
























Class Sessions and Readings 
 
Module 1: Theoretical framings 
 
1. Introduction: framing the environment as social justice 

• Hardin, Garret. 1968. “The Tragedy of the Commons.” Science v. 162, iss. 3859: 
https://science.sciencemag.org/content/162/3859/1243  

• Mildenberger, Matto. 2019. “The Tragedy of the Tragedy of the Commons.” Scientific 
American:  https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/voices/the-tragedy-of-the-tragedy-of-the-
commons/ 

 
2. Environmental injustice as a problem of modernity 

• Bullard, Robert. 1990. Excerpts from Dumping in Dixie. (New York: Taylor and Francis).  
• Nixon, Rob. 2011. Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor. Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press. Read Introduction, pp. 1-44.  
• LaDuke, Winona. 2015 [1999]. All Our Relations: Native Struggles for Land and Life. (Chicago: 

Haymarket Books). Read Introduction and Ch. 6: White Earth, pp. 1-6; 114-138. 
• Liboiron, Max. 2019. “Pollution is Colonialism,” Discard Studies: 

https://discardstudies.com/2017/09/01/pollution-is-colonialism/  
 

Keyed to learning objectives 1, 2, and 4 
 
3. What does environmental justice look like, and how can we get there? 

• Dorceta Taylor. 1997. “American Environmentalism: The Role of Race, Class and Gender in 
Shaping Activism 1820-1995,” Race, Gender, and Class, 5(1): 16-62. 

• Bullard, Mohai, Saha, and Wright. 2007. Toxic Wastes and Race at 20. Read Introduction and 
skim Chapters 1-4 (up to page 67).  

• Been, Vicki. 1992. “What’s Fairness Got to Do with It? Environmental Justice and the Siting 
of Locally Undesirable Land Uses,” Cornell Law Review (78). Read Introduction and Part III, 
pp. 1-7 and 17-45.  

• Penniman, Leah. 2018. Farming While Black: Soul Fire Farm’s Practical Guide to Liberation on the 
Land. (White River Junction: Chelsea Green Publishing). Read Introduction: Black Land 
Matters, pp. 1-10, and Chapter 14: Healing from Trauma, pp. 263-280. 

• "Principles of Environmental Justice." The First National People of Color Environmental 
Summit. 

 
Keyed to learning objectives 1-5 

 
 
4. Ways of Knowing: techniques and methods for researching environmental justice 

Special Guest: Anthony Vanky, Asst Prof. GSAPP, Columbia University 
• Allen, Barbara. 2003. Uneasy Alchemy: Citizens and Experts in Louisiana’s Chemical Corridor. Read 

excerpts, TBA  
• Ritterbusch, Amy. 2019. “Empathy at Knifepoint: The Dangers of Research and Lite 

Pedagogies for Social Justice Movements,” Antipode, 51(4): 1296-1317. 











EJ discussion plan 
February 3 2020 
 
Session 2: Environmental Injustice as a Problem of Modernity? 
 
Readings:  
Robert Bullard 
Rob Nixon 
Winona LaDuke 
Max Libroiron 
 
 
Key concepts: (written on the board at the beginning of class; if there are any we haven’t addressed 
in discussion by the end of class, return and define discuss at the end).  (NOTE: these will be 
discussed over several sessions, so it’s ok if not all are fully defined/discussed in this session) 

• Growth machine 
• Slow violence 
• Dispossession / Accumulation by dispossession 
• “violent geographies of fast capitalism” 
• Displacement in place 
• Environment-development dialectic 
• Treadmill of production 
• Uneven development 
• Co-constitution / co production of nature and human societies 

 
Session keyed to Learning Objective 1, 2, and 4 from the syllabus: 

1. Awareness of the structural forces of environmental injustice that are baked into the 
global political economy 
 

2. An understanding of the complex and multiple forms of environmental injustice 
 

4. The ability to critically assess policies and developments in terms of environmental 
justice impacts 
 

--- 
 

I. Intro: 
Today’s readings / discussion to provide a set of voices and ideas that are different from dominant 
narratives of history and development. 
 
