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STORYTELLING 
ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE

Cultural studies approaches

Donna Houston and Pavithra Vasudevan

Introduction

In early 2012, community members in Warrenton, North Carolina, were busy planning the 
commemoration of an event that profoundly shaped the town’s local environmental history. 
Facilitated by Rev. William Kearney, long-time residents, activists, representatives from local 
churches, local government, and not-for-profit organizations met to discuss how best to com-
memorate the thirty-year anniversary of the community protest over the siting of a PCB landfill 
in Warren County – now widely acknowledged as the spark that ignited the Environmental 
Justice Movement in the United States (Bullard 2007; McGurty 2009). The community discus-
sions leading up to the thirtieth anniversary were imbued with hopeful socio-ecological  
imaginings for the future, as well as the residual social impacts of the PCB toxic legacy. For 
some, mobilizing the “birthplace of environmental justice” story as a cultural resource had 
transformative possibility for local community development; while for others, the anniversary 
brought up sedimented feelings of anger and distrust over the siting of the PCB landfill and its 
later remediation (Vasudevan 2013).

The public commemoration of environmental justice in Warren County was both unsettling 
and cathartic. It highlights the significant long-term impacts that environmental injustice can 
have on local communities, long after the contaminated site is cleaned up. Environmental 
injustice does not just leave material “scars” on the landscape; it leaves cultural scars too, the 
legacies of which evoke a range of memories, emotions, affects, values and practices (Storm 
2014). The commemoration event highlights the complex interplay of culture and environ- 
mental justice – where local activists employ heritage practices to narrate the local and global 
consequences of historical and ongoing injustices, and to mobilize communities in struggling 
for change (Banerjee and Steinberg 2015).

The legacies of the PCB landfill in Warren County – material and storied – highlight the 
ways in which culture, history and place are entangled with environmental justice (Houston 
2013; Vasudevan 2013). Circulating within and between structural inequities and the politics 
of legal recognition in environmental justice struggles are meanings, memories, practices and 
values – cultural phenomena that help individuals, communities, activists, and advocates make 
sense of and communicate with each other about the social impacts and underlying causes of 
pollution and unwanted land uses – often in the absence of officially recognized evidence and 
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forms of public accountability. Indeed, one of the early lessons from Warren County, where 
the local community failed to stop the PCB landfill, was that the story of environmental justice 
that emerged there has enduring material effects (Alston 2010; Pezzullo 2001).

In this chapter, we focus on cultural studies approaches to environmental justice activism 
and research. We bring together theories and methodologies from cultural studies to frame 
environmental justice as a mode of “storytelling” that performs and communicates what it 
means to live with environmental injury. Storytelling, as we define it here, is an enlarged 
concept encompassing relational, emotional, embodied, place-based knowledge and practices 
(Brickell and Garrett 2015; Cameron 2012). It reflects varied cultural contexts and realities 
whereby individuals and communities come to interpret and articulate environmental crises 
and impacts. It is therefore important to acknowledge that modes of storytelling in environ- 
mental justice are “more-than-discursive” (Cameron 2012). As we will discuss in the following 
sections of the chapter, storytelling encompasses narratives and performances capable of 
disrupting boundaries between real and imagined, particularly as they are represented in 
Western scientific knowledge (Blaser 2010). Storytelling does not disregard scientific or policy 
perspectives about environmental in/justice but it does call into account the types of social 
realities they produce and for whom.

Storytelling involves the enactment of “cultural methodologies” – which include fictional, 
non-fictional, autobiographical, testimonial, and scientific accounts of environmental injustice. 
Environmental justice “stories” are narrated and enacted through different types of cultural 
media, including: film, documentary film, poetry, plays, novels, graphic novels, social activist 
media, place-based tours and walks, public commemoration and participatory citizen science 
projects. While not exhaustive, this list highlights the diversity of cultural methods and also 
the sense in which environmental justice stories are performed in the world (Houston  
2008; Vasudevan 2012). “Cultural methodologies” in environmental justice are enacted by 
environmental scholars and activists, often in ways that blur boundaries between academic and 
community knowledge, scientific and political authority, and personal experience. Utilizing 
methods ranging from tours of toxic sites to citizen science efforts to gather evidence of harm, 
communities impacted by environmental injustices construct stories relating their lived 
experiences to theories of socio-environmental change. These cultural practices transcend 
boundaries between lay people and experts and reveal complex, intimate relationships between 
people and localized environmental degradation (Di Chiro 2003, 2008). In what follows, we 
draw out these insights by introducing some key concepts from cultural studies before going 
on to discuss some of the typical elements of how environmental justice is storied through 
narratives and other types of cultural practices.

