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In Dianne D. Glave’s (2010) Rooted in the Earth:
Reclaiming the African American Environmental
Heritage, she begins each chapter with a fictional anecdote
to introduce readers to varying factors that influence the
African American relationship with the environment. There
are, as she elaborates on, many reasons this relationship is
one fraught with complexity, paradoxes, and even trauma.
The tenth chapter of this enlightening and educational work
highlights contemporary examples of what complicates this
relationship today: environmental injustice. Glave defines
this as, “the inequitable exposure of people of color to air,
water, and noise pollution on a scale sufficient to trigger
birth defects, miscarriages, stillbirths, cancer, and stress-
related illnesses,” (Glave, 2010, p. 129). She then continues
by describing the concept of environmental justice as
efforts to address systemic racism by cultivating change in
“government policy, legislation, regulation, and law
enforcement,” (Glave, 2010, p. 129).

Who is responsible for, or perhaps most capable of,
seeing this environmental justice to fruition? How can
deeply rooted racism throughout state and federal policies
be altered in order to rectify decades worth of
environmental damage to minority communities? Change is
possible through a collaborative effort across the
disciplines of humanities, natural science, and social
science as each discipline views the world, our society, and
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its shortcomings differently. It is my intent then to examine
how these different disciplines approach environmental
injustice as well as to demonstrate that while all disciplines
have a role to play in facilitating progress, the most
effective approach is one of interdisciplinarity. | will
discuss how each discipline individually approaches the
world and its issues, how their varying approaches do or do
not adequately address environmental injustice, and
ultimately illustrate what these disciplines can do to
eradicate the institutional and systemic racism that
perpetuates environmental injustice.

In order to grasp how the humanities make
valuable contributions toward environmental justice, we
must first identify how this school of thought perceives
societal issues and its role within them. Renown literary
critic Northrop Frye (1964) explains this in his book The
Educated Imagination: “Our emotional reaction to the
world varies from ‘I like this’ to ‘I don’t like this.’...Art
begins as soon as ‘I don’t like this’ turns into ‘this is not the
way I could imagine it,”” (p.18). Therein lies how
practitioners of the humanities fundamentally address any
issues of injustice. When artists, writers, performers, and
other professionals in the humanities field witness injustice
their response is generally to express through their art or
their skills what this injustice looks and feels like for those
impacted by it. This expression then hopefully leads to
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awareness of the issue, empathy for those affected, and
discussion of how to resolve it. In some cases, though,
practitioners of the humanities will still attempt

to directly influence change if they are able.

Veronica Kyle, a representative of Faith in Place, a
Chicago organization that intertwines faith and
environmentalism, does exactly this. Kyle was able to
broadly diversify the organization’s reach by making it
more accessible and inviting to African American
communities by centralizing environmental issues
important to them (Baugh, 2015, p.342). Through months
of bible study and discussion of how environmentalism
reflects the participants’ faith, Kyle inspired others to begin
environmental sustainability groups within their own
churches (Baugh, 2015, p.342). | argue, however, that
while religious and other humanities organizations can
certainly initiate grassroots efforts within their individual
communities, it is nearly impossible for them to address the
root causes of systemic and institutional racism. Their
efforts, while vitally important, merely clean up the
proverbial mess rather than address what is causing the
mess in the first place.

Other aspects of the humanities, however, attempt
to point out these root causes. We see more artistic
expression of environmental injustice throughout history,
especially in African American literary canon. Shannon
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Joyce Prince (2016) provides numerous examples of this in
her article Green is the New Black: African American
Literature Informing Environmental Justice Law. She first
describes a horrific scene in Hannah Craft’s The
Bondwoman’s Narrative in which an enslaved woman and
her dog are starved and left to die (as cited in Prince, 2016,
p.47) She then describes Paul Laurence Dunbar’s “The
Haunted Oak,” in which the main character discusses with
a tree the mutual trauma of witnessing the lynching of an
African American man falsely accused of raping a white
woman (as cited in Prince, 2016, p.47) Prince writes that
these examples,
“demonstrate that when people are marginalized, so
too are the spaces they inhabit and the nonhuman
forms of life that also dwell there. Dunbar's tree,
anguished at being used for a lynching, is not so
different from an oak struggling to survive poisoned
air and soil in a contemporary black community.
Thus, if slavery and genocide are America's original
sins, Crafts and Dunbar suggest that the oppression
of marginalized people and their environments are
linked, and that environmental injustice is the
country's original curse,” (Prince, 2016, p. 48)
What we can learn from Prince is that if our society looked
to African American literature, we would most certainly
find decades of documentation illustrating the gravity of
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these injustices, our societal failure to address them due to
egregious cognitive dissonance, and how these stories of an
oppressed people should influence today’s policy

making. It is because of this | argue that the humanities,
while extremely adept at building inspiration and bringing
awareness to issues of environmental justice, is simply not
capable of achieving environmental justice on its own.

