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Environmental Justice & Ecofeminism: Overpopulation


Our global population is currently around 7 billion people, when it is said that we only have the resources to support 5 billion.  Why is it that we have yet to do something about the exponentially growing population?  A large reason is because people in America do not see the immediate effects of overpopulation in their homes, it is the minority groups and third world countries that are reaping the consequences.  As humans we need to be doing more to help stop the exponentially growing population and the irreversible effects its having on our environment.  There are many contributing factors to the problem of overpopulation, some are deep rooted in peoples cultures, while others can simply be boiled down to economics.   Another issue we face is that in order to stop our rapid population growth we would have to impose new laws that tell woman what they can do with their own bodies and ultimately end up oppressing them.  Whatever the reason, overpopulation is an increasingly important problem that needs to be dealt with.  Through out my analysis of overpopulation I am going to aim to work on defining overpopulation through a ecofeminist and environmental justice lens and identifying its environmental and societal consequences.


Every single environmental problem that we are facing can be traced back to overpopulation.  As we continue to add people to the global population the more resources we require to maintain it; resources that we do not currently have at our disposal.  Currently we have already used up 90% of the available oil that we once had, which means that it is likely we could run out of oil in as little as 50 years (Pimentel).  The Environmental Protection Agency did a projection of CO2 emissions and it projects an increase from 25 billion tons in 2003 to 44 billion tons in 2030.  This is mostly due to the rapidly growing population, and with population growth comes more greenhouse gas emissions.  If our population keeps growing at the pace it is now, the planet is supposed to heat 2 degrees Celsius by the end of the twenty-first century.  The Environmental Protection Agency says that “Emissions increased by over 16 times between 1900 and 2008 and by about 1.5 times between 1990 and 2008” which is greatly due to the increase of our population.  Another issue that overpopulation poses is the loss of biodiversity amongst species.  Humans generally tend to live as dominators of nature, and as long as we continue to live that way and grow in size it leaves very little space for other species to flourish.  The more people we add to the planet, the more we rely on invading other natural ecosystems.  This invasion has lead to a loss in 54,750 species yearly (Health | Climate Change).  Overpopulation has played a huge part through out human history.  The Industrial Revolution created a new type of living for American families, integrating new technologies as means for production.  With the new technology available our population began to grow (Beniston). “Our population has more than doubled since World War II, and at this rate, we could be on our way to 1 billion people living in the United States by the end of the century.” (DOBBS)  Americans have not yet found a way to deal with our growing population, which is highly important because Americans produce much more waste than people in underdeveloped countries.

With all the environmental problems that we are facing, it is helpful to be able to look at them through different lenses.  The first theory I want to talk about is Environmental Justice. Environmental justice is a very broad theory that deals with issues like how to equally distribute resources when they mean different things to different people, and what minorities are effected more by environmental issues than others.  Kristin Shrader-Frechette stated in her article called Environmental Justice that “in every nation in the world, poor people and minorities face greater environmental risks, have less access to environmental goods, and have less ability to control the environmental insults imposed on them.”  The theory of environmental justice also encompasses a few sub categories such as environmental racism which means that minority groups in low income housing often get many of the negative effects of our environmental degradation.  There are some very central questions that environmental justice raises which have yet to be answered.  One of these questions is how do we implement environmental justice globally when resources mean different things to people in different cultures.  When we discussed this as a class the best answer we came up with was that as a society we would have to respect how other cultures view resources and make sure they have enough of them to satisfy their religious or cultural values placed upon them.  In order for environmental justice to start working we will have to equally distribute the environmental benefits and issues equally among all economic groups and races.  


Environmental Justice has everything to do with the problem of overpopulation because it is the minority groups and third world countries that are experiencing all the negative effects of this problem.  A countries population has a huge influence on its poverty level.  “Bangladesh, for example, has one of the world’s highest population densities, with 1,078 persons per sq. km (2,791 persons per sq. mi). A large majority of the people of Bangladesh engage in low-productivity manual farming, which contributes to the country’s extremely high level of poverty” (fight poverty).  The people in these developing countries do not have access to sex education or birth control so they do not have adequate means of regulating their population like we do in the United States.  The developing nations also have a majority of the population growth, this is something that is completely out of their control because they don’t have the monetary or governmental resources to provide their people with population regulation.  Lawrence Smith who is the president of the population institute estimates “97 percent of world population growth between now and 2050 will occur in the developing world, where governments face serious economic and social challenges” (CNN).  This goes hand in hand with the environmental justice movement because it is a prefect example of how minorities and poor people are having to deal with all of our environmental problems and they have no means to deal with it.  People who are born into wealthy white family will probably never have to deal with the very harsh reality of having six kids because you have no access to birth control and no education to help you get a job.  Stan Bernstein is the United Nations Population Fund senior advisor and he was interviewed by CNN, during this interview he stated "We've seen a global trend of people wanting smaller families, but in the poorer settings that's not quite the case yet," Bernstein said. "And it's certainly not the case within countries that the poor [do not] have access to the kinds of services that the wealthy avail themselves of” (CNN).  Environmental Justice advocates would say this is a perfect example of our minority global communities wreaking all of the negative effects of overpopulation and because they cant “move with their feet” to America or another developed country they have no way out of this vicious cycle.  


