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DEFINING THE MOVEMENT: PARALLELS
BETWEEN FEMINISM AND ENVIRONMENTALISM

ALICE KASWAN"

"To Do Feminist Theory." It seems to me that "to do" feminist theory

has a couple of meanings, both of which "do" the authors of this symposium

proud. One is the intended meaning: the students' challenge to theory,

their call "for theory to be put into action," as Professor Grahn-Farley

describes it in her introduction. And their essays do indeed show us a theory

very much engaged in the real problems of the day. But before I return to

that theme, I'm also delighted by the other meaning: that through their

writing, their assembling of these essays, and their publication together, the

students are "doing" theory. Notwithstanding all our professorial efforts to

be relevant and compelling, most law school classes have a persistent air of

artificiality. In a theory class each student reads, discusses, and perhaps

writes on this theme or another. But the papers are always for the

professor's eyes, intended to express a belief, or demonstrate mastery or

cleverness. They are rarely, if ever, designed to be a part of the broader

dialogue inevitably swirling around the very issues under discussion. By

bringing these papers together in a symposium, the students are stepping

away from the isolated laboratory of the classroom and into the pages of law
reviews where theory is done. I applaud Professor Grahn-Farley for inspiring

and enabling her students to both "do" theory and provide a theory that

"does."

I return, however, to the theme of producing theory that engages the

concerns of the day. The symposium's chapter on "Defining Feminism"

undertakes one of the most significant roles theory can play in relation to

practice - the definition of categories. By that I do not mean abstract line

drawing and an indulgence in the niceties of subtle but obscure distinctions.
Instead, the definition of categories, like the category "feminism," is about

defining a movement for change. While categories may be taken for granted

in the press of activism, the realm of "theory" allows room for reflection that

can ultimately enrich the activist movements it serves. In this comment, I will

consider Jacqueline Mertz' and Kimberly Charles' contributions to our
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understanding of feminism, and note some parallels in my own area of work
- environmental law and environmental justice.

Jacqueline Mertz' article, Women of Color - What Their Voices Teach Us,'
reminds us of the importance of anti-essentialism in any movement. Mertz
uses the case of Yvonne Wanrow, a Native American woman initially
convicted by an all-white jury of second-degree murder for shooting and
killing a drunken white man she believed to be a threat to her children.2

White feminists assisting Wanrow in her appeal effectively argued that the
approach to self-defense law taken by the trial court failed to consider how a
woman's perspective on what is necessary for self-defense might differ from
the male perspective that informs the law of self-defense.' But, Mertz argues,
the white feminists could have gone one step farther. Rather than seeing all
women's experiences as essentially the same, they could have recognized the
additional dynamics that Wanrow faced as a Native American woman
confronted by a threatening white man and ultimately confronted by an all-
white jury.4 Given the history of oppression of Native Americans by whites,
her experience was different from that of a white woman in a similar
situation. Rather than assuming sameness, white feminists should
understand the oppression experienced by women of color by
understanding not only their roles as women, but also the history and
context of race and class discrimination they simultaneously experience.' A
"feminism" so understood goes deeper and farther than a feminism that
assumes one common experience. Its reach as a movement expands beyond
the dichotomy of men and women to embrace the range of oppressions that
weave together to shape the full experience of women of color. Such an
approach also challenges white women to address their own relation to the
forces of racism and classism that undermine women of color.

The traditional environmental movement, composed largely of white,
middle-to-upper-class citizens, has had similar lessons to learn. These
mainstream environmentalists, like the white feminists Mertz describes,
pursued important and legitimate causes - improving the environment by
advocating for reductions in pollution and encouraging the preservation of
pristine areas.' In the 1980s, however, residents of low-income minority

I Jacqueline Mertz, Women of Color - What Their Voices Teach Us, 9 CARDOZO WOMEN'S L.J.
205 (2003).

2 Id. at 211.
3 Id. at 213-16 (describing lawyer Elizabeth Schneider's sex-bias approach to arguing the

case).
4 Id. at 215-16.
5 See id.
6 In its early years, the environmental movement was primarily conservation and

preservation oriented. See, e.g., ROBERT GOT'rLIEB, FORCING THE SPRING: THE TRANSFORMATION
OF THE AMERICAN ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT 19-35 (Island Press 1993). Beginning in the
1960s and 1970s, the movement began to address pollution. See id. at 81-86. The movement was
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neighborhoods started to speak out against the environmental conditions
they experienced, conditions that remained undesirable notwithstanding all
the environmentalists' ostensibly successful efforts in the preceding twenty
years.' This new "environmental justice" movement did not simply raise the
same issues with a different voice. Instead, entirely new dimensions were
brought to the movement - the distribution of environmental harms and the
fairness with which people are treated.' Traditional environmentalists,
secure in clean suburbs and tidy college campuses, had not experienced the
concentration of industrial and undesirable land uses that tended to cluster
in minority and low-income neighborhoods. Nor had they recognized that,
in the drive to save pristine areas, they potentially pushed industrial
developments into the same minority and low-income neighborhoods
already experiencing a concentration of industrial uses.'

