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óEnvironmental quality is a central aspect of wellbeing for individuals and 

communities, 

and it is therefore a critical question for justiceô 

 

(Low and Gleeson, 1998, p. 102). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ñThe earth is not dying, 

she is being killed. 

And the people who are killing her 

Have names and addresses.ò 

 

-U. Utah Philips  
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Preface 

 
Throughout this study, I have learned much about myself, my interests, the environment and people. 

My experience during studying at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville, USA, has inspired me for 

the topic of this research: critical theory and environmental equity. This inspiration came through 

Professor Michael Skladany and his course of Power and Society in which the radical prison, black, 

and environmental justice movements were discussed in relation to theories of Marx and Foucault. I 

became aware of the fact that in the USA, racism was still apparent, and has shaped environmental 

related issues. Back in the Netherlands, I remained interested in power and justice related issues. It 

was clear: I needed to do my masters research related to a global scale, climate change, power and 

justice. Fortunately I was able to contact a person who is familiar with such issues, especially with the 

latter: Roldan Muradian. He advised me to read an article about the Yasuni-ITT Initiative from Joan 

Martinez-Alier. In addition, Muradian was on good terms with Carlos Larrea, the technical advisor of 

the Yasuni-ITT Initiative. The latter contacted to arrange to go to Ecuador. From one came another 

and my time in Ecuador was very interesting and exciting as I became one of the óstakeholdersô of the 

Yasuni-ITT Initiative by contributing to the final document. 

 Conducting the research and writing this thesis has been an eye-opener and a challenging task 

which triggered my intellect, as well as my own human development. Furthermore, personally, I 

always need to do more than just research: I need to act upon my thoughts, my findings through the 

research, and my ideals, which I all did with great passion in Ecuador and in the Netherlands. As all 

personal interests cannot be taken into account with a single master thesis, and one needs to stop 

searching at one point, as my thesis supervisor professor Pieter Leroy pointed out many times, this 

thesis has been a study of progress, development, and a quest for comprehensive research, which does 

not end with this writing text.  

 
I particularly thank my thesis supervisor Professor Pieter Leroy, for all the support, patience, advice, 

critique and complements. Furthermore, my sincere gratitude goes to Carlos Larrea, with whom I did 

my research project in Ecuador and with whom I henceforth worked with intensively. In addition, I 

would like to thank Roldan Muradian for his support and trust.  

 I would like to thank all of those who had the patience and interest to conduct an interview with 

me for my research. In addition, I have met several through the interviews, who have given me the 

opportunity to work further with the Yasuni-ITT team, for which Iôm very grateful. Furthermore, I 

would like to thank David Romo of the University of San Francisco (USF) in Quito, who opened my 

eyes in many ways and organised my stay at the Tiputini Biodiversity Station of the USF in Yasuni. 

 Gautam Dutt, the Editor of Elsevier Energy and Sustainable Development, has my sincere 

gratitude as well, since he made it possible for me and Carlos Larrea to publicize an article, my first, in 

such a magazine. Additionally, I would like to thank those who emailed my back from over the world 

with comments and critiques upon the initiative and my own research.  

 

Important during my time in Ecuador were the friendly contacts in the country and from abroad and I 

would like to thank them all for supporting me. 

I would like to thank friends and family supporting me in the Netherlands not only with my thesis, but 

also in life through dinners, sports, drinks, dancing, and more. I would like to thank Allard, Monique, 

Tijn, Julie and particularly for their hospitality and love by taking me in their home and holding me 

back from my continuous urge to go beyond my limits. Also Markus: thank you for your support in 

Colombia, as I was unable to be on my feet with my ankle and needed a good break of Ecuador. I 

would like to thank separately Milo, Monique, and Hylke for their efforts to criticize and correct my 

thesis. 

 

Al fine, pero molto importante: Massi: mille grazie per tuo amore, per stare con me negli miei male 

tiempi e per tua patienza. Tu sei tutto per me, anche quando non siamo insieme.  
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Summary 
 
 

As of 2010, industrialized countries who rectified the Kyoto Protocol did not meet their greenhouse 

gas (GHG) emission targets, not even with the óoff-setô investments in developing countries through 

the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM). The CDM aims at investing in sustainable development 

projects in developing countries through finances of Annex I (industrialized countries) who in turn, 

earn credits which they can use to off-set their GHG emission targets. However, the CDM has been 

criticized heavily with regards to environmental integrity, sustainable development, technology 

transfer and justice issues. Furthermore, as GHG emissions are currently growing, the new climate 

change protocol (Kyoto Protocol expires in 2012) will include a GHG abatement mechanism for 

developing countries: Reduction of Emissions of Deforestation and Degradation (REDD), as such 

efforts are cost-effective and efficient. However, also this mechanism may face problems related to 

equity in terms of indigenous people and their rights. Some other countries have proposed other 

mechanisms to combat or adapt to climate change, including developing countries such as Ecuador. 

