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Abstract 

This paper poses the question, “How do different philosophical perspectives of race contribute to a critical 
understanding of how the racial ‘Other’ is perpetuated in the environmental justice movement?” The groun-
ding work is the book What is Race? Four Philosophical Perspectives, authored by S. Haslanger, C. Jeffers, 
Q. Spencer, and J. Glasgow. I will critically examine the intersection of racial theory and the environmental
justice sphere. I will interrogate how race, as a political construct, results in a hierarchy by drawing on Sally
Haslanger’s argument. Additionally, I will consider how these notions of race help us to understand the role
of race in the environmental justice movement. The study will delve into the historical and contemporary
contexts of the environmental justice movement, emphasising how racial constructs have influenced its
development and operations. The application of these approaches to race in the research will further clarify
the mechanisms through which racial constructs perpetuate the concept of the racial “Other,” further entren-
ched by environmental injustices. Through a critical analysis of theoretical frameworks and case studies,
this paper aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the perpetuation of racial “Othering” and offer
insights for more equitable and inclusive environmental policies and practices. This paper contributes to the
broader discourse on race, environmental justice, and social equity, advocating for a more intersectional and
philosophically informed approach to addressing systemic injustices.

Keywords: Race, Racial “Other”, Racial Constructs, Environment, Social Justice, Environmental Justice, 
Climate Change, Environmental Racism
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Since its emergence in the late 
1960s, the environmental justi-
ce movement has become an im-
portant social effort to address 
climate change and its effects on 
both our environment and human 
civilisation [Schlosberg & Car-
ruthers, 2010; Opperman, 2019]. 
Historically, this movement has 
been perceived as focusing on 
the protection of wildlife and 
the environment [Taylor, 2000]. 
However, the environmental ju-
stice movement has now become 
part of mainstream social justice 

discourse, as more people realise 
that environmental justice must 
also address the impacts of clima-
te change on individuals and their 
livelihoods. In the past, the notion 
of environmental justice as social 
justice did not align, as different 
social markers, such as race, gen-
der, and class, were not conside-
red in terms of their effect on how 
people experience climate change 
and its impacts. Communities pri-
marily composed of racialised in-
dividuals bear a disproportionate 
burden of the climate crisis [Bul-

lard, 1993]. These groups often 
have limited access to ecological 
recreational spaces due to histori-
cal injustices, such as racial spa-
tial planning, which confined ra-
cialised communities to areas with 
poor infrastructure and amenities. 
Consequently, they bear a heavier 
burden of air, waste, water, and 
environmental problems. In this 
way, race and the effects of racism 
particularly shape our notions of 
access, justice, equality, and how 
we experience the environment.

However, race and the impending 
ecological collapse are seldom 
considered to be interconnected 
concepts. Because climate chan-
ge affects us all, it is suggested 
that something as divisive as race 
has no place in the movement, as 
it might hinder collective action 
on broader environmental con-
cerns [Faber & O’Connor, 1993]. 
In contrast, racialised groups are 
affected in disproportionate ways 
due to historical and persistent 
inequalities arising from race. As 
Pellow [2005] states, it is evident 
that where social inequalities 
exist in society, environmental 
inequalities also prevail. This pa-
per aims to bring the concept of 
race and the impending ecologi-
cal collapse together in an effort 

to interrogate how racial con-
structs perpetuate the concept of 
the racial “Other” within the en-
vironmental justice movement. 
As noted above, this is an impor-
tant task; drawing connections 
between race and environmental 
justice can better assist the mo-
vement in ensuring that its work 
is more equitable and adequately 
addresses the concerns of people 
marginalised because of race.

To do justice to this paper, I will 
begin by outlining Sally Haslan-
ger’s [2019] account of race, whi-
ch advances the view of race as 
hierarchical, as this definition is 
the most suitable and plausible for 
the purposes of this paper. This 
will assist in illustrating how race 

is produced and, in turn, how the 
racialised subject is constituted. 
I will then provide a brief over-
view of the environmental justice 
movement and its history to con-
textualise its goals, the nature of 
the movement, and the key actors 
involved. Once this groundwork 
has been laid, I will attempt to 
explain the perpetuation of the ra-
cial “Other” in the environmental 
justice movement by examining 
the movement itself and the di-
sproportionate effects of environ-
mental racism on racialised com-
munities. Lastly, I will present my 
proposal for a humanistic appro-
ach to environmentalism using 
Kimberlé Crenshaw’s [1996] con-
cept of intersectionality.
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The debate on the nature of race 
has significantly evolved, with 
various scholars offering differing 
perspectives on whether race is 
biologically real or a social con-
struct. The belief that race is biolo-
gically real has driven arguments 
that racialised groups are intel-
lectually inferior; therefore, they 
cannot make erudite contributions 
to society [Fanon, 1952]. Additio-
nally, a set of beliefs and practices 
aimed at “improving” the genetic 
quality of the population, namely 
eugenics, has also been based on 
and driven by the idea that race 
is biologically real [Foucault, 
2003]. Therefore, we must pause 
and consider what we mean when 
we refer to race, because an in-
correct understanding can be har-
mful. The definition I deem most 
plausible is that of Sally Haslan-
ger [2000], who argues that race 
is a social/political construct in a 
similar way to gender, in that they 
are both shaped by hierarchical 
social structures and power dyna-
mics. Gender is espoused around 
a social hierarchy that places men 
above women, and race is espou-
sed around a social hierarchy that 
places white people over black 
people. This quote from Haslan-
ger further explains this:

“There is overwhelming evi-
dence that differences between 

racial groups in educational 
attainment, health outcomes, 

incarceration rates, and the like 
are due to the looping effects of 
social structures that impose a 

racial hierarchy”  
[Haslanger, 2019: 23]

Haslanger’s work is instrumental 
in understanding the foundations 
of how racial identities are formed 
and maintained, particularly in the 
context of systematic oppression, 

such as environmental racism. 
Haslanger’s analysis is crucial for 
understanding how race operates 
as a tool for marginalisation wi-
thin environmental justice con-
texts. Haslanger [2019] argues 
that Social/Political Race (SPR) is 
the core account of race, the most 
plausible, and the one that should 
be adopted. This paper employs 
Haslanger’s [2019] SPR to better 
understand the concept of race. I 
will do this for two reasons. First-
ly, Haslanger contends that race is 
not only a social construct but also 
a political one. Secondly, Haslan-
ger’s SPR account hinges on race 
being built on a hierarchy in whi-
ch one group is privileged whilst 
the “Other” is subordinated. The 
abovementioned reasons do a si-
gnificant amount of work in bet-
ter demonstrating the making of 
the racial “Other” within the con-
struction of the racialised subject.