Just as white feminists have had much to learn from women of color,
white environmentalists have had much to learn from communities of color.
In 1990, representatives of many environmental justice activist groups wrote
a letter to the ten largest environmental groups criticizing their role in
ignoring or creating environmental problems in communities of color."'
Through this and other efforts, the nature of the environmental movement
has been redefined and expanded. Many environmental advocates now
attend to distributional concerns, particularly as they affect minority and low-
income communities." The experience has also sensitized the traditional
environmentalists to the broader range of factors that have led to
distributional disparities - historic and continuing housing discrimination,
unequal zoning laws, the pernicious effects of poverty, and the white
environmentalists' own successful deflection of undesirable development.
While there is still more listening to be done, the voices of minority and low-
income communities suffering the brunt of environmental harms have
broadened and deepened the environmental movement, and increased its

ultimately successful in promoting national environmental laws that primarily focused on
reducing aggregate pollution levels. See A. Dan Tarlock, City Versus Countryside: Environmental
Equity in Context, 21 FORDHAM URB. L.J. 461,461-62 (1994).

7 See, e.g., Alice Kaswan, Environmental justice: Bridging the Gap Between Environmental Laws
and 'Justice, "47 AM. U. L. REV. 221, 226 (1997).

8 See id. at 230 (describing basic claims made by the environmental justice movement as
"distributive" and "political" justice).

9 Professor Robert Bullard labels this phenomena "PIBBY" (Place In Black People's Back
Yards). See ROBERT D. BULLARD, DUMPING IN DIXIE: RACE, CLASS AND ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY
4-5 (Westview Press 1990). The reference is to a pattern of white citizen opposition to
developments that then leads to their placement in minority neighborhoods. Id.

10 See Letter, Circa Earth Day 1990, in CLIFFORD RECHTSCHAFFEN & EILEEN GAUNA,
ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE: LAW, POLICYAND REGULATION 21-22 (Carolina Acad. Press 2002).

11 See, e.g., Robert D. Bullard, Anatomy of Environmental Racism and the Environmental justice
Movement, in CONFRONTING ENVIRONMENTAL RACISM: VOICES FROM THE GRASSROOTS (Robert D.
Bullard ed., 1993) (discussing mainstream environmental groups' increasing interest in
environmental justice issues).
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capacity to solve the problems it purports to address.
The issue of who defines a movement is likewise raised by Kimberly

Charles' Sexism is a "Family Value, "2 which describes the highly subordinating
fundamentalist Christian view of the role of women and argues that such a
view is not an inevitable aspect of Christian thought. 3 She describes the
destructive role the Christian right has played in undermining women's
rights in the political arena.14 Charles ultimately challenges the Christian
right's monopoly on defining feminism, and suggests that a non-
subordinating feminism is fully consistent with Christianity. Rather than
accepting the Christian right's certainty as to the ultimate truth of its views,
she calls for Christians to seize the initiative to redefine feminism. This
initiative is significant not only in its personal and moral dimensions, but also
to counter the anti-women political agenda promoted by the Christian right.
Ultimately, Charles, like Mertz, demonstrates the importance of challenging
and recasting the dominant public definitions provided by mainstream
movements.

While the circumstances have not been quite as drastic, the way in
which the definition of "environmentalism" has evolved in the
environmental movement may offer some parallels to the way that the role of
women could evolve in Christian circles. Through the environmental justice
movement, poor and minority communities have challenged the definitions
of "environmentalism" that dominated until the 1960s. While the
mainstream environmental movement has not been as overtly oppressive of
the poor and communities of color as the fundamentalist Christian right
appears to have been with regard to the role of women, 5 for many years its
views of what constituted "environmentalism" were focused on natural,
aesthetic, and recreational values.'6 Urban problems, like poor public health
conditions, were not considered a part of the environmental movement.' 7

For example, environmentalists were not engaged in initiatives in the 1960s
to deal with lead-paint-based lead poisoning.'" Although the environmental
movement was beginning to address public health issues, lead-paint-based

12 Kimberly Charles, Sexism is a "Family Value, "9 CARDOZO WOMEN'S L.J. 255 (2003).

13 See generally id.
14 See generally id.
15 There were, however, instances of discrimination by environmentalists. People of color

were excluded from public parks and beaches, and some environmental groups had racist
membership policies. See Kaswan, supra note 7, at 258.

16 See GOTTLIEB, supra note 6, at 19-35 (describing the early environmental movement's

focus on conservation and wilderness preservation).
17 See id. at 6-8 (observing that many urban problems were not considered "environmental"

problems as defined by the mainstream environmental movement).
18 See id. at 244-48 (describing urban community efforts to combat lead poisoning in the

1960s and the lack of cooperation in this effort from the environmental movement).
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lead poisoning was not "their issue." 9 As mentioned above, however, with
the rise of the environmental justice movement in the 1980s, the definition
of what constitutes "environmentalism" was more deeply challenged. Now,
"environmentalism" encompasses not only the natural environment and its
physical beauty, but also the urban environment and its impact on public
health z.2 Just as Christians have the potential to redefine Christian feminism
into something more than the sexist rhetoric of the politically active
fundamentalists, communities of color and the poor have redefined the
meaning of "environmentalism."

In sum, Jacqueline Mertz and Kimberly Charles have challenged the
boundaries defined by traditional movements. Mertz has shown us the
importance of listening to a wide range of voices as a necessary step to
understanding the full and human dimensions of the oppressions the
feminist movement ostensibly seeks to address. Charles has shown us that

those voices are not merely to be "listened to," but can recreate the very
nature of the movements they engage. Their insights are valuable not only
to the feminist movement, but to many other social movements, like the
environmental movement, facing similar challenges.

19 Id.
20 For example, mainstream environmental groups, who did notjoin in the lead-based paint

advocacy of the 1960s, were active on the issue in the 1980s and 1990s. See id. at 249-50.
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