 

Ecuador, a less developed country in South America, remains depending on petroleum exports, which 

have not led to economic growth and diversification, did not reduce poverty and inequality, but had 

strong environmental impacts. However, as large petroleum reserves were confirmed in the Yasuni 

National Park of Ecuador, one of the most biodiverse hotspots in the world, Ecuador has proposed to 

indefinitely keep almost a billion barrels of petroleum underground, if the international community 

contributes with at least half of the opportunity cost of exploiting the petroleum. An internationally 

administrated fund with UN participation will be created and invested exclusively in conservation, 

renewable energy and social development. The proposal has already received significant support from 

international institutions, European governments, NGOs and personalities worldwide. 

Given the limits of petroleum reserves, the Yasuni-ITT initiative opens alternatives towards 

sustainable development in the country, allowing a transition towards a post-petroleum society, and 

promoting ways towards human development within the limits of biodiversity conservation. This 

proposal, which can be replicated by other developing countries with fossil fuel reserves in biodiverse 

areas, may open new alternatives for post-Kyoto negotiations with binding commitments for several 

developing countries, and simultaneously addresses global warming, biodiversity loss, and poverty.  

 

This thesis aims at analysing and assessing whether the Yasuni-ITT Initiative can be considered as an 

alternative pilot project to address not only environmental and climate justice, but also power 

imbalances. Current and proposed climate change mechanisms such as the CDM and REDD, as well 

as the history of Ecuador are being examined as motivations of the initiative. Such motivations include 

injustice aspects as well as how the petroleum industry has affected the country severely in terms of 

environment, society, economy and politics. These motivations and the Yasuni-ITT Initiative are 

therefore carefully examined in relation to environmental and climate justice as well as power 

imbalances. This objective is laid out in two main research questions:  

 

1. To what extent, and based on which motivations, does the Yasuni-ITT Initiative address 

environmental and climate justice and power imbalances? 

 

2. Can the Yasuni-ITT Initiative be perceived as an alternative pilot project which addresses 

environmental and climate justice, as well as power imbalances? 

 

Dif ferent theories regarding power imbalances, environmental justice and climate change justice are 

explored. However, as it became apparent that environmental and climate justice are difficult to define 

as it is more a philosophical term, equity has been used instead of justice. The theories being explored, 

include: critical theory (Marxism) in which power structures are relevant to examine; arguments for 

equity in relation to which groups of society need to be protected; environmental equity with 

intergenerational, all species and international components; peripheralization with which the allocation 

of environmental damaging industries in marginalized areas are being criticized; and climate equity 

which is a relative new concept and examines different approaches and principles of how climate 

mechanisms are constructed in relation to equity. With these theories, evaluation criteria are created to 

evaluate the different climate change mechanisms on equity issues.  
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This qualitative research encompasses a single case study, being Yasuni-ITT. However, other climate 

change mechanisms are been taken as motivations for the creation of the single case (Yasuni-ITT 

Initiative). In addition, this study is characterised by using both ex post and ex ante evaluations as 

some climate change mechanisms or aspects of them are already in practice, and some mechanisms or 

aspects are not yet. It is important to mention that the philosophical background of critical theory ,used 

for this research, influences the research methods and methodology. This in the sense that the 

researcher actively tries to change imbalances of power through and with her research. As such, 

subjectivism and values are bound to this research. Yet, this research also aims to be objective by 

examining different views and by describing all relevant aspects, even if they are negative in relation 

to the Yasuni-ITT Initiative. 

 

In chapter four it becomes apparent that the international motivations of the Yasuni-ITT Initiative, the 

different climate change mechanisms, address environmental and climate equity in different manners. 

Many of those mechanisms however do not address equity aspects comprehensively. Chapter five 

concludes that the national developments of Ecuador regarding power distribution as well as political, 

economical, social, and environmental factors have been rather negative. The extraction based 

economy model of Ecuador has had profound impacts on different factors of the country. Therefore, 

the country would like to transform its extraction based economy model into a sustainable 

development one, but it does not have the resources to do so.  

 

Finally, it becomes apparent that the Yasuni-ITT Initiative aims at comprehensively tackle different 

problems such as biodiversity loss, climate change, poverty and inequity. However, the participation 

of certain stakeholders (mainly indigenous peoples) is lacking which has a profound negative effect on 

the participatory process of the initiative, and therefore partly a negative effect on the equity notion. 

This may also be problematic on the long run as indigenous peoples feel left out and the relationship 

between certain indigenous peoples and the government is already unstable. Yet, the Yasuni-ITT 

Initiative may address many aspects of environmental and climate equity through the implementation 

of different projects better than other climate change mechanisms. The value of the initiative may be 

much higher than other climate change mechanisms because through it, Ecuadorôs international 

position and power may even increase.  
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1 Introduction; subject and design of the study 

1.1 Introduction 

Copenhagen, December 2009: world leaders came together to decide upon a new climate change 

protocol since the Kyoto Protocol, the only international agreement on combating climate change, is 

due to expire in 2012. Different scientific institutions, such as the Intergovernmental Panel for Climate 

Change (IPCC), suggest that the stabilisation of the climate system should be around 1.5°C 

temperature increase. To remain around this 1.5°C, bold decisions must be made. World leaders 

acknowledge that the world is facing serious problems related to climate change. Yet, they did not 

manage to come to a new legally binding protocol. Developing countries are getting impatient and 

angry as they will have to face the most the negative effects of climate change such as drought, floods 

and fresh water shortages, even if the stabilization of the climate is around 1.5°C. 