Haslanger’s SPR account of race 
is as follows: a group G is racia-
lised relative to the context of C 
if and only if members of group 
G are (all and only) those: a) who 
are observed or imagined to have 
certain bodily features presumed 
in C to be evidence of ancestral 
links to a certain geographical re-
gion (or regions), for instance skin 
colour; b) whose having (or being 
imagined to have) these features 
marks them, within the context of 
the background ideology in C, as 
appropriately occupying certain 
kinds of social positions that are 
either subordinate or privileged, 
and so justifies and motivates 
their occupying such a position; 
c) whose satisfying (a) and (b) 
plays (or would play) a role in 
their systematic subordination or 
privilege in C, that is, who are, 
along some dimension, systema-
tically subordinated or privileged 

when in C, and whose satisfying 
(a) and (b) plays (or would play) a 
role in that dimension of privilege 
or subordination.

Essentially, with Haslanger’s 
[2019] SPR account, the idea is 
that races are racialised groups. 
They are bound by the geographi-
cal associations that accompany 
the perceived body types of the 
members of these groups, and 
when these associations take on 
a social meaning with regard to 
how members of different groups 
must be treated and viewed, this 
places the groups within a social 
hierarchy. For Haslanger [2002; 
2019], skin colour is to race as 
binary sex is to gender: it is used 
as a basis for explaining why the 
hierarchy must exist and for ren-
dering it justifiable. This is the 
defining feature of the political 
constructionist account of race 
and explains how, in Haslanger’s 
characterisation of race, the racial 
“Other” is created and perpetua-
ted. A racial subject is produced 
that deviates from and is distinct 
from the “normal” subject; hence, 
its subjugation is justified.

Haslanger’s [2019] account offers 
the best way for us to understand 
the historical development of the 
making of race. This speaks to a 
history of racialisation, one that is 
accompanied by European impe-
rialism. People with lighter skin 
colour, for instance white people, 
who are from regions in Europe 
and have ancestral links to Eu-
rope, are, because of their obser-
vable skin colour, seen as a supe-
rior human species and therefore 
as deserving of a higher position 
in society. They hold a position 
of privilege, while those who are 
not of their skin colour, namely 
black people, are assigned a more 

subordinate position in society. 
Their race (“whiteness”) is used 
to justify their position of privi-
lege, whilst for racialised groups 
their race (“blackness”) is used to 
justify their subordinate position. 
As such, this position of privile-
ge has allowed white people to 
colonise, dispossess, and subject 
others to race-based systems, 
such as apartheid laws. This, in 
turn, introduces a hierarchy in so-
ciety in which white people are at 
the top, and racialised groups are 
positioned below them in varying 
degrees. Haslanger’s [2019] po-
litical constructionist account 
offers a seamless explanation of 
the development of racial diffe-
rences, the legacies of which are 
experienced in the environmental 
justice movement to this day.

This provides a smooth segue into 
another compelling facet of Ha-
slanger’s [2019] account. This ac-
count is best attuned to how race 
matters socially and better allows 
us to address issues of inequali-
ty. The presence of a hierarchy 
in society, in this case one perpe-
tuated by race, breeds inequality. 
The hierarchy as described by 
Haslanger [2019] is an instance 
of social inequality, which leads 
to other forms, such as socio-e-
conomic inequality. Socio-econo-
mic inequality arises as some are 
seen as inferior or subordinate, 
whilst others are seen as superior, 
placing them in a position of pri-
vilege. With Haslanger’s social/
political constructionism, we are 
better able to explain the inequa-
lities we observe in society. With 

this understanding, we can then 
address these issues of inequality 
by recognising that, for them to be 
resolved, we must first deal with 
the hierarchy. This account also 
proves to be better attuned to pe-
ople’s experiences of race, parti-
cularly those of racialised groups. 
They experience the perils of the 
hierarchy and bear its brunt in 
their everyday lives. They fall vi-
ctim to race and must navigate life 
accordingly, whilst, on the other 
side of the racial divide, those pri-
vileged within the hierarchy enjoy 
positions of opulence and free-
dom, benefiting from advantaged 
lives economically, politically, en-
vironmentally, and in other ways. 
Take, for instance, how black peo-
ple were forced to live in underde-
veloped townships while having 
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slanger’s [2019] account of race 
is therefore appealing for projects 
of social justice, as it provides a 
coherent understanding of the ori-
gins of race and how to address 
its hierarchical legacies. Haslan-
ger’s account suggests that with 
the fall of racial hierarchy will 
come the fall of race itself. This 
implies that the elimination of 
inequalities between different ra-
cial groups would amount to the 
elimination of racial classifica-
tion. Race survives on the notion 
that white people are superior and 
should be privileged, whilst black 
people are inferior and should be 
subordinate. With the elimination 
of this notion, the concept of race 
would serve no purpose; as the 
hierarchy would no longer exist, 
race itself would cease to exist.

As a system of hierarchy and so-
cial repression, race is not only 
destructive but also produces a 
particular kind of discourse, whi-
ch “activates or forms the subject” 
[Butler, 1997: 84]. From Haslan-
ger’s conception of race, we can 
deduce that a racialised subject 
has been produced, a subject we 
might call the racial “Other”. This 

is because this subject is distinct 
from the “normal” subject, who 
enjoys a privileged position wi-
thin the hierarchy. To clarify this 
further, it is necessary to under-
stand and define what the “Other” 
looks like. “Othering” refers to a 
process in which, through discur-
sive practices, different subjects 
are formed: hegemonic or privi-
leged subjects, that is, subjects 
in powerful social positions, as 
well as those subjugated to these 
powerful conditions [Thomas-O-
lalde & Velho, 2011]. In the case of 
racial “Othering”, different racial 
subjects are formed, with some 
occupying privileged social posi-
tions while subjugating those who 
are subordinate to these powerful 
conditions. Racial groups with 
darker skin colour, who are syste-
matically differentiated and mar-
ginalised, are positioned as infe-
rior and are often not afforded the 
same rights, opportunities, and 
resources as racial groups with li-
ghter skin colour [Whyte, 2018]. 
This process of racial “Othering” 
is deeply etched into society, and 
in the sections that follow, I will 
explore how it emerged within the 
environmental justice movement.