Environmental justice and cultural studies

In environmental justice research, cultural elements are often subsumed or simplified within 
framings of “rights” and “justice”. Cultural politics, practices, representations and values 
might intersect with claims for rights and justice, but cultural phenomena tend to be treated 
as part of the background context upon which struggles unfold. Recently, environmental 
justice scholars have expanded framings of justice to be more critical and attentive to race 
and cultural difference (Pulido 1996, 2015; Schlosberg 2007; Walker 2012). Influenced by 
feminism, postcolonialism, critical race theory, critical Indigenous perspectives, and post- 
structuralism, expanded notions of justice focus on the importance of “recognition” and 
“misrecognition” for understanding how environmental inequity intersects with other forms 
of marginalization (Agyeman et al. 2009; Holifield 2012; Pulido 2000; Schlosberg 2007; 
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Walker 2012; also see Chapter 10). As Walker (2012: 50-51) argues, the cultural politics of 
misrecognition comprise different states of symbolic violence and social injury – such as the 
failure to recognize and respect cultural difference, the failure to recognize the invisibility of 
systematic nonrecognition experienced by marginalized groups, and the failure to recognize 
forms of cultural domination and oppression in mainstream cultural framings of environmental 
issues and conflicts.

The growing emphasis on “justice-as-recognition” provides significant opportunities to 
explore cultural politics and methods in environmental justice research and activism. Such 
an approach acknowledges that culture is itself an arena of social and political struggle and 
that the performative “cultural field” of environmental justice can be studied in its own right 
(see Adamson et al. 2002 for an excellent example). Cultural approaches enrich understandings 
of how individuals and communities draw on diverse and historically situated experiences 
and resources to tell their stories about environmental injustice and to intervene politically 
in dominant discourses shaping cultural contexts of discard, disregard, disposability and 
sacrifice (Banerjee and Steinberg 2015; Dickinson 2012; Houston 2008; Pezzullo 2001; 
Vasudevan 2012; Vasudevan and Kearney 2015).

“Culture”, Raymond Williams (1983: 87) famously wrote in Keywords, “is one of two or 
three of the most complicated words in the English language.” Culture is a complicated term 
because it has a long history with various past and contemporary meanings, and because it 
operates across symbolic, ideological and material domains (Williams 1983). The study of 
culture is similarly complex, drawing together critical analyses of values, experiences, attitudes, 
practices, materials and perceptions. The academic field of “cultural studies” emerged in mid-
twentieth century Britain as an umbrella term for academic inquiry that investigates how 
cultural forms, identities, institutions and practices are constituted by and imbricated in 
relations of power and, in particular, how the relationship between culture and power is 
differentially experienced as a result of a person or group’s race, class, gender or sexuality 
(Nelson et al. 1992). In the latter part of the twentieth century, cultural studies developed a 
strong profile in the US, Canada and Australia, expanding into an interdisciplinary field 
addressing cultural forms and politics in a rapidly globalizing world (Du Gay et al. 1997; 
Nelson et al. 1992).