The Kyoto Protocol has been criticized with regards to óinjusticeô aspects. This, since developed 

countries who rectified the protocol did not meet their greenhouse gas (GHG) emission targets till so 

far, not even with the óoff-setô investments in developing countries they can undertake through the 

Clean Development Mechanism (CDM). Moreover, the GHG emissions are still rising over three 

percent per year. The CDM aims at investing in sustainable development projects in developing 

countries through finances of developed countries who in turn, earn credits which they can use to off-

set their GHG emission targets. However, the CDM has been criticized heavily with regards to 

environmental integrity, sustainable development, technology transfer and justice issues.  

Currently, deforestation and degradation issues are not included in the Kyoto Protocol. The 

scientific evidence, however, of the negative effects of forest loss on the climate system is growing. 

Forests, particularly tropical forests, function as carbon sinks and therefore CO2 is released into the 

atmosphere when they are cleared. The rate of deforestation and degradation is however growing 

rapidly in developing countries. In response, different countries have proposed that a new GHG 

abatement mechanism for developing countries should be included in the post-Kyoto Protocol: 

Reductions of Emissions of Deforestation and Degradation (REDD). REDD aims at combating forest 

loss in developing countries through funds from developed countries. Although the mechanism has not 

been implemented yet, critiques upon REDD already emerged, dealing with the lack of concern given 

to indigenous people living in forest areas. Some other countries have proposed other mechanisms to 

combat or adapt to climate change, including developing countries such as Ecuador (IPCC, 2007; 

Martinez-Alier and Temper, 2006; Parket et al., 2009; Stern, 2007).  

 

Ecuador, a less developed country in South America, is motivated to combat climate change as it is 

compelled to deal with the increasing temperature effects on the melting glaciers of the Andes, fresh 

water shortages, drought and sea level rise. The country, however, remains dependent of petroleum 

exports, which have not led to economic growth and diversification, did not reduce poverty and 

inequality, but had strong environmental impacts. As large petroleum reserves were confirmed in the 

Yasuni National Park of Ecuador, one of the most biodiverse hotspots in the Amazonian region and 

the world, the country has proposed to indefinitely keep almost a billion barrels of petroleum 

underground, if the international community contributes with at least half of the opportunity cost of 

exploiting the petroleum. An internationally administrated fund with UN participation will be created 

and invested exclusively in conservation, renewable energy and social development. The proposal has 

already received significant support from international institutions, European governments, NGOs and 

personalities worldwide. Given the limits of petroleum reserves, the Yasuni-ITT initiative opens 

alternatives towards sustainable development in the country, allowing a transition towards a post-

petroleum society, and promoting ways towards human development within the limits of biodiversity 

conservation. This proposal, which can be replicated by other developing countries with fossil fuel 

reserves in biodiverse areas, may open new alternatives for post-Kyoto negotiations with binding 

commitments for several developing countries, and simultaneously addresses global warming, 

biodiversity loss, deforestation, inequity and poverty. In addition, Ecuador is the first country aiming 

at leaving petroleum underground and hence, it aims at not emitting GHGs at all (Larrea et al., 2009; 

Larrea and Warnars, 2009).  

The critiques upon climate change mechanisms such as CDM and REDD, as well as historical 

developments and contexts of the country itself may be perceived as motivations of this ambitious 
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Yasuni-ITT Initiative. The Yasuni-ITT Initiative may well be a solution to tackle climate change in an 

environmentally just way, with certain groups no longer being disproportionately affected by global 

problems and left outside international negotiations. Will these groups have a voice to be heard within 

international negotiations through this initiative? 

  

1.2 Objectives 

In general, this research aims at yielding descriptive as well as explanatory knowledge with regards to 

environmental and climate justice. The study examines whether the Yasuni-ITT Initiative of Ecuador 

can be used as a promising pilot project to address environmental and climate justice. Furthermore, 

existing and proposed climate change mechanism (e.g. CDM, REDD and others) and their critiques 

are regarded as international motivations for the creation of the Yasuni-ITT Initiative. The critiques 

upon the different climate mechanisms are related to general aspects, as well as environmental and 

climate justice issues. The history of Ecuador is perceived as a national motivation for the initiative 

and is explored shortly by describing and explaining the interests and power relations, in historical, 

current and future contexts of international social, political, environmental and economic factors. 

Developments in the Yasuni park are regarded as local motivations of the initiative.  

