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ABSTRACT

When a group of people is faced with both social and environmental subordina-
tion, they are the victims of environmental injustice. This subordination is
manifest in the disproportionate siting of environmental hazards in poor or
minority communities and also in the inequitable distribution of ecological
resources, both of which perpetuate the marginalisation of subaltern groups. At
the heart of the environmental justice movement is a fight for the empowerment
of subaltern groups, heretofore excluded from environmental decision-making.
In recognising that the environmental health of their living spaces and families
is critical to exacting any kind of improvement of their socioeconomic condi-
tions, subaltern groups have added a dynamic new dimension to their social
struggles. This counter-hegemonic struggle for ecological democracy is one of
the fastest growing social movements in contemporary society, and requires the
attention of environmental historians to situate it within the broader context of
the history of environmentalism.

KEY WORDS

Historiography; environmental justice; environmental racism; subaltern envi-
ronmentalism

Reflecting years later, Upton Sinclair lamented that he did not achieve what he
had initially intended in writing The Jungle. In writing his classic book on the
horrors of work in a Chicago slaughterhouse, Sinclair ‘wished to frighten a
country by a picture of what its industrial masters were doing to their victims and
entirely by chance I stumbled on another discovery – what they were doing to the
meat supply of the civilized world. … I failed in my original purpose’.2  That the
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scandal of impure food, the issue that made The Jungle famous, should supersede
the harsh and unhealthy working conditions as a cause for public consternation
is ironic only insofar as many would charge that middle-class environmental
sensibilities are still similarly misguided. Almost 100 years after the publication
of The Jungle environmental protest remains stratified by race, class, and to a
lesser extent, gender. Indeed, some of the most scathing critiques of mainstream
environmentalism have surfaced not from anti-environmentalists, but from the
periphery of the broader environmental movement.

In order to understand properly the history of American environmentalism,
it is important to recognise and incorporate the diverse perspectives and
priorities that ‘environmentalists’ advocate. Community recognition of environ-
mental injustice and the protests that ensue have been a topic of growing interest
among environmental scholars, but historians have not – by and large – been in
the vanguard.3  This paper proposes to outline why subaltern environmentalism
is an independently important avenue for historical inquiry and is also significant
to a more in-depth understanding of the history of American environmentalism.
In presenting a historiographic review of the existing scholarly literature on
subaltern environmentalism – or environmental justice – I shall assess the
potential of the field and attempt to situate relevant starting points and posit
directions for further historical study. In order to manage the wealth of material
and the topic’s complexity, I shall limit my study to American examples of
environmental justice and their relation to the American environmental move-
ment.4  Such an alliance has intriguing political ramifications if the movements
are successful in agreeing upon compatible or overlapping agendas. At the
beginning of a new century, both wings of environmentalism have proven to
represent large numbers of voters and have exercised strong and legitimate – if
sometimes faltering – lobbies. Thus far, a middle ground between mainstream
and subaltern environmentalisms has not yet been found. Part of the historian’s
mission must therefore be to locate that historical middle ground.

To begin, however, a working definition of ‘subaltern environmentalism’ is
necessary. By subaltern, I mean to draw on a body of literature that explores the
adoption of grassroots environmental activism by marginalised or subordinated
groups such as peasants, urban slum and ghetto dwellers, farm workers, and
groups oppressed by race, class, and gender.5  When a group of people is faced
with both social and environmental subordination, they are the victims of
environmental injustice. This subordination is manifest in the disproportionate
siting of environmental hazards in poor or minority communities and also in the
inequitable distribution of ecological resources, both of which perpetuate the
marginalisation of subaltern groups. Counter-hegemonic resistance at the grass-
roots level to such oppression and the resulting discourse of power relations,
then, are themes central to environmental justice; at the heart of the environmen-
tal justice movement is a fight for the empowerment of subaltern groups,
heretofore excluded from environmental decision-making. While such groups
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have traditionally sought to bring about social change, their agendas have only
recently associated their social concerns with environmental quality. In recog-
nising that the environmental health of their living spaces and families are critical
to exacting any kind of improvement of their socioeconomic conditions, subal-
tern groups have added a dynamic new dimension to their social struggles. Most
importantly, however, it is necessary to keep in mind that subaltern environmen-
talism is a distinctly grassroots movement and a vital exercise in self-empower-
ment among the groups who seek to claim and protect the places in which they
live and work. The social positionality of subaltern activists effectively alters the
context of the environmental struggle and our histories must adapt to recognise
this.6