Before we dig into the material for today, I want to just loosely set up what those dominant 
narratives look like so that we can really unpack why and how the readings for today represent 
something different.  
 
 
 



Dominant narratives exercise: 
  
ASK CLASS: how many of you went to high school in US? Took a US history course? What do you 
remember from that class?  
 
Brainstorm ideas / themes from typical US history classes. The following are likely to come up. 
Discuss each as they come up, using the following questions: what kinds of activities are justified by 
these ideologies? Who do they include? Who do they exclude? 
 
 

• American exceptionalism  
• Christopher Columbus = a hero 
• Early settlers as religious refugees seeking freedom 
• Manifest destiny 

 
Then show the John Gast’s American Progress; discuss how the themes discussed are displayed in the 
painting.  
 
Make particular note about the representation of the continent’s indigenous inhabitants. 
 

II. Transition / brief framing lecture: 
These things that we learn in high school promote of particular ideologies; this includes a particular 
view of nature, and who and what are part of nature vs part of civilization. These narratives / 
ideologies are part of the justification for the ways we, as a society exploit nature and certain groups 
of people to generate wealth, grow the economy.  
 
One key element of these themes for our discussion today is that NO SOCIETY EXISTS 
OUTSIDE OF NATURE 
 
Every single society has a particular co-constituted relation with its environment 
 
Examples:  
William cronon & changes in the land. 
When puritans landed they experienced a landscape shaped by 10,000 years of human habitation and 
engagement. But their particular ideologies showed them instead a “pristine continent” and 
“underutilized resources”  
 
As David Harvey has written:  
“…what separates Pakistan from the US west is not so much differences in something called ‘natural 
environmental conditions’ (important though these may be) but the historical geography of struggles 
over the social process (incorporating all of its moments) through which environments have been 
transformed. This implies that we cannot somehow abandon… the way the immense existing 
ecosystemic structures of, say, contemporary capitalism in order to ‘get back close to nature.’ Such 
constructed ecosystems arc a reworked form of ‘second nature’ that cannot be allowed to deteriorate 
or collapse without courting ecological disaster not only for the social order that produced it, but for 
all species and forms that have become dependent on it.” (Harvey, Justice Nature and the 
Geography of Difference, p186) 



 
This is to say: nature and civilization are not separate categories: so-called “civilization” and the 
various ideologies of its many different instantiations are ALL products of a relationship with a 
particular environment. This distinction may largely be a product of the enlightenment – shift from 
spiritual and supernatural understandings of the world, to the birth of modern observational science; 
a belief in the rationality of the human male mind; and a sense that nature existed to be categorized, 
understood, and controlled by humans. The societies produced by this shift, including societies 
created and shaped under capitalism, reproduce this assumption.  
 
Bit of a thought experiment: if we generally agree that nature and humans are separate, where do we 
draw the line? Think about your own body, your own spaces, your own life…where does “nature” 
end and “you” begin?  
 
Allow class to discuss this briefly.  
 
Bottom line for us:  
Surrounding ecologies shape civilization & ideology; and in turn, human activities produced in those 
societies shaped their environments.  

NOTE re the Anthropocene: there are actually many ecologies and species that only exist 
because of human activity / preference / intervention 

 
Why is it crucial to understand this in relation to our objectives for today’s objectives?  
Can’t really understand environmental injustice if you think that nature and humans are categorically 
separate. If we understand nature and human as categorically separate, nature is always 
commodifiable; it is always a resource which can be either exploited or protected and which one is a 
choice we get to make.  
 
Also, this view becomes problematic when we start to see that not all people are actually considered 
human in our system. Many indigenous populations, for example: more nature than human. So 
categorized as exploitable, expendable, alongside other species and ecosystems.  
 
 
 
Transition: turn to readings to expand on the ideas we’ve already brought up. Start with Bullard, who gives us some 
key interpretive frames.  
   



III. Discussion of Robert Bullard’s chapter: 
  

Bullard’s Bio: Black sociologist and environmental activist, born and raised in Elba, Alabama. PhD 
from Iowa state and then moved to Texas; started the research that eventually led to the book 
Dumping in Dixie when is then girlfriend (and eventually, wife) asked him to look into the siting of a 
hazard waste facility in a black community in Texas in the late 1970s. This research revealed the 
distinct patterns of hazardous waste facility siting that he outlines in the book, and positioned 
Bullard as a central figure in the EJ movement.  
 