  Within the climate change regime and the climate justice debate, countries, scientists, NGOs and 

others, position themselves differently. In order to execute a valid and accurate research, this study 

investigates different positions of stakeholders upon the Yasuni-ITT Initiative. In addition, the amount 

of participation during the creation of the initiative is examined. This study examines whether the 

Yasuni-ITT Initiative addresses accurately environmental and climate justice as well as related power 

imbalances. The effectiveness and success of the Yasuni-ITT Initiative depends different factors such 

as: the strength of the proposal itself; the experts supporting it; the critiques and functioning of current 

and proposed climate mechanisms; and the scientific and societal legitimacy legitimacy.  

  

The study aims at analysing and assessing whether the Yasuni-ITT Initiative can be considered as 

an alternative pilot project to address not only environmental and climate justice, but also existing 

power imbalances. Current and proposed climate change mechanisms such as the CDM and 

REDD, as well as the history of Ecuador are being examined as motivations of the initiative. 

These motivations and the Yasuni-ITT Initiative are carefully examined in relation to 

environmental and climate justice as well as power imbalances. 

 

1.3 Research questions 

The general research objective can be put into three main questions:  

 

1. To what extent, and based on which motivations, does the Yasuni-ITT Initiative not only 

address environmental and climate justice, but also power imbalances? 

 

2. Can the Yasuni-ITT Initiative be perceived as an alternative pilot project which addresses 

environmental and climate justice, as well as power imbalances? 

 

These main questions lead to the following sub-questions: 

 

- What are the different existing climate change mechanisms and the critiques upon them 

from an environmental and climate justice perspective? 

- Which existing climate change mechanisms, along with the critiques upon them, can be 

seen as motivations for the Yasuni-ITT Initiative?  

- What historical developments in Ecuador could have influenced the creation of the 

Yasuni-ITT Initiative?  

- To what extent does the Yasuni-ITT Initiative address environmental and climate justice 

as well as power imbalances? 
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1.4 Scientific relevance 

This study analyses and applies a combination of theories. It aims to give solutions to theoretical and 

practical problems. To comprehend the complexity of the political and social structure of the Yasuni-

ITT Initiative, this research integrates a broad perspective that aims to contribute to the scientific body 

of knowledge.  

 In order to examine climate mechanisms in relation to environmental justice, climate justice and 

power imbalances, different theories are used. This research examines environmental justice, climate 

change justice and political theories which address power imbalances in a comprehensive manner and 

in relation to existing and proposed climate mechanisms, particularly in relation to the Yasuni-ITT 

Initiative. As justice theories deal with international power relations, the disadvantaged powerless 

(generally impoverished people who live in marginalized areas), and the empowerment of the 

powerless, it is important to examine power relations with a combination of factors of society, 

economy, politics and environment, related to historical events. Therefore, this research starts from the 

philosophical perspective of critical theory, which examines power relations between groups and aims 

at examining different factors in a historical and comprehensive perspective. Moreover, it will be 

apparent after chapter two, that critical theory and equity theories are bound to each other since they 

both consider power relations, ethics, values, subjectivity and the oppression of the less-advantaged. 

Drawing on critical theory therefore results into an extra analytical value for this research.  

Critical theorists (and constructivists) seek to be recognised in the scientific community. However, 

critical theory is more often accepted within qualitative research and guidelines than within other 

research. Additionally, the theory is still not completely accepted and widely used, in contrast to other 

philosophical perspectives for conducting research such as positivism and post-positivism. As such, it 

may be perceived as a contribution to the scientific community that this research applies and integrates 

critical theory with environmental and climate equity theories through qualitative, practical research 

utilizing the case of the Yasuni-ITT Initiative (Crotty, 1998, Guba and Lincoln, 1994).  

 Effects of climate change, environmental problems, social and economic benefits are often 

unequal, which makes it significant to examine the theory of environmental and climate justice in 

relation to this research. Furthermore, the personal interest in justice theories is an important reason 

for using this theory. Environmental justice concentrates mostly on the social justice aspects of Davy 

(1997) and Rawls (1999). These individuals state that often the poor have to deal with environmental 

burdens. Other scientists have been examining environmental and climate equity in different manners. 

The different theories, including critical theory, are used to develop evaluation criteria which are used 

to evaluate the different climate change mechanisms on environmental and climate equity (Martinez-

Alier, 2002; Martinez-Alier and Muradian, 2001).  

Finally, political and social scientists are searching for explanations and recommendations which 

deal with power relations between different levels and groups. Currently, more research concentrates 

on international relations, particularly between Northern and Southern countries. The notion of 

environmental and climate justice is spreading around the scientific community and society as a 

serious and difficult issue. This research, examines a possible solution to address environmental and 

climate equity, based on the theories described above. As such, this research may be significant for the 

existing scientific body of knowledge of environmental and climate justice, as well as critical theory 

(Davy, 1997; Jamieson, 2001; Low and Gleeson, 1998).  

 

1.5 Societal relevance 

Climate change is currently one of the biggest issues debated within international negotiations. 