Since the 1980s, cultural studies have been influential in shaping approaches to researching 
identity, everyday life, and power in academic disciplines such as geography, anthropology, 
sociology, critical education and literary studies. Drawing on Marxist, feminist, postcolonial 
and poststructural theory, scholars studying culture have developed critical insights and 
approaches that have come to be associated with “the cultural turn” in social theory (for 
examples, see Grossberg et al. 1992; Anderson et al. 2002). Cultural theorists have challenged 
“essentialist” (innate) ideas of culture as “a whole way of life”, and “elitist” ideas of culture  
as belonging only to the upper social classes (Williams 1983). Rather, culture is understood as 
complex, heterogeneous phenomena with a powerful constitutive role in the “production and 
circulation of meaning” (Du Gay et al. 1997: 13). In other words, culture is something that is 
collectively made; it forms social identities, meanings, places, practices and relations of power, 
and in turn, is formed by them.

If culture is something that is made, then the task of cultural studies is to understand the 
specific social, historical, subjective and material elements of its making. Key concepts associ-
ated with this task relate to modes of meaning-making (thinking, talking and acting upon 
specific meanings) such as signification and representation (Du Gay et al. 1997). Signification refers 
to how specific communicative elements, such as text, image, and spoken words are articu- 
lated. Representation refers to the production of the broader “discursive” or “representational” 
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field, where the articulation and circulation of meanings produce cultural identities, know- 
ledge and values. Cultural meanings are not fixed in time or agreed upon by all members  
of a society. In order for cultural meanings to circulate and structure contexts for individual 
and collective experiences, they must also be enacted and practised (Du Gay et al. 1997). 
Material cultural practices highlight the concrete relationality between the production and 
circulation of cultural meanings and practices of production and consumption in late capitalist 
societies.

Cultural studies scholars are thus particularly concerned with how representations are 
enacted and contested through social, political and spatial relations of power (Mitchell 2000). 
The intersections between culture, representation and power are important sites of contestation, 
cooperation and political struggle for environmental justice. Cultural politics shape specific 
local contexts and imaginaries involving contestations over waste, contamination, toxic 
exposure, and the consequences of social exclusion from mainstream environmental govern- 
ance, decision-making and protection. For example, environmental justice scholars and 
activists working at the interface between space, nature, culture and power have focused on 
the cultural invisibility of environmental injustice. As Julie Sze (2002: 163) asserts, “environ- 
mental justice is a political movement concerned with public policy issues of environmental 
racism, as well as a cultural movement interested in issues of ideology and representation”. For 
Sze, cultural representations of nature in environmental justice critique dominant ideologies 
of nature as pure, external and devoid of human labour.

The ideological construction of environment as pure and undefiled nature in main- 
stream environmental culture privileges the concept of wilderness. With its focus on the lived 
experiences, histories and places of marginalized peoples and communities, environmental 
justice activism resituates the environment as the place where “people live, work, play and 
pray” (Agyeman 2008; Sze 2009; Walker 2009). Agyeman (2008) has noted that this inter-
vention has profoundly reshaped environmental narratives, challenging the ways in which 
nonhuman nature derives its value from its symbolic and material separation from culture. 
Environmental justice problematizes such nature–culture boundaries. The vast and unknow-
able chemical impacts of industrialization on the biosphere make it increasingly difficult to 
conceive of the existence of remote, pristine nature. Environmental justice has played a key 
role in the critique of what Lawrence Buell (1998) terms “toxic discourse”. Toxic discourse 
reflects dominant cultural narratives and practices that seek to minimalize, contain and down-
play cultural anxieties about the risks and impacts of toxic exposure and environmental  
pollution (Buell 1998). Yet, these very attempts at containment have produced a proliferation 
of stories, testimonies and cultural actions in the absence of scientific and policy account- 
ability. Toxic discourse contains subversive and subaltern elements; it produces geographies 
of containment and proliferation where the boundaries between chemical agents, bodies and 
places are blurred.