The Environmental Justice Movement

Having defined race through the 
lens of Haslanger [2019] above, 
it is important to contextualise the 
environmental justice movement. 
Environmental justice activists 
and communities began turning 
their attention to environmen-
tal issues as a result of Hurricane 
Katrina; however, concerns about 
climate change and its impacts 
have long been present within the 
environmental justice movement 
[Schlosberg & Collins, 2014]. The 
emergence of the movement has 
been traced by many academics 
and activists to the 1982 protests 
against the disposal of PCB-tain-
ted soil at a new landfill in Warren 
County, North Carolina [Schlo-
sberg & Collins, 2014]. The mo-
vement emerged as a response that 
sought to address the unequal im-
pacts of environmental hazards on 
communities, with particular atten-
tion paid to how these hazards di-
sproportionately affect marginali-
sed communities. Since the 1980s, 
the movement has grown from 
addressing environmental issues in 
isolation to becoming a global mo-
vement that highlights how local 
environmental inequities translate 
into global environmental inequi-
ties [Taylor, 2000]. Additionally, 
the movement has expanded into 
one that confronts global environ-
mental challenges, such as the cli-
mate crisis itself, and advocates for 
structural and systematic changes 
to address the impacts of climate 
change, which continue to be exa-
cerbated by other forms of inequa-
lity, such as race.

As such, it can be asserted that the 
roots of the environmental justice 
movement extend back to the acti-
vism of the 1980s, which exposed 
the unequal distribution of the 
burdens of environmental hazards 
and climate change towards racia-
lised communities. This activism 

focused on revealing the systema-
tic inequalities and discriminatory 
policies that disproportionately 
exposed these communities to pol-
lution and other environmental ri-
sks [Schlosberg & Collins, 2014]. 
As awareness of climate change 
and its impacts on marginalised 
populations grew, the environ-
mental justice movement expan-
ded to incorporate global environ-
mental issues and their effects.

The first generally acknowledged 
reference to climate justice appe-
ared in a 1999 report titled Gre-
enhouse Gangsters vs. Climate 
Justice, published by the Transna-
tional Resource & Action Center 
[Bruno et al., 1999]. The report 
focused on the oil and petroleum 
industry as the largest contributor 
to the climate crisis and outlined 
approaches for responding to it. 
Tokar [2019: 4] succinctly sum-
marises the key points of the re-
port as follows: 

“Addressing the root causes 
of global warming by holding 

corporations accountable;  
Opposing the destructive im-
pacts of oil development and 
supporting communities most 

affected by weather-related 
disasters; Looking to environ-

mental justice communities and 
organised labour for strategies 
to encourage a just transition 

away from fossil fuels; Challen-
ging corporate-led globalisation 

and the disproportionate in-
fluence of international finan-

cial institutions.”

This report marked a shift from 
addressing local environmental 
hazards to confronting global en-
vironmental issues and their root 
causes. Environmental justice ad-
vocates increasingly focused on 
the unequal burdens borne by vul-

nerable communities as a result 
of environmental degradation and 
have called for greater communi-
ty participation in environmental 
decision-making.

In terms of its composition, the 
environmental justice movement 
consists of a broad coalition of 
stakeholders and actors. These 
include environmental non-go-
vernmental and non-profit orga-
nisations, grassroots organisa-
tions, labour unions, indigenous 
communities, as well as state ac-
tors and governments [Guerrero, 
2011; Tokar, 2019]. One of the 
core principles of the movement 
is the “polluter pays” principle. 
This principle holds that those 
who contribute most to environ-
mental degradation must bear 
the responsibility for addressing 
and remedying its impacts. The 
movement recognises that those 
who contribute the least to envi-
ronmental degradation often bear 
the heaviest burdens; therefore, 
a justice-oriented response to the 
climate crisis is required, one that 
equitably distributes responsibili-
ties [Guerrero, 2011; Schlosberg 
& Collins, 2014; Tokar, 2019]. 
For example, Climate Justice 
Now!, a network formed in 2007 
that organised alternative actions 
at the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change 
[UNFCCC] Conference of the 
Parties [COP] in Bali, has cal-
led for measures such as reduced 
consumption and the protection of 
indigenous land rights as integral 
components of environmental ju-
stice [Guerrero, 2011].

Over its lifespan, the movement 
has had key concerns that have 
shaped the way it has responded 
to the climate crisis and how it has 
sought accountability and action 
on the part of major polluters. One 

to work in developed, affluent 
suburbs. They were stark victims 
of race; however, they still had to 
navigate life and essentially “get 
over” the disparities between their 
lives and those of the white fami-
lies for whom they worked.

Lastly, Haslanger’s [2019] social/
political constructionism em-
phasises the importance placed 
on hierarchy when it comes to 
race by the general public. This 
stands in contrast to other social 
constructionist scholars, such as 
Chike Jeffers [2019], who belie-
ve that importance is placed on 
culture. Jeffers’ [2019] view is 
important for understanding how 
race may remain significant once 
hierarchy is dismantled. Howe-
ver, when discussing how race 
has impacted the public, under-
standing hierarchy is of greater 
importance. This can be attribu-
ted to the effects and influences 
of race on people’s lives, in par-
ticular on racialised groups, who 
have received the short end of the 
stick in terms of their position wi-
thin the racial hierarchy. Viewing 
race in this way is helpful because 
it allows for a clearer understan-
ding of the systematic injustices 
that racialised people face. The 
political social constructionist 
account of race reveals race as 
a system of power, one that has 
placed value on members of whi-
te society whilst devaluing those 
who are not part of that society. 
With the understanding that tho-
se who fall outside the ambit of 
white society are disadvantaged, 
broader society can begin to pave 
the way forward regarding what 
reparations should look like. Ha-