Histories of the mainstream environmental movement tend to undermine the
significance of environmental justice as a legitimate strand of environmental-
ism, because of the latter’s social underpinnings. Standard histories of environ-
mentalism have proven unable or unwilling to appreciate the significance of the
subaltern position in environmental struggles, since it is laced with civil rights
issues that do not always pertain to strictly environmental concerns. This distinct
positionality features significant complications to the traditional binary division
between environmentalists and corporations who seek to plunder the environ-
ment. Advocates for environmental justice often interpret environmental protec-
tion differently than do mainstream activists, emphasising local empowerment
and stewardship over stiffer land-use controls. In this vein, subaltern environ-
mental activists are not strictly ‘environmentalists’, nor should they be.7  More
often than not, divergent priorities rather than divergent ends separate main-
stream and subaltern environmentalists, but subaltern environmentalism presents
environmental scholars with a challenge to reinterpret the history of environ-
mentalism in a less binary fashion. In response, charges of mainstream environ-
mentalism catering to exclusively white and middle-class conservationist and
limited quality-of-life issues abound from marginalised groups who consider
their living spaces to be a more pressing concern for environmental amelioration
than the preservation of an endangered bird or squirrel. However, mainstream
environmentalism – most recognisably represented by the ‘Group of Ten’ – does
not believe that it should operate more like a political party with policy platforms
that address a broad spectrum of sociopolitical questions; mainstream environ-
mental groups do not see themselves as an extension of a Green Party.8  In
essence, the incorporation of the environmental justice movement is particularly
difficult for the environmental movement because it does not promote policy that
would consider the alleviation of poverty and racial justice, nor does it feel it
should.9

But to suggest that the environmental justice movement mounts a united
criticism of mainstream environmentalism belies the fervour of its own internal
wranglings. Indeed, debates from within further divide the environmental justice
movement. The duality of social and environmental concern within the environ-
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mental justice movement has spilled over into internal conflict that confuses the
prioritising of environmental justice issues. Debates rage over whether exposure
to hazards or the rights to resources should take precedence within the move-
ment’s agenda. Further, issues of race, class, and gender wrestle for primacy.
Similarly, arguments over whether the environmental justice movement is
principally a social or environmental movement display the reality of the
movement’s identity crisis and threaten to further limit its potential political
sway.10 The body of literature on environmental justice is representative of this
divergent array of topics, but one of the few arguments that does not meet with
contention is that environmental inequality is ubiquitous. Environmental injus-
tice is apparent in urban and suburban environments as well as in rural,
agricultural, and wilderness environments. If, as historian Donald Worster
recently noted, the prime directive of environmental history is to engage in
critical reflection of the modern environmental movement, environmental
historians must recognise their duty to explore, critique, and strengthen the
environmental justice movement as a part of a more inclusive environmental
movement.11 The study of these social and ecological interactions represents a
dynamic new dimension in the history of environmentalism that is overdue and
requires rigorous analytical consideration.

Subaltern environmentalism is hardly a new phenomenon; struggles against
environmental injustices predate the first Earth Day in 1970, but these protests
were not framed as ‘environmental’ struggles. Rather, they were social in
context.12 The development of the environmental justice movement resulted
from a convergence of environmental and civil rights concerns. The civil rights
movement initially regarded the environmental movement as a challenge to
federal funds and resources to which they felt they had a moral priority.13 But as
both groups survived the 1960s as legitimate lobbies, environmental degradation
was increasingly recognised as part of an existing social crisis, while social
problems were increasingly linked to a larger environmental crisis.14 The energy
crisis of the 1970s and the growing visibility of hazardous waste disposal
problems served as further catalysts for bringing together the bipartite interests
of the not-yet-established environmental justice movement.15 Environmental-
ists saw such incidents as opportunities to ally themselves with the civil rights
movement in opposition to a problem that raised issues of inequity while also
representing environmental concern. This relationship continued to develop
during the 1970s through research on discriminatory pollution patterns. In 1971,
in The Closing Circle, biologist Barry Commoner anticipated the environmental
justice movement when he argued that environmental hazards inhibited social
progress and called for alliances between the environmental and civil rights
movements.16 Among the early crusades of this nature was the exploration of the
relationship between class and lead poisoning in urban areas. In June 1971,
Environment published a special issue with articles that examined this social and
environmental relationship.17 Environment also led the way with a series of
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articles during the decade that brought attention to the relationship between air
pollution and class. In ‘Discriminatory Air Pollution’, Julian McCaull found that
‘chances of being exposed to poor-quality air in urban areas are greatest for
persons in poverty, in occupations below the management or professional level,
in low-rent districts, and in the black population’.18 Brian J. L. Berry’s The Social
Burdens of Environmental Pollution: A Comparative Metropolitan Data Source
corroborated McCaull’s findings.19 While these early works presented the
premise for the analytical consideration of environmental justice, their studies
refrained from the suggestion that these disparities were the product of discrimi-
natory intent. Nevertheless, throughout the 1970s there were increasing sugges-
tions that civil rights advocates and environmentalists were fighting similar
battles.