Climate change, other environmental problems and natural resource extraction have different impacts 

on different levels which tend to be distributed unequally, and as such, tend to affect the poor the 

most, as they are the least powerful group and as they generally lack the adaptation potential. In 

addition, these environmental issues not only affect nature and certain groups of society, but also 

cultures, health, politics and economies. As such, climate mechanisms are evaluated and criticized 

more often in a comprehensive manner and aim at reorganizing certain aspects within global and 

national societies. As seen above, this research examines the functioning and critique on climate 

mechanisms as well as the history of Ecuador as a background and context to the development of the 
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Yasuni-ITT Initiative. These examinations may be useful to improve climate mechanisms. In addition, 

they may function as additional arguments in favour of the Yasuni-ITT Initiative. Thus, this thesis 

might be interesting for the international community and for those interested in environmental and 

climate justice (Martinez-Alier and Temper, 2008; Oilwatch, a&b 2007). 

 

1.6 Contents 

The second chapter outlines critical theory as well as environmental and climate equity. First, it 

discusses critical theory, followed by Davyôs (1997), arguments for justice, and Rawlsô (1999) social 

justice theory, with its procedural and distributive justice notions. The theories of Davy and Rawls 

correlate with the arguments of the environmental justice movement, which is described subsequently. 

National and international politics regarding the process of allocating environmental damages in 

marginalized areas (peripheralization) are explored in section 2.5. Thereafter, I argue why henceforth 

the term environmental equity rather than environmental justice is used. In the same section, the term 

climate equity is outlined with its principles and approaches. The chapter concludes with a series of 

evaluation criteria to evaluate the climate mechanisms and the Yasuni-ITT Initiative.  

The third chapter explores the methods and methodology used in conducting this research, based 

on the criteria described in the previous chapter. The researchôs character, methods and framework are 

described in subsequent sections, and issues of validity, reliability as well as other aspects of the 

research process are discussed. 

The fourth chapter presents the current climate regime and its mechanisms are presented. The 

Kyoto protocol and with it, the CDM, REDD and other actual or proposed climate justice mechanisms  

(including proposals from Bolivia, Saudi Arabia and Indonesia) are described, analysed and evaluated 

in relation to the evaluation criteria.  

The fifth  chapter depicts the history of Ecuador and the position of the country in the world. It 

describes the history of the country in relation to political, social, economic and environmental factors.  

The sixth chapter explores the context and aspects of the Yasuni-ITT Initiative. First, the Yasuni 

Park, its values and threats are described as being local motivations of the initiative. Second, the 

Yasuni-ITT Initiative, its history, its envisaged functioning and benefits are explained. In addition, the 

chapter explores the stakeholders, their views, and their amount of participation with regard to the 

initiative. The next section examines the environmental and climate equity aspects of the Yasuni-ITT 

Initiative. The chapter concludes on a section that answers the main research questions on whether the 

Yasuni-ITT Initiative can be considered as an alternative pilot project which addresses not only 

environmental and climate equity, but also power imbalances.  

Finally, a short epilogue follows, which reflects on the research and critically outlines how this 

research was conducted, with pros and contras.  
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2 Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores not only different theories and views of critical theory, environmental justice 

and equity, but also peripheralization, environmental racism and climate equity. The first section 

describes the seven basic assumptions of critical theory, the philosophical background of this study. 

Since critical theory can be perceived as closely related to ethics and justice theories, the third section 

explores two relevant theories of these aspects: those formulated by Davy and Rawls.  

 The term environmental justice has not only different interpretations and connotations, but also 

different movements, which are all described in sections 3 and 4. The sixth section depicts on the 

broader scale of environmental injustice practices: the international one. Furthermore, the sixth section 

explains the theory of peripheralization: the allocation of environmental damages (bads) in certain 

areas in which poor, marginalized, powerless groups reside. Due to the different interpretations and 

connotations of environmental justice, section 2.7 explains the supposedly less normative and 

ambiguous term environmental equity. Environmental equity is related to climate change and has even 

gained its own status as climate equity. The latter, with its approaches and principles, is described in 

section eight.  

 The final section describes a framework for analyses which is used to evaluate the different 

climate change mechanisms and the Yasuni-ITT Initiative in relation to environmental and climate 

equity. Since these criteria influence the research questions, the main- and sub-questions given are 

rephrased.  

 

2.2 Critical Theory 

Critical theory has its origin in Marxism, whose followers believe that humans are searching for their 

identity through work and labour. However, they believe that humans are alienated from their work 

and each other, and thus society is not functioning correctly. Marxists believe that this alienation is 

due to capitalism with which the bourgeoisie (the owners and merchant class) rule over the proletariat 

(the oppressed): those who do not own the means of production and whose value is solely labour in 

exchange for wages. Eventually, according to Marxists, proletariats are all humans, including the 

bourgeoisie. To get their identity back, the proletariats need to start protesting and revolt against the 

capitalist system in order to enhance justice and equality in society. Since humans do not have real 

affinity anymore with which they make and create (mainly within developed countries), this notion 

cannot be applied fully onto current societies. Nowadays, humans gain their identity also through 

sport, leisure, friendship and more: through multiple identities, but on which unintentionally similar 

mechanisms apply. Furthermore, neo-Marxists doubt whether justice in society is possible when 

human history has always contained injustice and inequality (Crotty, 1998; Singer, 2000).  