Protesters preventing trucks filled with 
soil contaminated by polychlorinated 

biphenyl (PCB) from reaching the pro-
posed Warren County landfill in Afton, 

North Carolina, September 1982  
Credit:Ricky Stilley/Henderson Dispatch

On: https://www.nrdc.org/stories/envi-
ronmental-justice-movement 
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of the key concerns of the environ-
mental climate justice movement 
is the notion of “environmental 
debt”. This refers to the idea that 
countries with high levels of in-
dustrial development and urbani-
sation owe a debt to developing 
countries because of their massi-
ve historical and ongoing contri-
butions to pollution and climate 
change. Environmental activists 
argue that wealthy nations should 
lead mitigation and adaptation ef-
forts, as well as address loss and 
damage [Schlosberg & Collins, 
2014]. This is one of the ways in 
which the disproportionate im-
pacts of climate change can be ad-
dressed. The 2002 Bali Principles 
of Climate Justice articulate the-
se concerns, calling for the Glo-
bal North to compensate Global 
South nations for environmental 
degradation and to support sustai-
nable energy initiatives [Tokar, 
2019]. By Global North and Glo-
bal South, I am not referring to 
geographic regions but rather to 
the relative power and wealth of 
countries in different parts of the 
world, with the former being we-
althier and the latter being more 
disadvantaged and underdevelo-
ped [Braff & Nelson, n.d.].

The environmental justice move-
ment has stressed the importance 
of community participation and 
sovereignty in environmental po-
licy decisions. There is an insi-
stence that affected communities 
should be empowered and capaci-
tated to make decisions about cli-
mate solutions and have the right 
to reject initiatives that threaten 
their environment or well-being 
[Guerrero, 2011]. This focus on 
procedural justice aligns with the 
broader environmental justice 
movement’s view that all commu-
nities must have an active role and 
voice in decisions impacting their 
environment and quality of life 
[Schlosberg & Collins, 2014].

Several key stakeholders have 
played an instrumental role in the 
formation and continued growth 
of the environmental justice mo-
vement. Indigenous communities, 
who are often based in regions 
most affected by climate change, 
have been at the forefront of ad-
vocating for the protection of their 
environment and land [Whyte, 
2018]. Grassroots organisations, 
coalitions, and alliances have also 
played a critical role in leading the 
fight for environmental justice. 
For instance, the Climate Justice 
Alliance, a coalition formed in 
2012 in the United States, repre-
sents a group of grassroots orga-
nisations focused on ushering in 
a “just transition” that seeks to do 
away with fossil fuels [Schlosberg 
& Collins, 2014]. Another organi-
sation is the African Climate Al-
liance, a youth-led grassroots or-
ganisation closer to home. It is an 
Afrocentric alliance that advocates 
for environmental and social justi-
ce on the African continent, with 
a particular focus on youth and 
the amplification of African youth 
voices [African Climate Alliance, 
n.d.]. The organisation is current-
ly leading a court case against the 
South African government to halt 
1,500 MW of coal-fired power.

Despite the commendable work 
carried out by grassroots orga-
nisations, they often face signi-
ficant challenges. These include 
tensions with more mainstream 
environmental organisations and 
intergovernmental efforts, such 
as the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change 
Conference of the Parties. Such 
bodies often prioritise emissions 
reduction, advancing solutions 
that place profits over people’s 
lives and livelihoods, and are fre-
quently blind to the intersectiona-
lity of environmental justice with 
racial justice and other forms of 
socio-political justice. Environ-

mental justice activists argue that 
these approaches allow countries 
and corporations in the Global 
North to continue polluting while 
shifting the responsibility for mi-
tigation onto marginalised com-
munities, typically in the Global 
South [Tokar, 2019]. Additio-
nally, the movement has faced 
challenges in uniting the needs 
and concerns of its diverse con-
stituencies. Differing priorities 
and approaches to environmental 
action have often led to conflict 
over strategies and goals [Faber 
& O’Connor, 1993].

As it stands, the environmental 
justice movement represents a 
formidable response to the global 
climate crisis and the environmen-
tal challenges it presents. It has 
demonstrated that environmental 
action can be rooted in equity and 
justice. However, despite the si-
gnificant progress made, there has 
been insufficient recognition of 
how the environmental justice mo-
vement may continue to perpetuate 
the idea of the racial “Other”. 

The concept of race features pro-
minently in discussions of envi-
ronmental justice. Bullard [1993] 
argues that racialised communities 
bear a disproportionate burden of 
environmental issues. He asserts 
that “even in today’s society, race 
influences the likelihood of expo-
sure to environmental and health 
risks as well as accessibility to 
health care” [Bullard, 1993: 23]. 
This impact is felt as a direct con-
sequence of the greater environ-
mental burdens borne by racialised 
groups. It is therefore important to 
investigate the role race plays in 
shaping how people, particularly 
racialised groups, experience the 
environment and the impacts of 
the climate crisis, as well as how 
conceptual frameworks contribute 
to these experiences.

As outlined above, Haslanger’s 
[2019] conception of race helps 
us to understand the hierarchy 
upheld by racial classification. It 
produces two subjects: one pri-
vileged and one subjugated. The 
subjugated subject takes on the 
identity of the racial “Other”. To 

pursue this argument further, it is 
necessary to clarify how the racial 
“Other” also informs the creation 
of the environmental “Other”. Put 
differently, the racial “Other” per-
petuates multiple forms of “Othe-
ring”, and the environmental justi-
ce movement has not been exempt 
from this process. The connection 
between race and the environmen-
tal justice movement becomes ap-
parent through an examination of 
the creation of the environmental 
“Other”. Although environmental 
degradation affects everyone, it 
does not affect everyone equally. 
By the environmental “Other”, I 
refer to those people who are di-
sproportionately affected by envi-
ronmental degradation as a result 
of their race.

The concept that does much of 
the explanatory work in demon-
strating how “Othering” operates 
within the environmental justice 
movement is environmental raci-
sm. Tubert [2021] defines envi-
ronmental racism as the dispro-
portionate exposure of racialised 
people to environmental hazards. 

This occurs through structural and 
systematic mechanisms, such as 
policy-making practices, legisla-
tion, directives, and the exclusion 
of racialised communities from 
decision-making processes. Ro-
bert Bullard [1993], one of the 
early scholars to examine envi-
ronmental racism in the 1990s, 
offers a similar understanding. He 
highlights how racialised com-
munities are disproportionately 
affected by climate change and 
environmental hazards, such as 
pollution. Bullard [1993] argues 
that these communities often bear 
the brunt of environmental col-
lapse and degradation, while we-
althier, often white, communities 
have access to cleaner and heal-
thier environments and are better 
positioned to adapt to climate-re-
lated hazards. For Bullard, this 
unequal distribution of environ-
mental burdens is not accidental 
but reflects society’s racist history 
and the deep-seated racial biases 
embedded in structural systems 
that shape environmental policy.