Storytelling as method and practice

One way to make sense of the complexity of environmental justice as cultural phenomena 
is through the framework of storytelling (Dickinson 2012; Houston 2013). Environmental 
justice storytelling is a particular form of political intervention that envisions socio-ecological 
transformation and produces more hopeful futures by narrating the environment as intimately 
connected to human wellbeing. This narrative tradition has a powerful precedent in Rachel 
Carson’s (1962: 1-3) ground-breaking book Silent Spring, whose opening fable foreshadows 
the “grim spectre” of pesticides devastating farmers’ families and all life in the surrounding 
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fields and streams. Widely heralded as a catalyst for contemporary environmentalism in the 
US, Silent Spring effectively combined apocalyptic myth and science writing, making emer-
gent knowledge of toxicity relevant and accessible to the general public (Waddell 2000). 
Carson’s dystopian vision inspired a generation of eco-critical storytelling in the 1960s and 
1970s, focused on urban and industrial zones, the “vernacular environments” of hazardous 
waste (Newman 2012: 32). Building on traditions of activist writing, popular theatre and 
cultural activism, environmental justice scholars and activists employ storytelling to combat 
the invisibility of toxins and the historical marginalization associated with environmental injus-
tice. In this section, we define story and storytelling, explain how storytelling plays a role in 
activism and scholarship, and briefly consider the contributions and limits of environmental 
justice storytelling.

“Story” is a slippery concept, variously used to describe narratives of everyday experience 
that circulate as forms or objects of knowledge; culturally situated practices of collective 
expression; and narrative or literary modes of communicating scholarly and intellectual work 
(Cameron 2012). Broadly, stories draw attention to how experiences are interpreted and 
communicated, encompassing both personal expression, and the ways in which these narratives 
“exceed the personal and particular” (Cameron 2012: 574) to reflect collective meanings and 
social identities. Pezzullo (2001) suggests that stories serve two main functions in environmental 
justice struggles: first, to set the stage for the exploration of potential futures; and second, to 
enact new possibilities. That is, stories are inventional: they reassemble the chronology and 
causality of past events to produce new meanings capable of challenging the unacknowledged 
narratives that sustain oppressive conditions (Pezzullo 2001).

To illustrate the utility of storytelling as a framework for describing the cultural work of 
environmental justice, we highlight several components of Walter Benjamin’s (1969) iconic 
description of storytelling – a creative process in which the narrator crafts meaning out of 
lived experiences to provide the audience with moral lessons. First, storytelling is an inter-
subjective practice derived from oral history traditions, where the narrator brings experiences 
alive through repeated tellings with interested listeners. Whether sharing individual testimo-
nies in state hearings to challenge official narratives that minimize the severity of living in 
toxic areas, or organizing memorial events to affirm ongoing connection to degraded land, 
environmental justice storytelling practices produce fora where alternative forms of evidence 
are transformed into public knowledges, investing audiences in the experiences of marginal-
ized communities as witnesses and prompting ethical action (Pezzullo 2001; Pezzullo 2003; 
Houston 2013).

Second, stories serve a moral and practical function, providing “counsel”, which Benjamin 
(1969: 86) suggests is “less an answer to a question than a proposal concerning the continuation 
of a story which is just unfolding”. Unlike positivist traditions of environmentalism, “making 
sense” of environmental injury through storytelling is not merely about explanation or 
categorization; rather, stories function by raising questions about observable patterns in 
ongoing developments that offer the audience space to interpret and wonder. For example, 
the accumulation of anecdotal evidence regarding patterns of illness and demography collected 
by residents of toxic landscapes and community activists in the emergent environmental justice 
struggles of the early 1980s not only revealed hidden networks of hazardous waste disposal, 
but subsequently inspired new forms of inquiry regarding the underlying socio-spatial patterns 
that produce unequal environmental phenomena in the first place (see for example Newman’s 
(2012) discussion of toxic autobiography and geocriticism). By bringing together multiple 
modalities that exceed reductive policy, scientific or technical explanations – including the 
experiential/affective, biographical, philosophical/spiritual and historical – storytelling func- 
tions to illuminate the deeply layered causalities of environmental injustice and interrogate 
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the taken-for-granted assumptions underpinning industrial development and environmental 
governance.