The reaction to the illegal disposal of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), by
the Ward Transformer Company of Raleigh, North Carolina, in the late 1970s
and the subsequent search for a landfill site might serve as the point of genesis
for a tangible environmental justice movement and the historical union of the two
lobbies. The illegal discharge of these toxic chemicals along rural roads in
thirteen counties contaminated 240 miles of road shoulders in the state and
necessitated the construction of a new landfill. The decision to put the landfill in
the predominantly poor and black Warren County provoked a number of protests
by locals, opposed to the landfill being built in their county. After protests based
on not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) environmental rhetoric failed, activists at-
tacked the siting of the landfill as an example of environmental racism. Warren
County was chosen, they charged, because the residents were primarily poor and
African American.20 Since the protest in Warren County in the early 1980s – the
state was permitted to begin construction of the landfill in 1982 – the study of
environmental justice slowly entered the academic mainstream, using more
traditional lines of inquiry as outlets. The early work of the 1980s was presented
through fashionable and acceptable approaches like gender history, class and
labour history, and the history of race and ethnicity.21 The relationship between
environment and society was introduced, but social categories dominated the
discourse. Furthermore, the number of monographs far outnumbered the number
of articles in refereed journals, suggesting that the study of subaltern environ-
mentalism had not yet found its scholarly niche.22

Of these early studies, three in particular stand out. Arguably the seminal
study in environmental justice is sociologist Robert D. Bullard’s Dumping in
Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental Quality. Published in 1990, it was the
first book to examine environmental justice in a scholarly maner and remains one
of the most influential works in the field.23 Activist Dana Alston uses the title of
her book, We Speak for Ourselves: Social Justice, Race, and Environment, to
demonstrate the positioning of environmental justice as a grassroots movement.
Alston distinguishes between institutional groups within the mainstream envi-
ronmental movement and subaltern groups. Whereas mainstream groups fight
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environmental issues on legal and policy fronts, Alston argues that grassroots
activism is formed and based in (and by) the communities in need of help and
fights its battles there.24 The other important work is the Commission for Racial
Justice’s study of the relationship between toxic waste sites and race.  It has
served as the springboard for subsequent protests regarding race and toxic waste
sites as well as instigating debates within the historiography on environmental
justice. The report’s findings showed that race was an integral forecaster of the
location of hazardous waste facilities in the United States. The analytical study
demonstrated ‘the existence of clear patterns which show that communities with
greater minority percentages of the population are more likely to be the sites of
commercial hazardous waste facilities’. The report concluded that it would be
virtually impossible to suggest that such a disparity was the result of chance and
that ‘race has been a factor in the location of commercial hazardous waste
facilities in the United States’.25 Raising the possibility that the siting of
environmental hazards is inherently racist provokes suggestions that American
society is a racist society, but it also served as a catalyst for the emergence of
literature that considered various elements of the environmental justice move-
ment. Each of the three works promoted the significance of environmental
justice and challenged the environmental movement. These themes also served
as the basis for the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership
Summit in Washington, D.C. in 1991. The convergence of ‘African-Americans
from “cancer alley” in Louisiana; Latinos from the cities and rural areas of the
Southwest; [and] Native American activists such as the Western Shoshone, who
were protesting underground nuclear testing on their lands’, resulted in a
strengthening of subaltern environmentalism as a powerful and legitimate
lobby.26