The Perpetuation of the Racial “Other” in the Environmental Justice Movement

Graffiti, diversity, wall art, and inclusion 
in Lima, Peru by Miles Peacock  

© milesypea on Unsplash
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Environmental racism is evident 
in the disproportionate impacts 
of the climate crisis on racialised 
communities. The burdens of the 
crisis are distributed disproportio-
nately towards racialised commu-
nities; furthermore, they are often 
left to adapt on their own. Holi-
field [2001] further demonstrates 
the extent of environmental raci-
sm by highlighting its institutiona-
lisation. This institutionalisation 
is perpetuated not only through 
the uneven distribution of the bur-
dens and risks of the climate cri-
sis but also through the systematic 
and structural exclusion of margi-
nalised communities from deci-
sion-making processes, structu-
res, and platforms. According to 
Holifield [2001], racialised com-
munities are frequently excluded 
from environmental governance, 
which ensures that their interests 
are not prioritised and their con-
cerns are easily overlooked.

One such structure is the UN-
FCCC, where the Global Nor-
th holds the greatest power, and 
decisions regarding policy im-
plementation often favour its ne-
eds and concerns [Tokar, 2019; 

Guerrero, 2011]. This exclusion 
reinforces the marginalisation of 
racialised communities and posi-
tions them as the racial (environ-
mental) “Other”, separate from 
the political and social processes 
that shape their environments 
[Holifield, 2001]. Environmental 
racism, therefore perpetuates a 
form of institutional “Othering” 
that denies racialised groups the 
ability to shape their environmen-
tal conditions.

Pulido [2014] expands on this 
understanding by emphasising 
that environmental racism is not 
simply the result of individual 
acts of discrimination but is roo-
ted in broader structural processes 
such as white privilege. Pulido 
[2014] argues that white com-
munities often distance themsel-
ves from environmental hazards 
through socio-economic and po-
litical power, allowing them to 
maintain environmental privilege 
while marginalised groups are 
disproportionately exposed to 
pollution and environmental ri-
sks. For instance, in a case where 
a large company were to initiate 
plans to establish a power plant 

in an affluent white communi-
ty, that community would most 
likely pool its political and finan-
cial resources to oppose and halt 
such plans. They would be able 
to pursue legal action and exert 
influence over political leaders, 
which would, in turn, stop such a 
project. A racialised community, 
however, is less likely to have the 
capacity to pursue such avenues 
because of its limited political and 
socio-economic power. This pro-
cess of distancing not only perpe-
tuates racial inequalities but also 
reinforces the spatial segregation 
of racialised communities [Puli-
do, 2014]. By spatial segregation, 
I am referring to the physical se-
paration of people living in diffe-
rent areas of the same city based 
on social class, including race. 
Pulido’s [2014] work highlights 
how the spatial dynamics of envi-
ronmental racism are deeply tied 
to the construction of the racial 
and environmental “Other”, whe-
reby marginalised communities 
are systematically excluded from 
desirable and safe environments 
and relegated to spaces of envi-
ronmental harm.

Disproportionate Effects of Environmental Racism on Racialised Communities

Let me draw attention to the con-
struction of the Ouarzazate Solar 
Power Plant in Morocco. For this 
paper, I will not dwell on the le-
vel of debt Morocco, an already 
debt-burdened country, has in-
curred for the construction and 
operation of the plant. Howe-
ver, it is worth mentioning this 
context, as the indebtedness of 
African countries is a legacy of 
colonisation and plays a role in 
their subjugation. I will focus 
primarily on the displacement, 
appropriation, and environmen-
tal impact of the solar plant.

The solar mega-project began 
operating in south-central Mo-
rocco and covers an area of 3,000 
hectares, making it the largest so-
lar power plant in the North Afri-
can nation [Hamouchene, 2016; 
2023]. The plant was constructed 
with the intention of supplying 
Morocco with electricity, with 
power exported to Europe. In his 
chapter, Hamza Hamouchene 
[2023] notes that people in the sur-
rounding area were not consulted 
about the installation of the plant 
or included in the site-selection 
process. Additionally, the commu-

nal land on which the plant was 
subsequently built was sold at a 
fraction of its value, as those pur-
chasing the land justified the price 
by claiming it was based on the 
“marginality” and “non-producti-
vity” of the land [Hamouchene, 
2016: par. 13]. One community 
member interviewed by Karen 
Randall lamented that “the project 
people talk about this as a desert 
that is not used, but to the people 
here it is not desert; it is a pasture. 
It is their territory and their future 
is in the land. When you take my 
land, you take my oxygen” [Ran-
dall, 2012: 19].

Adding salt to the wound of di-
spossession experienced by the 
Ouarzazate community was the 
impact this solar plant had on the 
water supply of this already wa-
ter-strained region. The solar plant 
required water to be channelled 
from a nearby dam to assist in the 
cooling process [Hamouchene, 
2016]. This affected the already 
strained water supply intended for 
consumption by the communities 
surrounding the plant. At the time 
Hamouchene [2016] wrote his 
article, estimates suggested that 

Aerial view of the Noor 3 solar power 
station, near Ouarzazate, southern 
Morocco, April. 1, 2017.  
The king unveiled one of the world’s 
biggest solar plants, taking advantage of 
the Sahara sunshine and a growing global 
push for renewable energy.  
© https://www.voaafrica.com/

Tubert [2021], however, adds an 
important dimension by arguing 
that environmental racism is de-
rivative of other forms of racism. 
She develops a more philosophi-
cal account by proposing two con-
ditions for an act or omission to 
qualify as environmental racism: 
i) environmental burdens and be-
nefits must be distributed accor-
ding to race, and ii) this distribu-
tion must be caused by a history 
of racism. Tubert argues that this 
causal claim must be understood 

counterfactually, meaning that “if 
the history of racism had not oc-
curred, the current distribution of 
environmental burdens and be-
nefits would not have occurred” 
[Tubert, 2021: 557]. In essence, 
Tubert’s position is that, in the ab-
sence of racism, the current racial-
ly disproportionate distribution of 
environmental burdens and be-
nefits would not exist. This is the 
account of environmental racism 
that I will be working with.

the plant would use two to three 
million cubic metres of water an-
nually [Kouz, 2011, cited in Ha-
mouchene, 2016]. Almost eight 
years later, during Hamouchene’s 
[2023] visit, the dam had dried up, 
leaving surrounding communities 
without water for consumption 
and agriculture.