Third, Benjamin describes storytelling as a craft of chronicling the secular world, whose 
raw material is lived experience and whose purpose is interpreting the greater meanings of 
daily life. For Benjamin, interpretation by storytellers involves an ability to see the mystical in 
the living and inanimate world. Environmental justice storytelling practices bring a mytho- 
logical and literary vision to “seeing” the apocalyptic and dystopic in seemingly mundane, 
everyday human-environment relations of toxic landscapes. For example, visualizations of 
workers attempting to protect themselves from lethal pesticides with cloth rags or descriptions 
of tap water smelling like sewage collected from communities impacted by industrial agriculture 
serve to remind us of the heightened stakes of everyday life in toxic areas, and the disconnect 
between discourses of industrial progress and the lived experience of those who carry the 
burden of waste (Perkins and Sze 2011). Cultural methodologies of environmental justice raise 
difficult questions about how to make sense of the “chemical regime of living” (Murphy 
2008), where the impacts of industrialization and toxicity complicate the boundaries between 
human/nonhuman and nature/culture.

While geographical scholarship in the 1990s focused on stories as discursive forms that 
reiterated ideology and power structures at intimate scales, Cameron (2012) notes a resurgence 
of scholarly interest in the more-than-discursive capacities of storytelling that transform how 
people both interpret and relate to their lived environments in material, non-representational 
and affective ways. In other words, storytelling is a material practice, a “performative way of 
practicing knowledge that constructs both publicness and ontological difference” (Houston 
2013: 9). Stories are productive and world-making, shifting collective understandings to  
allow for new possibilities to be enacted and embodied through cultural practices that make 
sense of life in toxic landscapes. The task of “making sense of” evokes discursive, relational, 
performative, embodied, and affective registers. Rather than (spoken or written) texts alone, 
environmental justice storytelling encompasses a range of cultural practices, from “image 
events” – visual interventions achieved through the circulation of images of direct action events 
(DeLuca 2005) to “toxic tours” – an embodied strategy of grassroots action that inverts eco-
tourism to influence publics through witnessing the effects of toxicity in place (Pezzullo 2003, 
2009; Di Chiro 2003).

Storied interventions

Storytelling is a pivotal site of contestation in environmental justice struggles (Sze et al. 
2009); narratives are “the terrain of contest for social movements” (Pezzullo 2001: 5). Official 
state narratives frequently minimize or erase the ongoing and unequal devastation borne by 
vulnerable communities. In response, environmental justice activists use rhetorical strategies, 
memory practices and creative artistic forms to interrupt and critique the presumed necessity 
of the official line (Pezzullo 2001; Houston 2013; Krupar 2013). For example, counteracting 
the state narrative of nuclear development as a peak of human achievement, activists at Yucca 
Mountain make visible the impacts of radioactive pollution through memory practices and 
stories that present alternatives to nuclear waste disposal (Houston 2013: 15–16). Banerjee 
and Steinberg (2015) highlight how cultural discourses and practices can be deployed by local 
communities as a specific form of “cultural justice”. Drawing on Swindler’s (1986) “cultural 
toolkit model”, Banerjee and Steinberg (2015) explore three dimensions: symbologies of place 
(cultural symbols and heritages); historiographies of place (place-based storytelling) and social  
ties and community networks (inter-community ties between different groups to navigate and 
address claims of environmental injustice).
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Communities facing environmental harm employ storytelling practices to interpret and 
make sense of unfolding events, as well as to develop collective capabilities and capacities 
(Hofrichter 1993). Storytelling represents a key strategy for gathering evidence and for 
shaping the local and translocal contexts of cultural activism. For example, veteran community 
organizer Naeema Muhammad of the North Carolina Environmental Justice Network 
(NCEJN) routinely employs storytelling, both in developing the organizing capacity of local 
communities, and in demanding accountability from government officials1. When she first 
visits a community living in a hazardous environment, Ms Muhammad listens while comm- 
unity members share the experiences that have led them to believe that they are being 
harmed. She then makes connections between localized events and broader structures, 
drawing from a vast repertoire of community stories collected through decades of organizing 
(Interview with Ms. Muhammad, 14 August 2014).