Focus on American South, particularly in terms of economic development after the civil rights 
movement.  
 
Question for class: Why does he focus on the south?  
 
Ask class to name and describe a few of the key themes and theoretical observations from Bullards 
chapter. Make sure the following points get discussed:  
 
Positions analysis within a couple of theoretical frameworks: 

• Growth machine – in that local governments were always willing to prioritize tax base 
improvement & potential job development over so-called “use value” or neighborhood 
interests that were not necessarily quantifiable in terms of dollars (quality of life, community, 
for example) 

• Environment-development dialectic – the idea that jobs & environment are explicitly framed 
in zero sum terms, designed to threaten workers or unemployed people. This has been a 
VERY effective tactic, although there is little, if any, evidence to support it.  

• Uneven development-- in context of the south: 
o South growing over all, but actual growth concentrated in a few specific areas 
o Areas with larger pools of unemployed white labor; systematically avoided areas with 

low-skill black labor pools (rural areas and urban ghettos) 
 
Submitted Student question: In Dumping in Dixie, Bullard writes: “Discrimination…involves a ‘process 
of defending one group’s privilege gained at the expense of another.’” Using this definition, what are 
some examples of discrimination? Are there forms of such discrimination that we might not usually 
associate with stereotypical biases and/or exclusionary practices?  
 
Relationship of Black Americans to environmental movement – not a core issue for most people, at 
least in terms of electing political representatives. More likely to select people whose platforms 
focused on more immediate / survival needs: housing, jobs. Industrial policy exploited the urgency 
of these issues by targeting poor black areas for polluting industries, and then threatening to remove 
jobs if anyone complained about the environmental / public health impacts.  
 
How did Black Americans eventually come to the environmental movement?  
Through the civil rights movement!  
 
Warren county example – a key moment for sparking the ej movement. Even though it wasn’t 
successful.  
 



Conclude with discussion about methods / narrative style:  
What kind of data does Bullard use? What is his language/approach like? Who is his audience? 

• Conclude with note about quantitative data; academic, formal language.  
• Translating and experience of oppression / injustice to a policy and academic audience not 

yet primed to see or understand the pattern 
 
  



Transition to Rob Nixon & slow violence 
Nixon’s Bio:  Rob Nixon is a white south African (of English descent); he began his academic and 
activist life as an anti-apartheid activist. He is now a professor of English at Princeton who 
specializes in environmental injustice and the environmental humanities. He has, among many other 
awards, won a MacArthur genius grant.   
 
What is slow violence?  
 
What is “slow violence” : a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed 
destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed 
as violence at all… We need, I believe, to engage a different kind of violence, a violence that is 
neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but rather incremental and accretive, its calamitous 
repercussions playing out across a range of temporal scales. In so doing, we also need to engage the 
representational, narrative, and strategic challenges posed by the relative invisibility of slow 
violence.” (2) 
 
“the slow dyings” 
 
“Advocating invading countries with mass forms of slow-motion toxicity, however, requires 
rethinking our accepted assumptions of violence to include slow vio!ence. Such a rethinking requires 
that we complicate conventional assumptions about violence as a highly visible act that is 
newsworthy because it is event focused, time bound, and body bound. We need to account for how 
the temporal dispersion of slow violence affects the way we perceive and respond to a variety of 
social afflictions-from domestic abuse to posttraumatic stress and, in particular, environmental 
calamities. A major challenge is representational: how to devise arresting stories, images, and 
symbols adequate to the pervasive but elusive violence of delayed effects.” 
 
Ask class to discuss (based on submitted questions): IS this an important theoretical innovation? 
Why/why not? How does it relate to processes of environmental injustice?  
 
Follow up with: Is climate change slow violence? How does thinking of it in this way change its 
relation to EJ?  
 
