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ENVIRONMENTAL VIOLENCE

The concept of environmental violence (EV) explains the harm that humanity is inflicting
upon itself through our pollution emissions. This book argues that EV is present, active,
and expanding at alarming rates in the contemporary human niche and in the Earth system.
It explains how EV is produced and facilitated by the same inequalities that it creates and
reinforces, and suggests that the causes can be attributed to a relatively small portion of
the human population and to a fairly circumscribed set of behaviors. While the causes of
EV are complex, the author makes this complexity manageable to ensure interventions are
more readily discernible. The EV model developed is both a theoretical concept and an
analytical tool, substantiated with rigorous social and environmental scientific evidence,
and designed with the intention to help disrupt the cycle of violence with effective policies
and real change.

RICHARD A. MARCANTONIO is a Teaching Assistant Professor in the Department
of Management and Organization at the Mendoza College of Business and a
Fellow at the Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies at the University of
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Skills (Cambridge University Press, 2022).
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Preface

In writing this book, I’ve reflected a lot on the fact that I left my former work as a
Marine officer to get away from violence. While I am proud of my military service
(and maybe not for the reasons folks might assume), it posed several moral hazards
that I could not navigate in a way I was satisfied with. So, I left that path and started
seeking a new one that would be less fraught.

I had studied human and physical geography and had always been (and continue to
be) an avid outdoors person, so I put environmental work at the center of my pursuits.
My assumption was that it would be less morally and ethically messy. I figured work-
ing toward a clean and healthy environment and a synergistic human—environment
relationship was something I could pursue for the good of everyone. It wasn’t long
before several revelations undid my logic and showed me that I was entering a simi-
larly precarious world, and, as it turns out, one with a much higher body count.

First, I began to learn about all the harmful and potentially harmful substances
that we humans produce: their sources, their products and byproducts, and their
tie-in to so much of everyday life, both in their role in human processes and their
effect on human activities, from being breathed in to rendering land unusable. I
learned that, if I were to become a professional environmental manager, I would
literally be permitting the intentional emission of a range of toxic pollutants that,
even within established “safe limits,” still have tangible and measurable effects on
human health. And I learned that established safe limits are often more a judgment
of ethics and acceptable harm than human physiology alone.

Second, I learned about the unequal distribution of risk and why certain areas
are deemed expendable or not worth remediating if already contaminated. For
example, I learned that there are hundreds of thousands of contaminated sites in
the United States alone, distributed throughout the country, and that an unequal
number of these sites are in poor and/or minority communities. I learned that,
globally, the people and countries least responsible for contributing to this risk are
also those most exposed and vulnerable to it.

vii
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viii Preface

Finally, I learned about the extent of effects on humans, through pollution and
also other forms of ecosystem modification, in the Earth system and throughout the
human niche in local to global contexts. Our fingerprint is ubiquitous in the Earth
system. And while humans are living longer lives and most are arguably living
more stable lives than most of our evolutionary history, we are now exceeding
thresholds that threaten our existence, or at least to substantially reduce the flour-
ishing of many if not most — especially for the poorest and most vulnerable.

The violence I experienced in my military career was clearer and more straight-
forward, both in action and in moral hazard. I shot at people and people shot at
me. This direct violence has clear, visible consequences that flow from perpetrator
to victim. And while technology has created some level of indirectness in warfare
(e.g., armed unmanned aerial vehicles), still the understanding that lethal action
is being taken has not been removed. But with environmental hazards, many of
which we produce through simple everyday life practices, the perpetrators and
victims are rarely ever connected. It is unlikely you will ever see exactly which
bodies are penetrated and harmed by the particles of pollution you emit into an
ecosystem. But it isn’t just the lack of a perpetrator—victim link that renders this
form of violence invisible. Rather, our normalization of its production both per-
mits most people to be unaware of it and prevents them from viewing their actions
as potentially violent. In particular, the normalization of lifestyles involving heavy
consumption of power, fuels, and products made of new materials disguises the
violence that derives from the processes needed to meet such consumption.

Rather than breaking with the participation in violence that characterized my
former career, I found myself instead confronted with a new form of it — one that
I was an active participant in (and still am) and that is arguably the single largest
challenge to humanity in our history. Recognizing what I call EV as violent is
not primarily a step toward leveling punishments or assigning liability. But it is
important for people to have a true understanding of the nature and impacts of their
own actions in order for them to make decisions. Just as I was acutely aware of
the violence in which I participated as a Marine, leading me to eventually change
course, people must be made aware of the violence in which they participate when
they buy fast fashion, turn on their vehicles, over-buy industrialized foods, fly
regularly, leave their lights or other electronics on when not in active use, heat or
cool a space not in use, own multiple homes or homes sized well in excess of need,
ritually pursue input-intensive lawns and landscapes, and myriad other everyday
activities. With a clear understanding of the implications, we are all better able to
change course. Recognizing the human impacts of our actions then is an important
step of realism that serves as an invitation for generative, healing action that unites
us and asks us to love each other better. Importantly, EV is a disturbing reality, but
it is not one without hope.
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While we humans are the only species that has risen to become a primary driver
of geologic change and create an epoch that bears our mark, the Anthropocene, we
are also the only species that can be conscious of this, and thoroughly recognize,
measure, and track our impacts. And, most critically, we have an immense capac-
ity for creativity, cooperation, and care.

I conclude with two assertions about human nature that, I think, are the seeds
of how we can turn the tides on EV. First, when we live with others in mind, we
are not neglecting ourselves, but are simultaneously living as our best selves. And,
second, living in balance with the Earth system does not neglect the needs of the
human species, but is key to maximizing all human flourishing. The lifestyles of
high consumption and intense material dependence that drive EV are not good for
the victims, but they are also not healthy for the perpetrators. The changes required
to end EV will increase, not decrease, human flourishing.
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