Since the Commission for Racial Justice’s report and the 1991 First National
People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, the study of environmental
justice and subaltern environmentalism topics has grown almost exponentially,
but the most significant works during the early stages of the decade concentrated
almost exclusively on race. Because subaltern environmentalism represents a
serious challenge to the traditional exercise of power, the idea and existence of
environmental racism has been hotly debated and critically challenged.27 Charges
of institutional environmental racism were levelled against the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), when studies demonstrated that EPA ‘clean-up
efforts at Superfund sites were faster and more sophisticated, and fines against
polluters were greater, in white neighbourhoods than in minority neighbour-
hoods’.28 Bullard, the pre-eminent environmental justice scholar, has been one
of the more prominent advocates for the existence of environmental racism,
arguing through statistical data that income has only a limited impact on
discriminatory pollution patterns.29

Race has been found to be an independent factor, not reducible to class, in
predicting the distribution of air pollution … contaminated fish consumption …
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the location of municipal landfills and incinerators … the location of abandoned
toxic waste dumps … and lead poisoning in children.30

Benjamin A. Goldman supports Bullard’s thesis. In his extensive study, Goldman
shows that nonwhite and low-income communities were both adversely affected
by disproportionately high pollution rates in their living spaces. But, Goldman
found, ‘when race and income were compared to see if either factor was
independently or more significantly related to the environmental disparity, race
proved more important in nearly three-quarters of the tests (22 out of 33)’.31

But Douglas L. Anderton and his team of researchers at the University of
Massachusetts reject the existence of environmental racism, finding that ‘no
nationally consistent and statistically significant differences between the racial
or ethnic composition of tracts which contain commercial facilities for the
treatment, storage, and disposal of hazardous wastes [TSDFs] and those which
do not’.32 Instead of race and ethnicity, their study suggests that ‘the concentra-
tion of persons in manufacturing occupations’ is the only variable conspicuously
associated with the location of TSDFs.33 That the University of Massachusetts
team of scholars – led by Anderton – was funded by Waste Management Inc.
does raise more than a few suspicious eyebrows with respect to their conclusions.
Indeed, in other studies, they intimated that there were community benefits that
outweighed the negative stigma associated with hosting a toxic waste reposi-
tory.34

In response, Paul Mohai challenged the University of Massachusetts study,
and compared it with the Commission for Racial Justice study. Since both studies
conducted research nationally, their methodological approach must have dif-
fered. Mohai found that the two studies had adopted different units of analysis
and different control or comparison populations, which resulted in the consid-
erable disparity in their findings. Whereas the Commission for Racial Justice had
used zip codes to break down waste siting, the University of Massachusetts
researchers claimed to use the smaller – and theoretically more accurate –
sampling size of census tracts. The problem lay, however, in the somewhat
arbitrary use of these units of analysis. Mohai showed that Anderton et al. were
conspicuously selective in the census tracts that they used. ‘[Anderton et al.]
eliminated all tracts outside of Census Bureau defined Standard Metropolitan
Statistical Areas (SMSAs), regardless of whether or not these tracts contained a
hazardous waste facility. The study also eliminated census tracts inside SMSAs
if no facilities existed within the SMSA boundaries’.35 Thus 32% of all available
census tracts were excluded from their study. In comparison, the Commission for
Racial Justice study incorporated the demographics from all available zip codes.

However, the University of Massachusetts findings in ‘Environmental
Equity’ were supported by further research. In ‘Distribution of Industrial Air
Emissions by Income and Race in the United States: An Approach Using the
Toxic Release Inventory’, S. Perlin et al. determined that there was inconclusive
evidence to suggest that race played a role in the siting of industrial hazards.36
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Similarly, the United States General Accounting Office also found that ten major
studies on the locating of hazardous waste facilities collectively yielded incon-
clusive results, based on a range of research factors.37

Perhaps the most condemnatory evidence that race is a primary predictor of
the location of environmental hazards was the discovery of a 1984 report done
for the California Waste Management Board by Cerrell Associates.38 Political
Difficulties Facing Waste-to-Energy Conversion Plant Siting, more commonly
known as the Cerrell Report – and produced at California taxpayers’ expense –
suggested that ‘rural communities, poor communities, communities whose
residents had low educational levels, communities that were highly Catholic,
communities with fewer than 25,000 residents, and communities whose resi-
dents were employed in resource-extractive jobs like mining, timber, or agricul-
ture’ were the least likely to mount significant resistance to the local siting of
garbage incinerators.39 In spite of its race-neutral criteria, such community
profiling obviously targets attributes of many poor communities of colour, in
California and in the South and Southwest. With evidence firmly supporting his
perspective, Bullard submitted that ultimately determining the basis for dis-
criminatory patterns – race vs. class – was irrelevant since the end result –
environmental discrimination – was constant.40 From an activist standpoint,
geographer Laura Pulido agrees that the question is moot, but argues for the
significance of the debate on the grounds that ‘it is important for what it reveals
in terms of conceptualisations of racism and political projects’.41 With respect
to political projects and their relationship to racial minorities, the Cerrell Report
is a damning indictment of the corporate powers that be.