In a separate approach from what we can see from
the humanities, the discipline of natural science views and
addresses issues of injustice from a different perspective.
While they have some similarities in regards to the acts of
discovery and creation, ultimately those working in the
discipline of natural science are confined to the study,
discovery, and relaying of scientifically
proven facts (Bronowski, 1972, p.3). According to historian
and mathematician, Jacob Bronowski, “the scientist looks
for order in the appearances of nature...” (Bronowski,
1972, p. 13). Through their fact-finding methodologies,
scientists attempt to identify, for better or worse, the cause
and effect of society’s varying scientific concerns. When it
comes to environmental injustice specifically, the natural
sciences are essential to evaluating the severity of the
consequences of such these injustices.

In a (2020) case study based in Memphis,
Tennessee, scientist Matthew Dietrich of Vanderbilt
University evaluated atmospheric pollution from particulate
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lead (Pb) exposure in the air and soil (Dietrich, p.
1). His findings showed that whether through direct
inhalation or ingestion, adults and children alike were
found to have an assortment of health concerns such as
“lower IQ levels, growth retardation, and speech and
language disabilities....and reproductive effects,” (Dietrich,
2020, p.1). This study ultimately pertains to environmental
injustice because it was also discovered that these adverse
effects disproportionately impacted African American
communities (Dietrich, 2020, p. 3). What this study lacks,
however, are proposed solutions that would prevent further
concentrated pollutants in African American communities.
A different scientific study from researchers at
University of Utah focuses specifically on the impact of air
pollution on primary school children and the implications
those school children are likely to face as adults as a
consequence of that pollution. The (2020) study found that
children in Mexico City who were routinely exposed to
high levels of pollutants “had brain structures resembling
older adults with early stage Alzheimer’s
disease,” (Grineski et al., p.1). The study continues by
correlating air pollution to lower academic achievement
and ultimately to later struggles in secondary and post-
secondary education as well as occupational
success (Grineski et al., 2020, pp. 4-5).
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These studies both indicate that communities
exposed to higher levels of pollution face a grim ripple
effect of consequences. These communities are usually
composed of people of a lower socioeconomic status which
IS, once again, disproportionately African American. Here,
natural scientists have pointed out a cyclical cause and
effect system. Through these studies, it is evident that the
natural sciences, like the humanities, are necessary in order
to address environmental injustice. Just as the humanities
inspire empathy which can lead to grassroots action, the
natural sciences present factual evidence of the negative
impacts of environmental injustice. While the humanities
and natural sciences can certainly work together to
encourage and influence progress, neither individual
disciplinary approach holds the power to enact systemic
and institutional change.

When closely examining these problems in local
communities and how they affect individuals within those
communities, we must also ask where these problems come
from and why they are so widespread. To fully grasp the
true severity of the problem, we must look at where these
troubles fit into the larger social and political structures and
issues. This is where the discipline of social sciences is
most prominent. Notable sociologist C. Wright Mills makes
a distinction between these “personal troubles of milieu”
and “public issues of social structure,” (1961, p.8). He
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describes “troubles” as being personal, reflective of one’s
values, and concerned with their immediate difficulties and
surroundings (Mills, 1961, p.8). He compares these with
“issues” by describing them as systemic, institutional
structures that directly or indirectly impact the
aforementioned “troubles,” (Mills, 1961, p.8). Mills goes
on to say that, “To be aware of the idea of social structure
and to use it with sensibilities is to be capable of tracing
such linkages among a great variety of milieux. To be able
to do that is to possess the sociological imagination,”
(1961, pp. 10-11). As we will see though,

while it’s possible that the sociological imagination has
been employed by many social scientists, it seems to have
been neglected and ignored by policy and law makers who
wield the power to enact meaningful change to social and
political structures and issues.

In some cases, environmental injustice can be seen
as a consequence of insufficient research and general
ignorance of the issues these communities face. In a 2020
study of quality green spaces and their accessibility to
different social groups, researchers from Towson
University and Arizona State University found that there
was inconsistency across the U.S. regarding what is
considered a “quality green space” by park managers and
urban planners (Joo Ahn et al., 2020, pp. 1-2). “Quality
green space” could be a golf course, an urban tree canopy,
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a community garden, a park, etc. This lack of a clear
definition of what is considered to be a quality green space
also leads to inequitable distribution of truly beneficial and
safe outdoor spaces. What the research also indicated was
that the officials who plan the distribution of green spaces
rarely, if ever, consulted the communities regarding what
amenities and features they felt they and their neighbors
would most benefit from (Joo Ahn et al., 2020, p. 8). By
designing and implementing spaces without the input from
the people who would use them, park managers and urban
planners inadvertently perpetuate environmental injustice
by way of contemporary colonization. Quality green spaces
designed with attributes that benefit the surrounding social
demographics supports, “urban sustainability and human
health with various ecosystem services, such as: (1) better
air quality; (2) microclimate control; (3) flood mitigation;
(4) ecological reproduction; (5) space for physical activities
and psychological retreat into nature; and (6) aesthetical
enhancement,” (Park & Guldmann, 2020, p. 1). These same
studies, however, show that the populations who frequently
enjoy these benefits most often are more affluent,
predominantly white communities.

