1990) 1900-1990
protected areas numbers of parks
per nation-state
Country chapters of Annual numbers of Fried (1905-1911); 1900-1988
international environmental chapters per nation- League of Nations
nongovernmental associations state (1921, 1938);
UIA (1948-1990)
Nation-state memberships Annual numbers of Fried (1905-1911); 1900-1984
in intergovernmental memberships per League of Nations
environmental organizations nation-state (1921, 1938);
UIA (1948-1990)
Environmental impact Year of founding Wood (1995) 1966-1992
assessment laws
National environmental Year of founding Europa Year Book 1970-1995

ministries

(1970-1995)

Appendix B. Independent Variables: Definitions, Transformations, Data Sources, and Factor Load-

ings
Latent Independent Data Factor
Variable Definition Transformation Source - Loading
Global institutional- UNERP staff size Equals 0 before UNEP  UNEP .87
ization of national founding (1972); (1982-1993)
environmental protection thereafter is logged
Years around 1972 Equals 1 for the .63
and 1992 UN environ- years 1970-1974 and
ment conferences 1990-1994; otherwise 0
Cumulative international Excluded treaties that Burhenne .90
environmental treaties led to environmental (1997)
intergovernmental
organizations; logged
Nation-state ties to Memberships in all 1 added to all cases UIA .97
world society except environmental to eliminate zeros; (1948-1990)
INGOs logged and interpolated
Memberships in all 1 added to all cases UIA .97
except environmental to eliminate zeros; (1948-1990)
1GOs logged and interpolated
Nation-state Annual numbers of 1 added to all cases Zils (1998) 91
receptor sites domestic ecology to eliminate zeros;
organizations logged
Annual numbers of 1 added 1 to all cases Zils (1998) 91

domestic natural
science organizations

to eliminate zeros;
logged

Note: INGOs are international nongovernmental organizations; IGOs are intergovernmental organiza-

tions.
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Appendix C. Control Variables: Definitions, Transformations, and Data Sources

Control Variable Definition Transformation Data Source

Population size Annual population, Logged WRI (1998)
in 1,000s

Iron and steel production Annual production, Logged and divided by Singer and

in 1,000 metric tons

the population size Small (1990)

(in 1,000s)
Gross domestic product Annual GDP per capita Logged WRI (1998)
per capita in current U.S. dollars
Population density Annual persons per Logged; removed outlier WRI (1998)
square kilometer (Maca) from the analysis
Threatened/known bird In 1990 Logged WRI (1998)
species
Deforestation Forest loss, percent change, Removed outlier Cape WRI (1998)
1990-1995 Verde from the analysis
Industrial CO, emissions 1990, in 1,000 metric tons Logged WRI (1998)
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