Challenging the very premise of the debate, Vicki Been, a professor of law,
questions the environmental justice movement’s claim that the disparity in siting
environmental hazards is really a result of racism or classism at all. In ‘Locally
Undesirable Land Uses in Minority Neighborhoods: Disproportionate Siting or
Market Dynamics’, Been argues that the research that charged that environmen-
tal risks were incommensurately placed in minority neighbourhoods was guilty
of not establishing that ‘the host communities were disproportionately minority
or poor at the time the sites were selected’.42 Most of the studies, she argues,
‘compare the current socioeconomic characteristics of communities that host
various LULUs to those of communities that do not host such LULUs. This
approach leaves open the possibility that the sites for LULUs were chosen
fairly’. 43 Been implies that the siting of industrial waste sites lowered the
property value of nearby neighbourhoods, thereby attracting low-income fami-
lies to the area. But Been fails to appreciate the correlation between race and
poverty. ‘Is it not racist’, Pulido counters, ‘that African Americans and Chicanos/
Latinos are disproportionately represented in the ranks of the poor and therefore
are all the more vulnerable to pollution through depressed land values, their role
as low-wage workers, and limited political power?’44 Regardless of the incon-
clusiveness of this debate, however, the proliferation of the evidence that



SUBALTERN ENVIRONMENTALISM
29

suggests the existence of environmental racism as an inherent aspect of social
racism further contributed to a growth in grassroots activism, which in turn has
led to new avenues of inquiry.45

A second strand of literature on subaltern environmentalism, distinct from
the debate mentioned above, emerged in the mid-1990s. This trend overlapped
with a certain denouement of the race-class question, and works re-examined the
context of mainstream and subaltern environmentalisms and their relationship to
one another. Aforementioned studies of environmental racism certainly ad-
dressed the relationship between mainstream and subaltern environmentalisms,
but they tended to limit their discussions to the differences between the two, very
briefly pointing primarily to the limitations of mainstream environmentalism
and its inability or disinterest to engage in environmental justice issues. Of
immediate concern in these earlier works was to legitimate ‘race’ as a category
for environmental analysis. No heavily analytical comparative studies between
the two movements had yet been written.

Possibly in reaction to the Republican landslide during the 1994 Congres-
sional elections, a relative détente between the two factions emerged, and a
search for a compatible milieu was initiated by Robert Gottlieb’s Forcing the
Spring: The Transformation of the American Environmental Movement. Exam-
ining the American environmental movement, Gottlieb expands on notions of
environmentalism and presents a remarkably cogent and serviceable revision of
the environmental agenda that situates environmentalism as central to a much
larger leftist-oriented social movement. Gottlieb’s design establishes the histori-
cal context for an environmental movement that encompasses both its main-
stream and its marginalised factions. Definition is crucial to the understanding
of the movement, Gottlieb argues, and he redefines the movement to include a
diverse set of organisations and ideological approaches. While he does not
dispute that there are serious problems between various parties within this
broader movement, Gottlieb insists that our histories should recognise that their
interests are ultimately similar. ‘This interpretation’, he argues, ‘situates envi-
ronmentalism as a core concept of a complex of social movements that first
appeared in response to the urban and industrial changes accelerating with the
rapid urbanization’.46 The book is divided into three parts: the first on the
complex roots of modern environmentalism, the second on contemporary
movements, and the third on subaltern approaches. Throughout, Gottlieb dem-
onstrates how intricately connected these various groups are.

Andrew Hurley’s Environmental Inequalities: Class, Race, and Industrial
Pollution in Gary, Indiana, 1945–1980 also recognises the full complexity of
environmental injustice and the significance of grassroots reactions against it.
Hurley uses the industrial city of Gary as the stage for his carefully crafted
monograph on the poisoning of a population. He weaves together social,
political, and environmental histories to demonstrate that no one approach can
adequately comprehend the extent of the issues surrounding environmental



MICHAEL EGAN
30

injustice. Like Gottlieb, Hurley focuses primarily on public health as the integral
factor for protest; he examines the various protests based along race and class
lines to explore the means by which the city reacted to their environmental
condition.