 

Critical theory has been interpreted by different scientists. Here, I restrict to seven basic 

epistemological assumptions, based on Kincheloe and McLaren (Crotty, 1998).  

  The first basic assumption is that in critical theory ´all thought is fundamentally mediated by 

power relations that are social in nature and historically constituted´ (Crotty, 1998, p. 157). In other 

words, critical theory is based on the premise of historical realism, in which reality is assumed to be 

apprehendable. Nevertheless, reality is not only shaped by social, political, cultural, economic, ethnic, 

environmental, and gender factors, but also reformed into a series of structures that may be considered, 

incongruously, as órealô (i.e. ónaturalô and ófinalô). In addition, for practical reasons the structures of 

society are órealô, in the sense of being a virtual or historical reality.  

  The second assumption extends the previous assumption to include the notion that facts can 

never be isolated from the domain of values or removed from ideological inscription. Values are 

conceived as ineluctable in shaping inquiry outcomes. Even so, excluding values would not be 

approved since when doing so it ówould be inimical to the interests of the powerless and of óat-riskô 

subjects, whose original (emic) constructions deserve equal consideration with those of other, more 

powerful subjects and of the inquirer (ethic)ô (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 114).  
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  The third assumption is that the relationship between not only concept and object, but also 

signifier and signified, is never stable and is often influenced by social relations of capitalist 

production and consumption. A signifier is a form or symbol and signified refers to an idea that we 

have with the signifier.  

  The fourth assumption states that language is essential to the construction of subjectivity 

(subjectivity in terms of conscious and unconscious awareness). In contrast to some other theoretical 

perspectives, as positivism, critical theory does not take objectivism as a central epistemological 

starting point, which is assumed to be value free and where an object is an object, regardless of the 

awareness of existence or connotation associated to it. On the contrary, critical theory takes 

subjectivism as a starting point where significance of objects is imposed by the subject and the object 

makes no contribution to the generation of meaning. Additionally, with subjectivism, it is assumed 

that humans construct meaning out of something and they import the connotation from somewhere 

else, such as their cultural background. 

The fifth assumption describes that certain groups within any society are advantaged over others 

and this leads to an oppression that is most forceful when more advantaged accept their social status 

as natural, necessary or inevitable.  

The sixth assumption states that oppression by the more advantaged can be revealed in different 

ways, and concern for only one form of coercion at the expense of others can be counterproductive 

due to the connections between them.  

The last assumption is that mainstream research practices are generally implicated, although 

often unintentionally, in the reproduction and transformation of social, political, cultural, economic, 

ethnic, and gender oppressions (Crotty, 1998; Guba and Lincoln, 1994).  

 

In response to these assumptions, critical theorists are interested in a comprehensive view of social 

change and history with cultural, poli tical, economic, and other factors, as it occurs in relation to social 

struggle of societies. Critical theorists assume that the outcome of their research may serve as a first 

step toward addressing and confronting injustices in society. Therefore, the critical theory approach 

has a definite normative dimension, in which the researcher aims for a transformative and changed 

outcome (action based research) instead of only being interested in óknowledge for knowledgeôs sakeô, 

which is common for other theoretical perspectives. Critical theorists believe that to offer an 

explanation of how power relations function, a comprehensive view is needed and therefore their 

analysis draws upon studies from other paradigms, such as environmental justice (Clark, May 11, 

2009; Crotty, 1998). 

 

2.3 Ethics and Justice 

This section outlines some theories of justice and ethics. First, there is an outline about different 

arguments for justice, based on Davy (1997), encompassing elite, utilitarian, and social justice. In 

addition, the theory of Rawls (1999), who deepened the theory on social justice and tried to use the 

theory for the design of policies and politics, is described.  

2.3.1 Davy: three arguments for justice 

Elite justice 

Elite or libertarian justice is based on the idea that the minimal state favours the óstrongô, 

predominantly the powerful and rich of society, because this justice notion restricts governmental 

intervention on behalf of the less fortunate. Although Davy does not extend the term óstrongô to a 

broad scale, it is possible to extend the term to refer to groups, authorities, institutions, regions and/or 

countries. In the current global environment, one can state that the U.S.A, Europe, Japan, and other 

developed countries are the óstrongô countries.  