The genre of “personal testimony” (Evans 2002) is a powerful tool for mobilizing grassroots 
participation within a community, as well as a building block for organizing across isolated 
communities. Returning to the example from the NCEJN, in the rotational quarterly 
meetings, host communities are invited to share insights on organizing strategies with visiting 
communities. Ms Muhammad believes that the development of public fora such as these 
allows those who are directly impacted by environmental hazards to develop the self-
confidence and communication skills necessary for advocating on their own behalf. Individual 
testimonials serve to demonstrate grassroots knowledge of injustices that are then documented 
and collected, accumulating in support of the development of legal cases, direct action or 
other organizing strategies. These rehearsal spaces culminate at the annual NCEJN Summit, 
attended by impacted communities from across the state and environmental justice advocates, 
where three grassroots leaders are invited to testify at a Community Speak-Out. Regional 
and state government officials sitting on a panel are tasked with listening and responding to 
the charges and claims being presented. Through these processes of storytelling, environmental 
justice networks build expertise and share knowledge about technical aspects such as citizen 
science research and environmental/civil rights regulations. Equally significant, however, they 
create a forum and an audience for the kinds of stories that are absent in mainstream media.

Individual and collective narratives of suffering, illness and awareness of toxicity are a crucial 
component of environmental justice organizing. As a form of social learning, storytelling allows 
communities to interpret and share knowledge about the impacts of toxicity, often in the 
absence of or prior to the availability of scientific evidence. Citizen science efforts in environ-
mental justice movements have sparked tremendous shifts in scientific knowledge production, 
democratizing environmental health communication and expanding the scope of legitimate 
scientific expertise through blending of local and scientific knowledges (Hill 2003; Brown  
et al. 2004; Di Chiro 2008; Kinsella 2004; Corburn 2005; also see Chapters 8, 23 and 24). 
However, the significance of storytelling extends beyond its value to accumulating knowledge 
about toxicity and health. Benjamin (1969: 87) usefully contrasts information – which he defines 
as factual knowledge whose importance is contained in the transmission of the fact itself, and 
therefore in the moment – with stories, whose value is accumulated through repetitions of 
telling and hearing, where meaning is produced not through the mere communication of facts, 
but what he calls “the epic side of truth, wisdom”.

In scholarship and the mass media, communication about environmental justice tends to 
emphasize the “information” side of this equation, carrying always the burden of providing 
evidence of harm through scientific or sociological data, where the information in itself is 
presumed to provide explanation. Yet, the storytelling aspect – making sense of events and 
circulating meanings through the communication of experiences – is essential to environmental 
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justice struggles over the long haul. Furthermore, storytelling engenders participatory demo- 
cracy by emphasizing the human and ethical costs of industrial “progress”, necessitating 
public involvement in debates about risk, hazardous waste and environmental health, and 
challenging the assumption that toxicity is the domain of scientific and legal expertise alone 
(Newman 2012).

Making “slow violence” visible

Environmental justice activists and scholars also use creative methods to interrupt taken-for-
granted narratives and to imagine alternative possibilities for people and places marginalized 
by environmental injustice. Dickinson (2012: 58) proposes a critical environmental justice narrative 
framework that employs storytelling “as an instrument to help expose and critique the racializing 
practices that underlie environmental politics and illuminate the battles of environmental 
justice activists”. In Dickinson’s (2012) analysis of ongoing conflict between developers and 
Indigenous communities in the area surrounding the Petroglyph National Monument, New 
Mexico, she incorporates a fictional tale of impending crisis, projected five decades into the 
future, to comment on the absurdity and hypocrisy of pro-development arguments that 
allowed for highway construction through an Indigenous sacred area. Dickinson envisions 
how a recently approved road-building project might catalyse residential and commercial 
development in the area for a period of time, until contamination of drinking water by 
fracking and the siting of a toxic waste landfill eventually lead to white flight and economic 
collapse. The imagined response is a massive re-development effort displacing Native 
Americans from the area in order to construct a “Petroglyph Global Village” that offers Pueblo 
artisanry and culture as a commodified product for tourist consumption. Dickinson’s fable 
seeks to expose the racist narratives underlying development discourses and reveal the manner 
in which the state’s solutions disregard Indigenous belief systems and undermine political 
agency.