Also like Gottlieb, Hurley finds that social justice and environmentalism are
inextricably linked. ‘It is no coincidence’, he writes in the book’s first sentence,
‘that the age of ecology was also an age of environmental inequality’.47 Hurley
suggests that industrial capitalists held a decisive advantage over workers and
ethnic minorities, bound to the city and these businessmen for work. Hurley
further blames the dynamics of the capitalist marketplace for ‘the domination of
nature [which] involves and necessitates the control of human beings’.48 This
new interpretation of environmental justice relating to the shortcomings of
capitalism represents an intriguing and important direction for the study of the
movement, by insinuating that environmental injustice is part of a much bigger
problem. While not focusing explicitly on environmental justice and subaltern
environmentalism, these politics have been avidly consumed and explored by a
new body of scholarly work that advances ideas of ecological socialism.49

Race as a central category for environmental analysis has not disappeared,
however. Laura Pulido’s Environmentalism and Economic Justice: Two Chicano
Struggles in the Southwest is undoubtedly one of the most significant contribu-
tions to literature on the environmental justice movement, because Pulido is
effective in linking strands of the older race literature with newer perspectives
on the relationship between mainstream and subaltern environmental move-
ments.50 Whereas much of the early work on environmental justice concentrated
on the American South and in urban areas, Pulido attends to subaltern environ-
mentalism in the American Southwest and considers agricultural and wilderness
forms of environmental injustice that oppress Chicanos and their reaction to that
oppression.51 Her work introduces a cogent theoretical framework for the study
of subaltern environmentalism, upon which she elaborates with two powerful
case studies. Pulido distinguishes between environmental justice movements
and mainstream environmentalism, by suggesting that perspective and
positionality play important roles. Drawing on two struggles – on the 1965–71
United Farm Workers of California (UFWOC) pesticide campaign, led by César
Chavez, and on Hispano grazing rights in northern New Mexico wilderness –
Pulido shows that subaltern environmentalism is markedly different from its
mainstream alternative. Pulido argues that the UFWOC’s attack on pesticides
differed from campaigns launched by the Sierra Club and the Natural Resources
Defense Council; only the farm workers approached the issue from the subaltern
position – cognisant of the social problems posed by the tenuous separation of
agricultural livelihood and environmental health – and their battle did not
conclude as rapidly as did the protests organised by the mainstream groups.

Perhaps the book’s more significant contribution is Pulido’s treatment of
resource management as a theatre for environmental injustice. Whereas most
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studies of subaltern environmentalism have concentrated on urban land uses and
the threat of toxic hazards, Pulido argues that the inequitable distribution of
natural resources has played a significant role in the ongoing subordination of
minority groups in non-urban regions. Her case study of a grazing conflict in
wilderness in northern New Mexico illustrates the vitality of access to land for
the empowerment of subaltern groups. Indeed, Pulido argues that ‘while re-
source management is a prominent theme in many Third World struggles, natural
resource use has not attracted the same attention among marginal U.S. activ-
ists’.52 Since her book, increasing scholarship has addressed this issue, most
notably Mark Spence’s history of Indian removal in the making of the National
Parks.53

In presenting the subaltern perspective, Pulido also addresses the key social
and environmental aspects of this struggle, but her characterisation of the
mainstream environmental movement lacks credibility. Pulido sets the two
movements up in stark opposition to each other; while promoting subaltern
environmentalism, she portrays the mainstream movement as something of a
straw dog, limited in its agenda and its social awareness. Her oversimplification
of the environmental movement as being inherently racist, narrow-minded, and
intent almost exclusively on wilderness preservation is ironic given her com-
plaints that traditional studies have oversimplified the environmental justice
agenda.54

Stronger critiques of the mainstream environmental movement have since
emerged, however. In this vein, Eileen Maura McGurty’s ‘From NIMBY to Civil
Rights: The Origins of the Environmental Justice Movement’ confronts the
relative exclusivity of the environmental movement and reads the emergence of
the environmental justice movement as a response to the limitations of main-
stream environmentalism. Her case study of the protest in Warren County is
presented in a series of complex layers, exploring the state of the environmental
movement during the euphoria of post-Earth Day success, a lack of mainstream
response to the siting of a questionably planned toxic waste landfill in a black
community, and the evolution of a civil rights-based environmentalism that grew
out of an initial NIMBY mentality. Inherent in her argument is the notion that
‘environmental racism was the catalyst to a more comprehensive framework’ for
the environmental justice movement, but McGurty returns to the race-class
debate, by suggesting that Warren County was the stage for the beginning of that
inquiry.55