This case is an important one, 
as it clearly illustrates how envi-
ronmental racism operates and 
subjugates racialised groups by 
positioning them as the environ-
mental “Other”. Environmental 
racism is evident in the lack of 
consideration given to how the 
solar plant would affect surroun-
ding communities. Priority was 
placed on generating electricity 
in a manner deemed environmen-
tally acceptable; however, insuf-
ficient attention was paid to how 
the installation of the Ouarzazate 
Solar Power Plant would affect 
the lives and livelihoods of local 
communities. The environmental 
burdens were delegated to a racia-
lised community for the benefit of 
Europe, thereby benefiting Europe 
without incurring the environmen-
tal costs associated with the power 
plant. Community members were 
not consulted during the process 
and were dispossessed of land to 
which they had strong social and 
economic ties, under the justifi-
cation that it was “unproductive”. 
Moreover, this supposed environ-
mental solution further exacerba-
ted local conditions by completely 
drying up the dam used for drin-
king water and agriculture.
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Now, I turn to examine the move-
ment itself. Doing so will enable 
me to draw the connection betwe-
en how the disproportionate ef-
fects exhibited above are dealt 
with. Secondly, this will help exa-
mine whether organisations that 
form part of the environmental 
justice movement is dealing with 
these impacts or continue perpe-
tuating them, whether by staying 
silent and tone-deaf or by rein-
forcing them through the ways in 
which they go about their activi-
sm. I will be using a second case 
study of Extinction Rebellion 
(XR) as it is one of the biggest or-
ganisations in the environmental 
justice movement. I will look into 
the culture of the organisation, 
how it is perceived, and the ways 
in which they have gone about 
their advocacy initiatives. This 
will show that there is an exclu-
sionary culture that is perpetuated 
by environmental justice organi-
sations by not paying attention 
to the racial legacies that lead to 
racialised groups being dispropor-
tionately affected by the climate 
crisis. Therefore, in this way, they 
have perpetuated the cycle of the 
racial (environmental) “Other.”

According to their website, Ex-
tinction Rebellion (XR) is a de-
centralised, international, and po-
litically non-partisan movement 
using non-violent direct action 
and civil disobedience to persua-
de governments to act justly on 
the climate and ecological emer-
gency. However, many racialised 
and working-class communities 
have expressed that they do not 
feel represented by the organisa-
tion [Bell & Bevan, 2021]. Akec 
[2019] writes that it is important 
for XR to realise that the organi-
sation lacks diversity and glamou-
rises experiences such as arrests 

that are tone-deaf to the context 
of racialised youths. A central 
critique of the tone-deafness of 
the organisation revolves around 
its dominant strategy of civil di-
sobedience, which often leads to 
arrests. Bell and Bevan [2021] 
argue that this has the potential to 
alienate racialised youths becau-
se of the already disproportiona-
te challenges they face with the 
criminal justice system. There is 
often an emphasis placed on ar-
rest by the organisation, viewing 
it as a symbol of commitment and 
putting one’s body on the line for 
the cause; however, this overlooks 
the much harsher consequences 
for activists from racialised com-
munities compared to their white 
counterparts, who are most likely 
to experience leniency [Bell & Be-
van, 2021]. Additionally, as bad as 
it already is, XR does not account 
for migrants who risk deportation 
should they get arrested.

This tactic has prompted mu-
ch-needed critique from activists, 
such as those from the Wretched 
of the Earth coalition in the United 
Kingdom. It is worth contextuali-
sing that this coalition is named 
after Frantz Fanon’s text “The 
Wretched of the Earth,” which se-
eks to describe the plight of Black 
people living in racist societies. 
The coalition argues that XR’s 
methods reflect a privilege that 
is not afforded to all, particularly 
based on racial lines; this has led 
to many racialised youths feeling 
unsafe in the face of systemic ra-
cial discrimination [Wretched of 
the Earth, 2019]. In the open letter, 
Wretched of the Earth makes refe-
rence to Greta Thunberg’s words 
“Our house is on fire,” urging 
world leaders to act on the climate 
crisis, and they further say:

“Our communities have been 
on fire for a long time and these 
flames are fanned by our exclu-

sion and silencing. Without 
incorporating our experiences, 

any response to this disaster will 
fail to change the complex ways 
in which social, economic, and 

political systems shape our lives 
– offering some an easy pass 
in life and making others pay 
the cost. In order to envision a 

future in which we will all be li-
berated from the root causes of 
the climate crisis – capitalism, 
extractivism, racism, sexism, 
classism, ableism, and other 

systems of oppression – the cli-
mate movement must reflect the 
complex realities of everyone’s 

lives in their narrative.” 
[Wretched of the Earth,  

2019: 110]

In the research conducted by Bell 
and Bevan [2021], the main rea-
sons expressed by possible partici-
pants as to why they would not get 
involved in initiatives organised 
by XR were that, firstly, they do 
not see themselves as part of the 
demographic that the organisation 
is trying to reach. Their demo-
graphic and leadership are lacking 
in diversity, often being white and 
middle class, and this has contri-
buted to the idea of exclusion of 
racialised peoples within the or-
ganisation. Secondly, participants 
expressed that they did not relate 
to the culture of the organisation, 
as they viewed it as “hippyish” or 
eccentric, which did not resonate 
with their lived realities. Com-
ments from interviewees under-
scored how XR’s predominantly 
white membership sometimes 
failed to connect with the specific 
social and economic concerns that 
marginalised groups face, from 
economic survival to racial justice 
[Bell & Bevan, 2021].