Possible follow up topics, depending on how this conversation unfolds: 
 

1. Unpack issues of time / slowness: 
“catastrophes that overspill clear boundaries in time and space are marked above all by 
displacements—temporal, geographical, rhetorical, and technological displacements that simplify 
violence and underestimate, in advance and in retrospect, the human and environmental costs. Such 
displacements smooth the way for amnesia, as places are rendered irretrievable to those who once 
inhabited them, places that ordinarily pass unmourned in the corporate media” (7)--- 
à violence of displacement; violence of forgetting. How does the act of cultural forgetting / 
ignoring fit into our understanding of environmental injustice? 
 Marshall island example 
 
“If, as Said notes, struggles over geography are never reducible to armed struggle but have a 
profound symbolic and narrative component as well, and if, as Michael Watts insists, we must attend 



to the "violent geographies of fast capitalism," we need to supplement both these injunctions with a 
deeper understanding of the slow violence of delayed effects that structures so many of our most 
consequential forgettings.13 Violence, above all environmental violence, needs to be seen-and 
deeply considered- as a contest not only over space, or bodies, or labor, or resources, but also over 
time. We need to bear in mind Faulkner's dictum that "the past is never dead. It's not even past." 
His words resonate with particular force across landscapes permeated by slow violence, landscapes 
of temporal overspill that elude rhetorical cleanup operations with their sanitary beginnings and 
endings." (7) 
 
“the past of slow violence is never past”  (8) 
 
“If, under neoliberalism, the gulf between enclaved rich and outcast poor has become ever more 
pronounced, ours is also an era of enclaved time wherein for many speed has become a self-
justifying, propulsive ethic that renders "uneventful" violence (to those who live remote from its 
attritional lethality) a weak claimant on our time.” (8) 
 
“temporality of place” (18) – what could this mean in NYC? In your own neighborhoods?  
 
Temporal scales / rhythmic synching – syncing with news cycles / electoral cycles: 
“Crucially, for my arguments about slow violence, the time frames of damage assessment and 
potential recovery are wildly out of sync. The deep-time thinking that celebrates natural healing is 
strategically disastrous if it provides political cover for reckless corporate short-termism.” (22) 
 
>> conclude with connection to planning:  

• how do we, as planners, deal with time? Think about this through the lens of multiple, 
intersectional vulnerabilities 

• how does this relate to conversations about what kinds of populations, identities need to be 
considered in the framework of environmental justice? how do we account for the future 
generations?  

• Especially important for planners. Our whole mode of thinking / doing / being is future 
oriented. Responding to past and present with a different vision for what the world could be, 
what the future could look like. 

 
 

2. Role of military / state violence in the production of slow violence: 
 
Militarization – using spectacular violence / threats of violence to protect the unfolding of slow 
violence 
 
---examples: military and police protection of foresters & fossil fuel extractors for examples. 
mobilizing state violence or just turning a blind eye to mercenary violence 
 

• See this in the amazon – both mercenary and state militias to protect what is essentially 
illegal deforestation;  

• See this in the American west (great fictionalized examples in the overstory) 
• See this all over petro states – Nigeria, middle east, Canada (tar sands) 



• Warren County example, from Bullard – policy sent to arrest protesters trying to block the 
dumping of highly toxic PCBs in their place. Police action intervening on the side of the polluter – 
very common!  

• Robin Amer’s “the city” podcast – police intervened on the side of polluters in a black 
Chicago n’hood, and on behalf of the residents in a white n’hood, under almost identical 
situations 

 
 
 
--- 
 
Conclude Nixon with explicit connection to planning, normativity in an urban setting:  
 
QUESTION FOR US, AS URBAN PLANNERS & POLICY MAKERS (from Nixon, and 
submitted student questions):   
“How can environmental activists and storytellers work to counter the potent political, corporate, 
and even scientific forces invested in immediate self-interest, procrastination, and dissembling?”  
 
Add into discussion: Does this make you think about anything in particular with regards to your 
project? OR…the project of your project? 