Rather than presenting an outright critique of mainstream environmentalism,
Luke W. Cole and Sheila R. Foster’s From the Ground Up: Environmental
Racism and the Rise of the Environmental Justice Movement breaks more
positive ground, by analysing the environmental justice movement on its own
merits. The strength of this book is certainly its rich case studies, which introduce
and explain the complexities of subaltern activism and advocate a multi-
dimensional brand of agitation. Most interestingly, Cole and Foster – legal
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experts – spend considerable time discussing the limitations of litigation in
environmental justice complaints.56 From the Ground Up escapes the quagmire
of social, racial, political, and theoretical arguments that envelope most works
on subaltern environmentalism; instead, Cole and Foster’s work is a useful
monograph that might serve and educate scholars, activists, and policymakers
alike.

On the strength of recent books and strong essays subaltern environmental-
ism has experienced its greatest surge in popularity in the last few years. A
proliferation of collections of essays and special issues of journals from a wide
variety of disciplines have coloured the debate and pushed for more stringent
theoretical models for the study of subaltern environmentalism. In 1996 Michael
Heiman edited a special issue of the journal for radical geography, Antipode,
entitled ‘Race, Waste, and Class: New Perspectives on Environmental Justice’.
The essays situate themselves in the post-race/class debate and seek to move
beyond that question, by considering the possibilities of movement building.
Goldman’s article, ‘What is the Future of Environmental Justice’, suggests that
a successful destiny for the movement must be to look beyond the race/class
debate and recognise the universality of environmental prejudice that influences
all subaltern groups. For Goldman, the crucial point will be whether the alienated
white working-class majority responds to the calls of the global consumerism of
the Republican Right or to the coalition-building interests of groups advocating
for sustainable development and workers’ rights.57 Other articles in this special
edition also focus their efforts on the significance of movement building.58

The construction of movements was also a central theme in the January 2000
special issue of the American Behavioral Scientist which focused on ‘new
dimensions of environmental justice research and thinking, including theoretical
and methodological advances in the field’. In line with recent work, Dorceta
Taylor, the issue’s guest editor, argued that the environmental justice movement
‘is making a significant contribution to the development of new environmental
discourses and paradigms’.59 The various articles do just that, further analysing
the complexities of the diverse power dynamics inherent in environmental
injustice. Using a variety of complex power-relation models, the authors show
that communities and community responses are not monolithic. Nor, they argue,
are the perpetrators of environmental injustice. Similarly, the role of government
and local elites varies from case to case, depending on an expanding plethora of
variables.60

Interestingly, it was the reduction of variables that fostered a special issue on
environmental justice as a theme for urban environmental history in Environ-
mental History in April 2000. Seeking greater acceptance for urban environmen-
tal history, Maureen A. Flanagan proposed using environmental justice as an
organising model for the study of modern urban environmentalism. Her argu-
ment is puzzling as it limits both the study of urban environmentalism and
environment justice studies, while failing to appreciate existing literature that
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has contributed to the progression of ideas about urban environmental history
and urban environmental justice.61 The three following articles are much
stronger than their introduction might suggest. Each essay provides some
valuable historical context for the environmental justice movement as well as
some well-told case studies, both so often lacking in works by non-historians.62

Recent anthologies have provided richer and more diverse material than have
journal special editions for storytelling and historical context. David E. Camacho’s
and Daniel Faber’s anthologies are two noteworthy collections that were both
published in 1998. Camacho’s anthology, Environmental Injustices, Political
Struggles, addresses a continuing ‘lack of attention given to political and social
aspects of environmental problems’, from a political science perspective.63