XR’s approach to climate activi-
sm has also drawn criticism for 
neglecting the broader social justi-
ce dimensions of climate change. 
Many marginalised communities 
experience environmental issues 
such as air pollution, poor hou-
sing, and limited access to green 
spaces as immediate threats; yet, 
XR’s messaging often focuses on 
global climate collapse without 
addressing these localised issues. 
This “one-size-fits-all” narrative 
can feel disconnected from the 
everyday struggles of marginali-
sed communities, which often re-
volve around securing basic envi-
ronmental and social rights. XR’s 
demand for urgent climate action, 
while it resonates, fails to incorpo-
rate a focus on the intersectional 
nature of environmental and social 
justice, which is crucial for mar-
ginalised people. This omission 
reinforces a perception that XR’s 
agenda does not fully understand 
or prioritise the specific needs of 
these communities [Akec, 2019].

The examination of XR above 
provides the perfect segue to the 
three main arguments I intend to 
make. Firstly, society has been 
socialised to view climate chan-
ge as a Western issue, one that 
is less about bread-and-butter is-
sues. I argue that this is evident in 
the strategies taken up by XR and 
their ilk. Secondly, the prioritisa-
tion of the “planet” over people is 
anti-Black/Brown (racialised pe-
oples). Lastly, the environmental 
justice movement prioritises the 
needs of the Global North over 
those of the Global South. This 
imbalance in the priorities of the 
environmental justice movement 
is rooted in the history of racism 
and thus perpetuates the racial 
(environmental) “Other.”

I argue that there has been sociali-
sation to view climate change as a 
Western issue, one that is not “bre-
ad and butter.” It is no secret that 
the Global South is riddled with 
an array of issues, such as debt, 
poverty, and underdevelopment. 
However, this does not negate the 
fact that the Global South is af-
fected by climate change, with ca-
tastrophic effects [Bullard, 1993]. 
Some scholars have lamented that, 
in fact, the Global South is affected 
by climate change disproportio-
nately. Additionally, indigenous 
communities have strong ties to the 
environment and land, so they are 
not blind to the impacts of climate 
change [Whyte, 2018; Wretched of 
the Earth, 2019]. If anything, this 
should cause them to be even more 
interested and involved in climate 
action. However, the culture of the 
environmental justice movement 
has been alienating and exclusio-
nary to racialised groups, and this 
has unfortunately been presented 
as a lack of interest. The issues 
that are considered to be more 
bread-and-butter than the climate 
crises are the ones that exacerbate 
their experience of climate change 
and cause a disproportionate im-
pact. For instance, a person who 
stays in a shack is disproportiona-
tely affected by a flood, and it exa-
cerbates their condition of not ha-
ving a reliable structure as a home.

Incorporating social justice in 
tackling racial and socioeconomic 
inequality would go a long way in 
offering sustainable solutions to 
address the disproportionate im-
pact of climate change on raciali-
sed communities. The move to un-
derstanding environmental justice 
as social justice would be a better 
approach than one that prioritises 
just the planet over the lives and 
livelihoods of racialised people. I 
will be addressing this claim fur-
ther in a moment.

For now, I want to pivot to my other 
argument: that the environmental 
justice movement prioritises the 
needs of the Global North over 
those of the Global South. This is 
made evident by how platforms 
for environmental policy reforms 
are inaccessible for racialised peo-
ple, and there are no efforts made 
to make said platforms accessible 
for them [Pulido, 2014]. This me-
ans that the voices and concerns 
of racialised communities are not 
paid enough attention to, and as a 
result, are hardly ever considered 
in the decision-making proces-
ses. This also means that there is 
no room made to accommoda-
te racialised people’s interests, 
and they are not seen as a group 
of people who can meaningfully 
contribute to the shaping of solu-
tions that are developed on these 
platforms. This speaks directly to 
the false notions perpetuated by 
eugenics, presenting racialised pe-
ople as intellectually inferior with 
no ability to make erudite contri-
butions [Foucault, 2003]. This has 
contributed to the subjugation of 
racialised people, and their indi-
genous knowledge systems have 
been undermined and subsequent-
ly erased. Once again, racialised 
groups have been portrayed as a 
deviation from the norm and thus 
are “Othered.”

Lastly, the argument I will ad-
vance in this section is that the 
prioritisation of the “planet” over 
people is anti-Black/Brown. The 
focus of big environmental ju-
stice organisations, like XR, has 
been the conservation of the pla-
net [Bell & Bevan, 2021]. Whilst 
they have not explicitly claimed 
that they are more interested in 
the conservation of the planet over 
people, their culture has made it 
clear where their priorities lie. The 
tone-deafness of XR’s strategies 
and approaches to climate change 

Examining the Movement Itself
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A possible objection is that an 
approach which prioritises hu-
mans above non-human animals 
is anthropocentric. In response to 
this, I construct an argument that 
a humanistic approach to environ-
mental justice is not inherently an-
thropocentric; rather, it is ethically 
grounded in humanism. To advan-
ce my response, I must distinguish 
between two main concepts that 
are at play here, namely, anthropo-
centrism and humanism. Hayward 
[1997] defines anthropocentrism 
as attitudes, values, or practices 
which promote human interests 
at the expense of the interests or 
well-being of other species or the 
environment. This typically in-
volves viewing human beings as 
the focal point of moral concern 
[Cave, 2021]. Contrariwise, hu-
manism, as an ethical framework, 
is centred on the idea that all hu-
man lives have inherent value and 
moral worth, while also acknow-
ledging and respecting the value 
of non-human entities within the 
broader ecological system [Kop-
nina et al., 2021]. This distinction 
supports the notion that environ-
mental justice, when approached 
through a humanistic lens, is ethi-
cally robust rather than merely 
human-centred, as it prioritises 
equity for marginalised communi-
ties without negating the intrinsic 
value of nature.

Humanism, especially when ap-
plied to environmental justice, 
seeks to alleviate disparities in the 
impact of climate change on racia-

lised communities. Such an appro-
ach does not inherently exclude 
or devalue non-human concerns; 
rather, it integrates the well-being 
of both human and non-human 
entities. With humanism, we are 
able to bring into focus not only 
concerns about the planet but also 
varied human experiences of cli-
mate change. As Di Paola [2024] 
describes, virtue ethics and huma-
nism align in their commitment to 
the virtues of care, empathy, and 
justice, which can extend beyond 
human interests to encompass 
broader ecological concerns. This 
virtue-centred framework enables 
humanistic environmental justi-
ce to ethically support those who 
suffer disproportionately from en-
vironmental degradation, namely, 
racialised and economically mar-
ginalised communities, without 
reducing nature to a mere tool for 
human welfare.