The interwoven contexts of the personal, public and particular that make story such a 
powerful intervention also reflect the complexity of working with its imaginative contexts and 
realities. “Story,” observes Griffiths (2007, online), “is sometimes underestimated as something 
that is easy and instinctive”. The idea that stories are “made-up” or can readily be discounted 
in the absence of conclusive scientific evidence is a serious problem for environmental justice 
activists and scholars. The task of putting together disparate phenomena into publicly dis- 
cernible knowledge is a rigorous and demanding process (Griffiths 2007; Gibson-Graham 
2008). Far from conveying “made up”, overly subjective knowledge, story is “a privileged 
carrier of truth, a way for allowing multiplicity and complexity at the same time as guarantee-
ing memorability” (Griffiths 2007). As Griffiths argues, “the conventional scientific method 
separates causes from one another, it isolates each one and tests them individually in turn. 
Narrative, by contrast, carries multiple causes along together, it enacts connectivity. We need 
both methods.”

Storytelling is not just about narratives, it is about recognizing emergent cultural, temporal 
and environmental realities shaped by the material presence of toxics and toxic environments. 
The relational, embodied and material dimensions of story play significant roles in activist, 
community and academic cultural work on environmental justice issues. The emphasis is less 
on proving and disproving the presence of toxic substances in communities and localities 
(though this remains a key strategy) and more on being able to draw connections and tell stories 
about how environmental in/justice assembles experiences, evidence, politics, knowledge, 
time and practices (Krupar 2013). Environmental justice struggles do not unfold according to 
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incremental and linear time. While emissions from a local factory certainly may lead to an 
immediate spike in the incidence of childhood asthma, environmental injustice is often 
accumulative and unfolds across time-spaces that are not synchronized or well understood. 
Knowledge about industrial contaminants may become lost over time as toxic legacies are 
buried or built over. In other cases, the time-spaces between toxic exposure to a toxic or 
radioactive contaminant and the development of a related illness might be in the decades 
(Houston and Ruming 2014). Practices of storytelling are key to keeping knowledge about 
toxic contamination and its temporal displacements alive.

The threads of stories and narratives discussed in this chapter may seem disparate and 
disconnected. Nixon (2011) refers to the discordant temporalities of environmental injustice 
as “slow violence”. Slow violence is the violence of accumulation and attrition that occurs 
in places that bear the brunt of environmental sacrifice in its multitude of forms. Nixon 
(2011), echoing Carson, sees the task of confronting the long and invisible catastrophe of 
environmental destruction as the struggle to articulate and name a formless, amorphous threat 
made all the more difficult because this threat unfolds over time and in ways that exceed  
our current capacities to govern and manage them. In Nixon’s (2011: 10) words, “to confront 
slow violence requires, then, that we plot and give figurative shape to formless threats whose 
fatal repercussions are dispersed across space and time”.

We have argued in this chapter that cultural approaches to environmental justice can offer 
a different perspective on what environmental justice means in a world unevenly transformed 
by chemicals and contaminants. Indeed, among the tasks for scholars and activists interested 
in storytelling environmental justice in its myriad cultural forms, is to “plot and give figurative 
shape” to experiences of injustice and the ways that it manifests in specific bodies and comm- 
unities and across time and space. The discordant realities of environmental justice, bound up 
as they are in the unfolding of the slow violence that poisons communities and ecosystems, 
calls for critical and creative approaches that forge new connections between academic  
scholarship, scientific practice and cultural activism. Alongside its powerful critique of the 
normalization of toxic exposure and the invisibility of slow violence, storytelling environ-
mental justice represents, in manifestly practical ways, collective work towards sustainable and 
just transformation. Environmental justice scholars and activists working at the intersections 
of environment and culture are also tasked with the challenge to “plot and give figurative 
shape” to more hopeful and equitable socio-ecological futures.

Note

1 This is drawn from Pavithra Vasudevan’s ongoing collaboration and research with Naeema 
Muhammad, Co-director/Community Organizer, North Carolina Environmental Justice Network.
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