With elite justice, those who contribute most to society (the strong) benefit the most from having 

liberty. The achievements of these óstrongô individuals, who successfully used and took advantage of 

the market, are ójustô within elite justice. Elite justice, however, is not necessarily blind to the fact that 

individualism can harm others and that the energy from individuals can be used unfairly. Liberals do 

not have confidence in a strong government, but put their faith into individuals who are supposed to 
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know best for them and for society. However, the government still has a purpose in the sense that 

when the óstrongô are prevailing, they need the government to protect the óstrongô (and their 

properties) from the ópoorô. In the end, though, liberals do believe that the benefits from the óstrongô 

will filter down to the less fortunate (Davy, 257 ï 261).  

 

Utilitarian justice 

Utilitarian justice is associated with utilitarian theories which favour the ómostô; generally the middle 

class. However, the word ómostô can also refer to the ópoorô of society, due to the large amount of 

impoverished people in many nations. Additionally, the gap between the rich and the poor is widening.  

 Utilitarian justice restrains the excessive use of power and other advantages of the óstrongô. 

Utilitarian justice can be associated with moderating liberalism in the sense that the state regulates the 

market. In western countries social security plays an important role in this. However, there still exists 

a tension between individual and the public interests (common goods) within societies and since the 

public interest changes over time, it is defined in different ways by different governments. To protect 

the public interests, together with the justice of the ómostô, freedom to pursue individual interests is 

restricted by social contracts of the government, which refers to contractarian justice. Some scientists 

state that contractarian justice is related to utility and the public interest is achieved when the 

happiness of (and benefits for) the community is bigger than otherôs unfortunates. Hence, óThe concept 

of utilitarian justice concedes the sacrifice of the welfare of individuals or a group for the common 

goodô (Davy, p. 263).  

 

Social justice 

Social justice is related to the oppression of the ópoorô. The ópoorô are generally the lower class: 

slaves, peasants, uneducated, coloured, women, homosexuals, minorities, vulnerable, physically or 

mentally weak, those with low or no income (less than $2 a day), those with no special talents, or 

those in another way worse off than the ómostô or the óstrongô. The ópoorô can also refer to developing 

countries and Least Developed Countries (LDCs). Some developing and middle income countries, 

such as China, India, Brazil and Ecuador, can also represent the ómostô since they belong to the middle 

income and/or the biggest group of countries.  

Social justice is in sharp contrast to elite justice since the latter states that the protection of 

individual interests or properties is only beneficial for the óstrongô, which, in the view of social justice, 

increases the gap and unfairness between the óstrongô and the ópoorô. Social justice argues that liberty 

and property achieve strong individual wealth, but at the same time ensure injustice and poverty. To 

combat these injustice issues, with social justice, one has to define the óoppressorô. Different 

movements are related to social justice since they fight against ideas and practices which exploit the 

ópoorô, such as the civil rights movement, the feminist movement, and the environmental justice 

movement. Marxists also refer to social justice by stating that capital is a social power which is for all 

members of society, including the poor. However, according to Davy (1998, p. 264), social justice 

proponents are less confident about how to design socially just societies and institutions. The theory of 

market justice states that the market is supposed to enhance justice through competition and 

distribution; with social justice, the guilty need to be charged and held responsible for the damages 

and risks they create in poor areas (Davy, 1998; UN, 2009).  

 

The three arguments for justice have different implications on the choice of policy and strategy. In 

reverse, behind every policy and strategy lies a different justice intumescence. 
 One of the problems with Davyôs theory is that the different arguments for justice are related to 

national scales, and not international ones. The international scale is imperative for this thesis and 

therefore in the above, I related the arguments to countries. Furthermore, the three different justice 

mechanisms are only applied upon economic systems in the sense that justice and different groups of 

society are related to monetary terms and the market. Davy does not accurately examine other 

mechanisms such as social ones, which is problematic for the application of his theory upon this 

research. In addition, Davy´s theory does not consider different kinds of justice, although he mentions 

in his article other scientists who did consider this. Davy mentions that social justice theorists are often 

very persuasive, but they are less convincing as to how institutions should be designed in a social, just 
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society. As such, different aspects need to be examined before operationalizing international 

environmental justice for this research. In terms of different kinds of justice and a solution on how to 

design institutions to enhance justice, Rawlsô A Theory of Justice, mainly related to social justice, can 

be useful as Davy mentions as well.  

 

2.3.2 Rawlsô theory of justice 

óJustice is the first virtue of social institutionsô (Rawls, 1999, p. 3) is one of the first sentences of A 

Theory of Justice. Rawls states that social institutions refer to the practices and rules that structure 

relationships and interaction among agents and actors. The moral assessment of practices between 

actors and rules is the domain of social justice. Social justice is enhanced when óThe welfare state 

favors ñthe poorò because it directly addresses the needs of the least advantagedô (Davy, 1998, p. 

257). Rawls endorses ójustice as fairnessô by using ólibertyô, óutilityô and óequalityô to create a model 

that promotes the interests of the poor. Rawlsô theory can mainly be applied on libertarian societies 

and it relates to the social justice argument of Davy (1998).  