Another lens that is very beneficial when examining the problem of overpopulation is ecofeminism.  Through out our history there have been many equal rights movements, but none of them have been as wide spread and inclusive as ecofeminism.  Ecofeminist’s support the notion that all minorities are being oppressed by the same hierarchy.  The main argument that supports this theory is that woman are associated with nature and the physical while men are associated with humans and the mental.  Nature and the physical is inferior to the human realm which thus puts woman below men, and as woman we can’t fully be respected until nature starts being respected as well.  As of right now, men see this hierarchy as means for oppressing woman, whether it be in the work force, in the family, or the language that we use.  
An alternative theory that would be beneficial to all minority groups is environmental justice.  This deals with how certain groups are effected by environmental problems more, and what we need to do in order to reach environmental resource equality.  Environmental justice and ecofeminism have a lot in common because they both deal with how environmental problems effect minorities and yet they both take vastly different approaches in what they think it means to have environmental equality.  Greta Gaard and Lori Gruen wrote an article called Ecofeminism in which they sum up the theory quite well stating “ecofeminism’s central claim is that these problems stem from the mutually reinforcing oppression of humans and the natural world.  It is no longer possible to discuss environmental change without addressing social change; moreover it is not possible to address woman’s oppression without addressing environmental degradation.”


Looking at overpopulation through a ecofeminist lens poses some very difficult questions.  When I first began to think about overpopulation this theory was the first one that stuck out to me because it seems that the easy solution to stop overpopulation would be to regulate the amount of children that a woman can have, but this would also be oppressing woman and their rights.  Ecofeminists believe that once people start paying respect to their environment that respect for woman will come as well, but in terms of overpopulation it seems to have the opposite result.  On the other hand, ecofeminism could help with overpopulation because if people started respecting our environment more and they would in turn start respecting women more. This means taht the woman would be able to start working and participate in third world countries working class and be less inclined to have so many children.  Many cultures also have beliefs about contraceptives because they think it is unnatural.  Especially in third world countries where it can even be illegal for a woman to refuse sex from her husband, when acquiring contraceptives can be near to impossible.  Third world countries also have a tendency to favor having boy children, because they can do a lot of manual labor, which means that if they keep having girls, they could keep attempting for more until they finally receive a boy.  There are some people in the developed world that think we should have forced abortions and control the reproductive systems of woman.  This greatly infringes upon our rights as woman to our own bodies, and ecofeminists think this would be a cruel and harmful solution that should not be implemented.  A much more accepted approach to controlling population is to work on educating woman in not only underdeveloped countries, but developed countries as well.  There has been “study after study showing that educated women have fewer children, are wealthier and are less likely to accept fundamentalist extremism” (KRAUSS).  However, many third world countries have a very patriarchal structure which will be a large barrier to getting this strategy to work on a large scale.  


Environmental Justice advocates and Ecofeminist’s would probably come up with very different solutions to the problem of overpopulation even though both theories would strive for the same end goal.  Ecofeminism and environmental justice both strive towards equality for all.  They both want to make sure that the majority is not taking advantage or suppressing minorities, and they both have a great respect for the environment and think it plays a huge role in achieving equality.  However, environmental justice wants to make sure that peoples cultures and needs are being respected and they are getting the resources they need to accommodate them.  Ecofeminism takes a little different approach by saying that in order for people to all be treated equally we also must start treating the environment with more respect, and then community equality will come.  “ Ecofeminists believe that the current global crises are the result of the mutually reinforcing ideologies of racism, sexism, classism, imperialism, naturism, and speciesism” ( Greta Gaard and Lori Gruen).  Anyone who considers themselves an ecofeminist might suggest that they involve themselves in helping all woman in developed countries become more educated so they are not pressured to be the child bearers as their sole purpose.  People who strive towards environmental justice would probably want the developed countries to send resources and environmental support to developing countries so the burden is not heavier upon the poor and helpless.  


Environmental justice advocates would argue that economically, overpopulation seems to have a pretty simple solution.  This being if we used a fraction of the funding that we spend on military funding and unnecessary wars, and put it towards family planning and education than overpopulation would be much less of an issue. “It is estimated that to provide the entire population with family planning services would cost the developed countries of the world a mere 30–40 billion dollars, not the trillions that are yearly being spent because of greed, dishonesty, and a lack of social conscience” (SAIER).  Even though it seems like economically it would be easy to work on lowering the population boom, the government has voted against it time and time again, constantly giving more funding to the military.  This is a perfect example of environmental justice because if we just helped minorities and poor people become educated we could avoid the problem, but the rich and majority groups will not do it.  This comes down to a general break up of governmental parties. The republican party believes that we should fund the military more and back the wars that we are in. On the contrary, the Democrats take a different route and want to spend more on social issues.  This leads to a fundamental blip in our political system, which needs to be addressed in order to stop overpopulation.   

Overpopulation is a critical problem that our world is facing, and how to deal with this is highly controversial.  In order to make any leeway we are going to need to find a solution that encompasses the social issues of woman’s rights, the economic problem of funding education, the political problems of passing nonpartisan legislation, and the cultural problem of overing patriarchal societies in third world countries.  By finding solutions to these issues we can attempt to stop, or at least control overpopulation. We are going to need to use an ecofeminist and environmental justice view point to satisfy all of the diverse problems that overpopulation poses.  They both have very different solutions to the same problem, that if we could some how implement both of their ideas we could be very successful.  Ecofeminists believe strongly that overpopulation is a woman's issue that is being oppressed by a general hierarchy and in order for it to be fixed we have to eliminate this hierarchy completely in all of its forms. Environmental Justice advocates also stand for the environment however their main focus is poor minority groups and making sure they face the same environmental problems that we do.  After getting the population under control the world will operate in a new, healthier, and sustainable fashion. With the population lowered there will be more resources available and thus a less of a demand on those resources. We will regain biodiversity and return to a place where all forms of life live peacefully amongst one another.
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