Camacho situates the environmental justice movement within the broader
context of social movement theory – with emphasis on environmental classism
(rather than racism). Subsequent essays introduce a range of case studies that
address the rhetoric and ethics of environmental justice.64 This collection of
essays and its focus on public policy and its relationship to environmental justice
is a valuable addition to the existing literature, but it is troubling that none of the
essays considers the relationship between political and corporate players in
environmental justice issues. With this vital link missing, more work in public
policy and environmental justice would be most welcome. Faber’s collection,
The Struggle for Ecological Democracy: Environmental Justice Movements in
the United States, is perhaps the more innovative of the two recent anthologies.
Drawing on a rich tradition of ecological Marxism, or ‘ecosocialism’, Faber
advocates an ecological democracy, whereby ‘people suffering ecological
injustices must be afforded greater participation in the decision-making proc-
esses of capitalist industry’.65 The collection’s outright attack on neoliberalism
avoids the traditional pitfalls of political radicalism, and raises the corporate
issues missing in Camacho’s study. Further, the essays by and large excel at
balancing theoretical approaches with practical case studies; they are compelling
and their authors tell interesting stories.66 Given the subaltern rejection of
mainstream environmentalism as being limited and influenced by corporate
interests, this association of red and green politics is certainly a viable and
potentially rich avenue for further inquiry.

In spite of the strong studies listed above, the study of subaltern environmen-
talism still suffers from a relative shortage of monographs dealing theoretically
and practically with environmental justice.67 Researchers of secondary sources
have to rely upon essay collections and special issues in a variety of journals.
While such material allows for a great diversity of ideas, subaltern environmen-
talism requires more rigorous theoretical frameworks and in-depth analysis than
essay-length works allow. Each new essay puts environmental justice into a new
theoretical model, but insufficient practical analysis of these various models
exists. The historiography of subaltern environmentalism could also benefit
from a further expansion of its definition and by looking forward and backward.
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Looking forward, venturing into the high-tech influences of bio-piracy and the
human genome project could both prove fruitful; such analysis would recognise
the importance of technological innovation as a means of impressing additional
constrictions upon already subjugated peoples. Similarly, looking backward,
historians can work at expanding notions of environmental justice and subaltern
environmentalism by looking at pre-World War II events within this framework.
Mainstream environmentalism still has difficulty situating the work of Alice
Hamilton, Sinclair’s The Jungle, or 19th-century urban environmental problems
within its historical compendium of worthwhile issues. The inclusion of these
historical ‘outcasts’ in analysis on environmental justice could prove useful in
better understanding the environmental justice movement as well as its relation-
ship to mainstream environmentalism. Further inquiries might also bridge a
divide between subaltern environmentalism and radical environmentalism and
an emerging body of work that explores the possibilities of red-green politics or
ecological socialism. These works could also be enriched by further analysis of
global comparative studies on subaltern environmentalism.68 An aspect of this,
dealing with international comparisons of Aboriginal land claims, has already
marked its place in postcolonial literature, but more rigorous historical and
environmental study of these avenues is still necessary.

Environmental justice is, ultimately, a double-barrelled activism; it is part
environmental and part social or economic. It is precisely this duality that has
provoked antagonisms between mainstream and subaltern environmentalists as
well as a certain degree of schizophrenia within the movement itself. Mainstream
environmentalists prioritise health, quality-of-life, and land management deci-
sions whereas environmental justice advocates rightfully – yet polemically –
integrate the complexities of power politics into the debate.

Unfortunately, the scholars get in the way. In an effort to disseminate the
various complexities of power politics as they pertain to subaltern environmen-
talism, too much of the literature on the environmental justice movement has
focused on theoretical discourses of power and post-structuralist models of
socioeconomic – and socioecological – power relations. As fascinating as much
of the rhetoric is, it no longer speaks to the movement that inspired its creation.
Indeed, there is a great irony to the fact that the scholarly literature that seeks to
define subaltern environmentalism has increasingly become so dialectically
removed from the movement that promoted the notion that it spoke for itself.
Historians might find their niche in this literature, by acting as interpreters
between the movement and its philosophers. The historiography of subaltern
environmentalism is in dire need of more stories that reconnect academics with
the movement they seek to analyse. Histories belong to people and should tell
stories that have an impact on their lives, socially, culturally, politically, and
environmentally. To reduce subaltern environmentalism to a series of symbols
and signifiers is important if it helps appreciate the complexity of the movement,
but stories that take advantage of these theoretical constructs must filter out the
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jargon in order to produce comprehensible stories that can be of value to activists
and policymakers.

The ubiquity of environmental injustice further allows for the development
of broader conceptions of environmentalism. That environmental injustice and
subsequent subaltern activism takes place across the full spectrum of American
landscapes – from urban to wilderness – implies the need for a more comprehen-
sive history of environmentalism. This bigger history is certainly more intricate
and difficult to write, but historians should not shy away from the complexities
of a movement that needs to appreciate its own history in order to continue to
move forward.
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