Critics of anthropocentrism argue 
that it centres human welfare at 
the cost of non-human life, foste-
ring environmental degradation 
through speciesism and human 
supremacy [Kopnina et al., 2021]. 
However, a humanistic approach 
to environmental justice that pri-
oritises marginalised groups in 
climate discourse does not inhe-
rently adopt an anthropocentric 
stance. Instead, it advocates for 
the fair treatment of those dispro-
portionately affected by climate 
change, acknowledging that these 
communities have been systemati-
cally excluded from environmen-

tal benefits while withstanding the 
worst of ecological harm. This hu-
manistic perspective aligns with 
an ethical commitment to address 
historical injustices, rather than 
centring human interests to the de-
triment of other species.

Acknowledging the unequal im-
pact of environmental harm on 
specific human communities can 
be seen as a necessary step toward 
more inclusive ecological ethics. 
By centring human justice within 
environmental justice efforts, we 
recognise that some racialised 
communities hold unique relation-
ships with their local ecosystems, 
which are often shaped by histo-
rical and cultural connections to 
the land. These connections em-
phasise the moral and practical 
importance of preserving both hu-
man and non-human lives within 
these ecosystems, which are seen 
as interdependent rather than com-
peting entities [Di Paola, 2024]. A 
humanistic approach to environ-
mental justice, rather than being 
a shallow endorsement of anthro-
pocentrism, can bridge human and 
non-human concerns. By foste-
ring empathy and solidarity with 
affected communities, humanism 
naturally expands into a broader 
ecological ethic. Hayward [1997] 
highlights the danger of conflating 
humanism with anthropocentrism, 
suggesting that the former need 
not imply the exclusion of non-hu-
man interests. Instead, humanism 
in environmental justice emphasi-
ses a shared sense of agency and 

responsibility among diverse hu-
man and non-human communi-
ties, which challenges the narrow 
anthropocentric framework that 
views the environment merely as 
a resource [Kopnina et al., 2021].

In addition, a humanistic approach 
can address the systemic inequali-
ties that often exacerbate environ-
mental degradation. For instance, 
affluent nations and groups tend to 
consume resources at higher rates 
and contribute more to ecologi-
cal crises, while low-income and 
racialised communities bear di-
sproportionate environmental bur-
dens [Bullard, 1993]. Addressing 
these inequalities requires a shift 
towards an ethical framework that 
recognises shared responsibility 
across all species, including hu-
mans. As Di Paola [2024] no-
tes, virtue ethics—when applied 
through a humanistic lens—requi-

res environmental action that is 
both context-sensitive and moral-
ly inclusive, focusing on fostering 
resilience and justice for all life 
forms involved.

Proponents of ecocentrism argue 
that human-centred ethics cannot 
adequately protect non-human en-
tities due to inherent anthropocen-
tric biases [Kopnina et al., 2021]. 
However, a humanistic approach 
does not necessitate prioritising 
human interests above all others 
but rather acknowledges human 
responsibility for environmental 
harm and seeks to rectify it by 
promoting equitable solutions. By 
focusing on the ethical imperative 
to protect vulnerable human com-
munities, humanism can serve as 
a stepping stone to more com-
prehensive environmental ethics 
that include non-human entities 
as equally deserving of moral 

consideration. For example, hu-
manistic environmental justice 
advocates may support policies 
that protect biodiversity, not only 
for its intrinsic value but also 
because the survival of diverse 
ecosystems directly benefits the 
communities most reliant on natu-
ral resources for their subsistence. 
This interconnected view opposes 
the notion of humans as dominant 
over nature, instead promoting 
mutual well-being across species. 
Hayward’s [1997] argument, whi-
ch emphasises legitimate human 
concern for welfare without an-
thropocentric domination, aligns 
with this inclusive ethical stance, 
which does not reduce non-hu-
man entities to mere instruments 
of human benefit but rather ack-
nowledges them as integral to a 
just and sustainable world.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have explored how 
the racial “Other” is perpetuated 
within the environmental justice 
movement. My aim was to under-
stand how different philosophical 
perspectives on race contribute 
to this perpetuation. Grounding 
my analysis in a socio-political 
account of race, as presented by 
Sally Haslanger [2019], I defined 
race as a hierarchy in which one 
group is privileged and another 
subordinated. This hierarchical 
structure gives rise to the racial 
“Other,” viewed as a deviation 
from the norm and thereby justi-
fying subjugation. I contextua-
lised the environmental justice 
movement as a response to the im-
pacts of environmental hazards, 
highlighting its key stakeholders, 
including non-governmental or-
ganisations, alliances, coalitions, 
state actors, and international 

governmental organisations like 
the United Nations. Through this 
foundation, I investigated how 
environmental racism perpetuates 
the racial “Other,” evidenced by 
the disproportionate effects of cli-
mate crises on racialised commu-
nities and the exclusionary culture 
within organisations such as Ex-
tinction Rebellion.

To effectively address the com-
plexities of the environmental 
crisis, embracing a humanistic 
approach to environmentalism is 
essential. This approach prioriti-
ses equity for marginalised com-
munities and incorporates inter-
sectionality—a framework coined 
by Kimberlé Crenshaw [1996]—
which examines how overlapping 
systems of oppression, such as ra-
cism, classism, and sexism, shape 
the experiences of individuals. By 

applying an intersectional lens, 
we can recognise the unique expe-
riences of racialised individuals, 
ensuring that no one is left behind 
in the pursuit of environmental 
justice. Abandoning binary per-
spectives on social issues allows 
for a nuanced understanding of 
how various forms of oppression 
intersect to impact marginalised 
communities. Moving forward, 
intersectional humanistic envi-
ronmentalism presents the best 
path to address the environmental 
crisis, providing a framework for 
inclusive solutions that acknowle-
dge and respect the interconnecte-
dness of human and non-human 
lives. Additionally, it opens ave-
nues for further research that can 
deepen our understanding of the-
se critical issues and contribute to 
more just and equitable environ-
mental practices.

issues has evidenced that they are 
prioritising the planet above peo-
ple. While the planet must be con-
served and protected from the im-
pacts of the climate crises, people 

equally must be protected. I delve 
deeper into this in the section to 
follow by proposing a humanistic 
approach to environmentalism.

Towards a Humanistic Environmentalism
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