 A Rawlsian-just society needs to minimize pain (mostly of the poor), instead of promoting 

happiness among certain groups (utilitarian justice) or allowing the strong to develop and triumph 

(elite justice). A social order can be accepted as just if it is the outcome of a fair agreement that takes 

equal account of the interests of all citizens. Governmental interventions need to start from the bottom 

of society with a range of interventions working its way up in society towards more equality and 

improving the conditions of the poor. In order to do so, Rawls distinguished two types of justice: 

procedural and distributive. Procedural justice refers to the process of allocating fairness, which 

includes processes, policies, regulations and other political instruments. In addition, Rawls 

distinguished three ideas of procedural justice: perfect procedural justice, imperfect procedural justice 

and pure procedural justice. The first examines the independent criteria for what constitutes a fair or 

just outcome of the procedure, and a procedure that guarantees that the fair outcomes will be achieved. 

The second idea relates to the first aspect of the first idea, but then no method can guarantee that the 

fair outcome will be achieved. The third idea describes circumstances with no criteria for what 

constitutes a fair or just outcome other than the procedure itself. Distributive justice relates to the 

outcome of the procedural aspects of justice or fairness from a policy perspective (Anand, 2004; Davy, 

1998; Rawls, 1999; Visser, 2009).  

 

Rawls considers the óveil of ignoranceô for determining just and equal outcomes. The veil of ignorance 

refers to the ideal, hypothetical situation that representatives of citizens choose their principles and 

make their decisions of justice in a veil of ignorance: if  representatives do not know which social class 

he or she will be born into, it is likely that this results in a more even distribution of power. This can 

be applied across generations. In the óveil of ignoranceô everyone would have the same political, 

economic and social benefits, including the least well-off .  

 The representatives of citizens would need to choose two principles to achieve justice as fairness, 

shown in Box 1. If a society meets these principles, one cannot promote justice by violating them. The 

first principle, concerning distributive justice, can be referred to as the equality principle. The second 

principle, with two priority rules, can be referred to as the difference principle. Although, the 

principles widen the Rawlsian theory of justice, they also complicate it to apply in practice. However, 

Rawls described six aspects which restrict justice as fairness, taking mainly the assumptions of 

procedural and distributive justice into account (Davy, 1998; Hamilton, 1997; Low, 1997; Rawls, 

1999; Visser, 2009).  
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Box 2.1: Principles and priority rules of Justice of John Rawls 
 

óFirst Principle 

Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive total system of equal basic liberties compatible 

with a similar system of liberty for all. 

 

Second Principle 

Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both: 

(a) to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged, consistent with the just savings principle, and 

(b) attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity, 

 

First Priority Rule (The Priority of Liberty) 

The principles of justice are to be ranked in lexical order and therefore liberty can be restricted 

only for the sake of liberty. There are two cases: 

(a) a less extensive liberty must strengthen the total system of liberty shared by all; 

(b) a less than equal liberty must be acceptable to those with the lesser liberty. 

 

Second Priority Rule (The Priority of Justice over Efficiency and Welfare) 

The second principle of justice is lexically prior to the principle of efficiency and to that of 

maximizing the sum of advantages; and fair opportunity is prior to the difference principle. There 

are two cases: 

(a) an inequality of opportunity must enhance the opportunities of those with the lesser  

 opportunity; 

(b) an excessive rate of saving must on balance mitigate the burden of those bearing this  

 hardshipô. 

 
Sources: Rawls, 1999. 

 

  

 

 

2.4 The environmental justice movement 

This section describes the environmental justice movement in the USA, the principles of the 

movement, and its role on an international scale.  

2.4.1 The EJ movement in the USA 

The environmental justice (EJ) movement in the USA is based on the social justice (SJ) and civil 

rights (CR) movements of the 1960s, as well as the theory of Rawls. The EJ movement was not 

identified by scientists until the 1980s and 1990s as the actors in those movements not often used an 

environmental idiom, but a social justice idiom, implying that EJ belongs more to environmental 

sociology and the study of race relations than to environmental sciences. óEnvironmentô can be 

considered as a social construct, in which there is a material dimension to the construction of the 

environment that refers to the real, material, physical production, such as the general surroundings of 

people, nature and animals with noise, air, parks, natural resources, water, and fire. However, 

environment can also be seen in relation to anthropogenic transformation of the environment, since 

humanity has an impact on our environment (and nature), as in the case of global warming. There are 

many definitions of justice, especially of environmental justice. Some state that the latter is about the 

unequal distribution of environmental problems in disadvantage for certain social, economic or 

political communities. With these aspects on the background, the EJ movement started in the USA 

(Kruize, 2007; Martinez-Alier, 2002).  

 

The EJ movement started officially in 1982 with a massive non-violent protest in Warren County, 

North Carolina, USA, since Governor Hump had decided to locate a dumpsite for PCB residues in the 

county. The county had 16000 inhabitants in the 1980s of whom 60 per cent were African-American 

(most under the poverty line in the USA). During the six week protest, 500 people were arrested, some 

of whom had collaborated with Martin Luther King. Despite the protest, the dumpsite was constructed, 














































































































































































