
Critical Environmental Justice: Exploring the
Intersections of Social Equity, Power, and the
Environment

Critical environmental justice is a theoretical framework that examines the
complex relationships between environmental degradation, social
inequality, and political power. It emerged as a response to traditional
environmentalism's perceived shortcomings in addressing the
disproportionate environmental burdens faced by marginalized
communities. Unlike traditional environmentalism, critical environmental
justice places a central emphasis on the social and economic dimensions
of environmental issues, recognizing that marginalized communities often
bear the brunt of environmental hazards and have reduced access to
environmental benefits.

Key Concepts of Critical Environmental Justice

Environmental Racism

Environmental racism is a form of environmental injustice that refers to the
systemic and intentional placement of environmentally hazardous facilities,
such as waste dumps, factories, and power plants, in or near
predominantly low-income and minority communities. This practice results
in increased exposure to pollutants and other environmental toxins, leading
to higher rates of health problems and environmental degradation in these
communities.
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Environmental Classism

Environmental classism is another form of environmental injustice that
refers to the unequal distribution of environmental burdens and benefits
based on socioeconomic status. Wealthier communities often have access
to cleaner air, water, and other environmental amenities, while low-income
communities often bear the brunt of environmental pollution.

Environmental Colonialism

Environmental colonialism is a form of environmental injustice that refers to
the historical and ongoing exploitation and degradation of land and
resources by colonizers and other powerful actors. This can include the
forced displacement of indigenous peoples from their traditional lands, the
destruction of ecosystems, and the extraction of natural resources without
regard for local communities.

Intersectionality

Critical environmental justice recognizes the intersectionality of
environmental injustice, acknowledging that environmental burdens often
overlap with other forms of social inequality, such as race, class, gender,
and disability. This intersectionality means that different marginalized
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communities face unique environmental challenges and forms of
environmental injustice.

Power and Decision-Making

Critical environmental justice places a strong emphasis on the role of
power and decision-making in environmental injustice. It argues that
marginalized communities are often excluded from environmental decision-
making processes and lack the political power to protect their own
environmental interests.

Historical Roots and Development of Critical Environmental Justice

The origins of critical environmental justice can be traced back to the early
1970s in the United States, with the emergence of the environmental
justice movement. The movement was sparked by the realization that
marginalized communities, particularly communities of color, were
disproportionately affected by environmental hazards and had limited
involvement in environmental decision-making.

One of the key early milestones in the development of critical
environmental justice was the 1987 report by the United Church of Christ's
Commission for Racial Justice, titled "Toxic Wastes and Race in the United
States." This report provided compelling evidence of environmental racism
and highlighted the need for addressing the environmental burdens faced
by minority communities.

In the years since, critical environmental justice has emerged as a distinct
theoretical framework, with scholars and activists working to develop its
core concepts and methodologies. Critical environmental justice has also



gained increasing recognition and support from policymakers,
environmental organizations, and community groups.

Contemporary Applications of Critical Environmental Justice

Environmental Justice Policy and Advocacy

Critical environmental justice has been instrumental in shaping
environmental justice policy and advocacy efforts. It has helped to raise
awareness about the disproportionate environmental burdens faced by
marginalized communities and has led to the development of policies
aimed at addressing environmental injustice. This has included the
establishment of environmental justice offices and initiatives at
governmental agencies, as well as the prioritization of environmental justice
projects and funding.

Community-Based Environmental Justice

Critical environmental justice has also played a vital role in supporting
community-based environmental justice efforts. This has involved
empowering marginalized communities to identify and address their own
environmental concerns, as well as providing them with the resources and
support needed to participate effectively in environmental decision-making
processes. Community-based environmental justice efforts have been
successful in achieving concrete improvements in local environmental
conditions and in fostering a sense of environmental stewardship within
marginalized communities.

Research and Scholarship

Critical environmental justice has also spurred a growing body of research
and scholarship. This research has helped to document the prevalence and



extent of environmental injustice, as well as to identify the underlying
causes and consequences of environmental inequality. Research in critical
environmental justice has also been instrumental in developing theoretical
and methodological approaches for understanding and addressing
environmental injustice.

Key Examples of Critical Environmental Justice in Action

The Flint Water Crisis

The Flint water crisis was a major public health crisis that unfolded in Flint,
Michigan, from 2014 to 2016. The crisis occurred when the city switched its
water supply from Lake Huron to the Flint River, which was contaminated
with lead and other toxins. This resulted in widespread lead poisoning
among Flint residents, particularly children, leading to a host of health
problems and long-term consequences. The Flint water crisis was a clear
example of environmental racism, as the predominantly Black and low-
income population of Flint was disproportionately affected by the lead
contamination.

The Dakota Access Pipeline

The Dakota Access Pipeline was a proposed oil pipeline that would have
crossed the Missouri River near the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation in
North Dakota. The pipeline was opposed by the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe
and other Native American tribes, as they argued that it would threaten
their water supply and cultural resources. The opposition to the pipeline
sparked a months-long protest movement, which attracted national and
international attention and highlighted the environmental and cultural
injustices faced by Native American communities.



The Environmental Justice Movement in Louisiana

Louisiana is a state that has been disproportionately affected by
environmental pollution and natural disasters. The environmental justice
movement in Louisiana has been working for decades to address the
environmental burdens faced by marginalized communities in the state.
This movement has been successful in achieving a number of victories,
including the passage of the Louisiana Environmental Justice Act, which
established a state-level environmental justice office, and the creation of
the Louisiana Bucket Brigade, a community-based organization that
monitors environmental pollution and empowers residents to advocate for
their environmental rights.

Critical environmental justice is an essential framework for understanding
the complex relationships between environmental degradation, social
inequality, and political power. It provides a lens through which to examine
the environmental injustices faced by marginalized communities and to
develop strategies for addressing these injustices. Critical environmental
justice has made significant contributions to environmental policy,
community-based environmental justice efforts, and research and
scholarship on environmental inequality. It is a vital tool for creating a more
just and sustainable future for all.
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Every Cowgirl Loves Rodeo: A Western
Adventure
Every Cowgirl Loves Rodeo is a 2021 American Western film directed by
Catherine Hardwicke and starring Lily James, Camila Mendes, and
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Opportunity Hoarding and Segregation in the
Age of Inequality
In an age marked by profound inequality, the concepts of opportunity
hoarding and segregation have emerged as pressing concerns. These
phenomena...
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