“In a world permeated by insidious, yet unseen or imperceptible violence, imaginative 
writing can help make the unapparent appear, making it accessible and tangible by 
humanizing drawn-out threats inaccessible to the immediate senses. Writing can challenge 
perceptual habits that downplay the damage slow violence inflicts and bring into imaginative 
focus apprehensions that elude sensory corroboration. The narrative imaginings of writer-
activists may thus offer us a different kind of witnessing: of sights unseen.” (15) 
 

 
 
 
  



Transition to Winona Laduke 
 
Laduke’s Bio: Born in LA to an Obijiwe father and a jewish mother; grew up in Oregon and moved 
to the anishenaabe reservation after attending college at Harvard; it took her some time to accepted 
within the tribe; over time has become a super important advocate for the white earth reservation 
and indigenous rights in general. 
 
Open with general observations: what did students find most interesting about Laduke’s chapters?  
 
Make sure the following ideas are discussed, keyed to key themes on board:  
Intrusions into indigenous land / lifeways continue to this day: 

Direct:  
• theft or illegal purchase of land: DISPOSESSION 
• regulations that prevent hunting / fishing / other subsistence activities 
• “conservation” activities that expel native inhabitants or prevent their traditional uses 

of the land (nature conservancy example) 
 Indirect:  

• pollution that makes land uninhabitable or food toxic (DISPOSESSION w/out 
displacement) 

o eg PCB and mercury contamination that makes wall eye almost 
unconsumable 

• other? 
 
Student-submitted question: Question of compensation – what does it mean to compensate for a 
life / a way of life / a species / an entire people? How do we think about this as planners? How do 
we account for this in spaces that were taken many, many generations ago, and where there are very 
few, if any, original inhabitants left? 
 
Other themes to follow up on, depending on where prior conversation leads:  
Land always shaped by human-environment interactions (co-production of nature & society) 

• native peoples always adapted land, managed land, intervened in ecosystems 
• She quotes a tribal chairman: “Salmon were put here by the Creator, and it is our 

responsibility to harvest and protect the salmon so that the life cycle continues” (1).  
o Recognized mutual shaping/co-dependence of salmon and human populations 
o She also argues that “it is these relationships that industrialism seeks to disrupt.” 

(2)—How? How does this relate to Bullard’s argument, or Nixon’s? 
• “Wilderness” a romantic American myth, used to sustain racist/eugenicist/white supremacist 

environmentalism/conservationishm 
• Observation from David Harvey: indigenous / first peoples “resistences may not be based, as 

many in the west might suppose, upon some deep inner need to preserve a distinctive 
unalienated relation to nature or to keep intact valued symbols of ancestry and the like, but 
upon a much clearer recognition that ecological transformation imposed from the outside (as 
happened in Colonial New England) will destroy indigenous modes of production” (187) 

o Connect to student comments about “non-pragmatic” arguments for preserving 
things… 



o Also to student comments about hackneyed or stereotypical depiction of indigenous 
life… 

o What if we apply this logic to coal mining in Appalachia? Where mining has become the way of life, 
and is now threatened—mostly by natural gas, but possibly other forces as well. Is this the same 
different from what Harvey and Laduke describe???? 

 
 
If time: discuss Laduke’s challenge to the idea of land being for sale; being ownable 

• Go over property rights theory (slide) 
o Key to note that the main function of the state is to protect private property and that 

we consider it legit to mobilize state-sanctioned violence / police power in to that 
effect 

• Do we have a way in this country of understanding, respecting land that is not for sale? Do 
we have commons? Is this something you believe can exist here?  

 
Narrativity/voice: 
Questions of narrative raised by Nixon evident in Laduke’s writing. One explicit example: 
"when the high winds hit the reservation, the press called it a 'natural disaster.' But when lumber companies similarly 
vanquish the trees, it is commonly called 'progress.'" –she highlights how ideologies inform narratives  

• Is money being made and by whom? 
• How else could we understand the difference between these two narratives?  

 
 
Concluding discussion: How do we fit into Laduke’s story? 

• She refers colonists and their descendants as “predators,” “land eaters,” “tree eaters”, 
“destroyers,” and “culture eaters.” – How do you position yourself as a person among these 
labels? How about as a professional? 

o How responsible are we? And how do we make change? How do you feel about 
this?  