Just as some cases of environmental injustice may
be the result of insufficient research, many other, more
devastating cases are unfortunately the product of sheer
neglect and overt racism. We see this demonstrated on
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countless occasions in Robert D. Bullard’s and Beverly
Wright’s (2012) book The Wrong Complexion for
Protection: How the Government Response to Disaster
Endangers African American Communities. Bullard and
Wright cite racial discrimination as it relates to receiving
governmental assistance in the face of natural and industrial
disasters. In the specific instance of recovering after
Hurricane Katrina, the authors highlight twenty ways the
federal government not only failed New Orleans, but
deliberately overlooked its African American community
members (Bullard & Wright, 2012, pp. 74-78). From
favoring middle-income white residents when distributing
emergency assistance, to using the disaster to engage in
voter suppression, African Americans citizens of New
Orleans were not even just overlooked — they

were sacrificed (Bullard & Wright, 2012, pp. 74-78). In
these instances, we can clearly see the “troubles” that C.
Wright Mills refers to and how the “issues” cause and
further exacerbate those troubles. But what can be done to
address these grievous injustices?

The answer to this question varies depending on
which discipline you look to. We have reviewed examples
of how the humanities, natural sciences, and social sciences
respond to environmental injustice. The humanities illicit
empathy for those impacted, bring awareness to the issue,
and sometimes even inspire grassroots efforts to address it.
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The natural sciences identify health concerns employ the
scientific method to explore how environmental injustice is
causing them. The social sciences view individual
experiences with environmental injustice in a larger social
and political perspective, scrutinizing the ultimate (and
often negative) impacts of systemic structures on local
communities. Each discipline has value in addressing
environmental injustice, but none of them alone are able
to sufficiently facilitate meaningful change. When their
different approaches collaborate and synthesize, however,
an interdisciplinary approach emerges. The well-known
professor of interdisciplinary studies, William H. Newell,
explains that,
“The strategy of the interdisciplinarian is to bring
the relevant disciplines (or schools of thought) to
bear upon the question, one at a time, letting each
illuminate that aspect of the question which
is amenable to treatment by the characteristic
concepts, theories, and methods of the respective
disciplines. Out of the resulting disciplinary
insights, the interdisciplinarian fashions a response
to the question that would ideally be a complete
answer but which at the least leads to a greater
appreciation of the nature and complexity of the
question,” (Newell, 1998, pp. 109-110).
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We see this interdisciplinary approach used in
Houston, Texas by the Houston Health
Department (HHD) when they received complaints from
the community for several years regarding air and noise
pollution from nearby metal recycling
facilities (Symanski et al., 2020, pp. 2-3). The HHD formed
a collaborative team of representatives from the facilities in
question, health science scholars and investigators from
University of Texas, a local environmental justice advocacy
group, and neighborhood leaders (Symanski et al., 2020,
pp. 3-6). Through years of working together and combining
the different approaches from the social and natural
sciences, the HHD and their task force were able to
successfully institute a plan to address the immediate issues
at hand as well as strategize long term sustainable actions
as well. The study stresses the efficacy of this collaborative
approach saying, “Our experience provides evidence of the
importance of community and industry involvement, in
addition to academia, government and advocacy groups, to
create a shared vision among partners that will heighten
success in achieving sustainable outcomes that improve
environmental health in [environmental
justice] neighborhoods,” (Symanski et al., 2020, p.10).

The humanities, natural sciences, and social
sciences as well as the many other schools of thought are
each invaluable and contribute a nuanced perspective
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unique to how they each perceive the world, knowledge,
problems, and solutions. As this paper has shown

though, in order to even begin resolving decades of
environmental injustice, professionals and scholars within
these disciplines must rise above disciplinary boundaries
and make genuine attempts at achieving a synthetic,
collaborative, and cooperative approach to addressing
environmental injustice. Without this, individual
disciplinary efforts will continue to fall short and African
American and other minority and low-income communities
will continue to suffer needlessly. As the Houston Health
Department and their task force have shown, progress
through these efforts is entirely possible. Humanities,
natural science, and social science may not individually be
the answer to environmental injustice, but the research has
shown that interdisciplinarity may be.
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