 
 
 
 
 
  



Conclude with Liboiron, Pollution is colonialism 
Bio: Liboiron is a young, Canadian academic, trained at NYU in Science and Technology Studies. 
Liboiron is a social and physical scientist; a founder of the discardstudies blog and currently runs a 
feminist, anti-colonial marine science research laboratory that specializes in grassroots 
environmental monitoring of plastic pollution 
 
Review the four contentions from the reading.  
 
Discussion: 

• Where do you see them in each of the other readings?  
• Where do you see them in current events in the US?  

 
 
Concluding points:  
 
From the point of view of environmental justice, dominant ideologies and the narratives they 
produce about history and development help us to see why we have permitted the exploitation of 
the environment and some groups of people, and why we continue to provide unequal protection.  
 
These ideologies mask many forms of violence / annihilation / destruction; reinforce a narrow set 
of values; reproduce power relations / class relations that keep certain interests (colonist / capitalist 
/ patriarchal) on top and others oppressed. 
 
Today we explored other ways of understanding these narratives, and voices whose very existence 
challenges those dominant narratives.  
 
Next week, we begin to look at what environmental justice might look like…different ways of 
defining it, and a small start at what it might take to get there 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Slides prepared for Session 2  





















Project	Proposal
• Length:	1	page
• Deadline:	February	24,	in	class
• Include:	

• A	brief	description	of	your	project
• A	research	question,	or	small	set	of	questions
• What	is	the	“project”	of	your	project?	
• A	description	of	the	format	of	your	final	product.

• If	you	plan	to	do	participant	observation,	then	make	sure	
to	include:
• The	organization/movement	you	will	be	working	with	
• The	name	and	position	of	your	contact	in	that	organization
• The	kind	of	work	they	do	and	how	it	relates	to	EJ
• Your	role	or	what	you	will	be	observing	for	your	project
• A	plan	for	how	you	will	approach	the	role	of	participant	

observer

• If	you	are	doing	a	research	project,	then	make	
sure	to	include:	
• A	description	of	the	topic
• A	preliminary	list	of	“data”	sources,	including:

• direct	observation
• interviews	with	relevant	actors
• archival	documents
• popular	press,	documentaries
• art,	music,	theater,	poetry,	fiction
• scholarly	writing/analysis
• reports,	government	data,	big	data
• other

• A	note	about	how	you	plan	to	approach	your	
analysis



Project	Proposal

• If	you	are	doing	something	else:
• A	description	of	the	topic	
• A	description	of	your	research	design	/	methods
• A	preliminary	list	of	source	/	things	you	will	
observe

• A	note	about	how	you	plan	to	conduct	your	
analysis





 
II. Detailed Module 2: 
Peer Workshop Session 
  



EJ Independent Project Peer Workshop 
March 18, 2019 
 
In this session, students provide supervised peer-to-peer support for their independent projects.  
Students were pre-sorted into groups, around similar project themes. In 2019 those project themes 
included:  
 
Complex site selection/redevelopment 
Observation of/participation in an ongoing movement 
The effects of extracting and burning fossil fuels  
Defining and dealing with “Crime” in the landscape and environment 
Reconciling development and open space “protection” 
 
Each group should have no more that 4 students, to ensure that each person has ample opportunity 
to share and workshop their project.  
 
Within small groups, each participant should share: 

• A brief summary of their topic, including: 
o As succinct a statement of your research question as you can 
o The “project” of your project 

• Your research methods—how are you going to gather and analyze data 
• Roadblocks so far 
• Any questions or things that are troubling you so far 

 
• Each group should take a few minutes at the beginning to decide how to structure time. 1 hr 

and 20 minutes total; each person should get a least 15 to 20 minutes of focused discussion 
of their proposal.  

 
• The instructor floats, spending a few minutes at a time with each group, ideally touching 

base with each student in the class for at least a couple of minutes. 
 
After 1 hour and 20 minutes, reconvene with the larger group.  

• Revisit the question of the ‘project’ of the project. Ask the groups to share some questions 
and suggestions that arose from their group discussions.  

• Ask for examples of other challenges or questions that arose, and what solutions groups had 
come up with 

 
 
 
--- 
 
 




