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Sociological Perspectives on Environmental Problems

Functionalist Perspective

Whether they are looking at a social system or an ecosystem, functionalists examine the 
entire system and its components. Where are environmental problems likely to arise? 
Functionalists would answer that problems develop from the system itself. Agricultural 
and industrial modes of production are destabilizing forces in our ecosystem. Agriculture 
replaces complex natural systems with simpler artificial ones to sustain select highly pro-
ductive crops. These crops require constant attention in the form of cultivation, fertiliz-
ers, and pesticides, all foreign elements to the natural environment (Ehrlich, Ehrlich, and 
Holdren 1973). When it first began, industrialization entered a society that had fewer peo-
ple, less material well-being, and abundant natural resources. But modern industrialization 
uses “more resources to make few people more productive” and as a result, “more people 
are chasing fewer natural resources” (Hawken 1997:40). As much as agriculture, industri-
alization, and related technologies have improved the quality of our lives, we must also 
deal with the negative consequences of waste, pollution, and the destruction of our natural 
resources. Human activities have become a dominant influence on the Earth’s climate and 
ecosystems (Kanter 2007).

Biologists Paul Ehrlich and Anne Ehrlich (1990) contend that the impact of any human 
group on the environment is the product of three different factors. First is the population, 
second is the average person’s consumption of resources or level of affluence, and third 
is the amount of damage caused by technology. The Ehrlichs present a final formula: 
Environmental Damage = (Population Growth) × (Level of Affluence) × (Technological 
Damage). A high rate of population growth or consumption can lead to a “hasty applica-
tion” of new technologies in an attempt to meet new and increasing demands. “The larger 
the absolute size of the population and its level of consumption, the larger the scale of the 
technology must be, and, hence, the more serious are the mistakes that are made” (Ehrlich 
et al. 1973:15).

There is no simple way to stop the escalation of environmental problems. Halting popula-
tion growth would be a good start but by itself could not solve the problem. Reducing tech-
nology’s impact on the environment might be useful, but not if our population and affluence 
were allowed to grow. According to Ehrlich et al., the only way to address environmental 
problems is to simultaneously attack all components.

What Does It Mean to Me?

Whether we look at individuals, cities, or nations, everyone and everything has an impact on 
the Earth because we consume the finite products and services of nature. As a result, we each 
leave an ecological footprint, some environmental impact on the amount of natural resources 
we use and waste output we create. Footprints are calculated for countries by measuring the 
amount of resources (e.g., fossil fuel, acreage and land, housing, and transportation) con-
sumed in a given year. Individual footprints can also be estimated. To estimate your personal 
footprint, visit Study Site Chapter 15.
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Conflict Perspective

Public discourse on environmental problems is often framed in terms of costs and interests. 
Do you save the spotted owl habitat or hundreds of logging jobs? Should you close a fac-
tory or save the river where its waste is being dumped? From this sociological perspective, 
environmental problems are created by humans competing for power, income, and their own 
interests.

Our capitalist economic system has been identified as a primary source of the conflict 
over polluting (or conserving) our natural world. Competing political and economic inter-
ests ensure that this conflict will continue. J. Clarence Davies (1970) argues that the capitalist 
system encourages pollution, simply because air and water are treated as infinite and free 
resources. Polluters don’t really consider who or what is being affected by environmental 
problems. If a paper mill is polluting the river, it doesn’t affect the paper mill itself but, rather, 
the users of the water or the residents downstream. If a power plant is polluting the air, the 
plant doesn’t pay for the cost of using the air, only the cost of cleaning up a polluted area 
(Davies 1970).

Environmental problems occasionally make life unpleasant and inconvenient, but most 
Americans will tolerate this in exchange for the benefits and comforts associated with a devel-
oped industrial economy (Tobin 2000). A higher standard of living has been confused with 
consumption: More is better. Politicians encourage lower taxes so that we have more money 
to spend. Television and print media overwhelm us with products and services and tell us that 
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we cannot live without them. But increased consumption requires increased production and 
energy, which in turn leads to environmental damage. David Korten explains,

About 70 percent of this productivity growth has been in . . . economic activ-
ity accounted for by the petroleum, petrochemical, and metal industries; chemical 
intensive agriculture; public utilities; road building; transportation; and mining . . . the 
industries that are most rapidly drawing down natural capital, generating the bulk 
of our toxic waste, and consuming a substantial portion of our renewable energy. 
(1995:37–38)

What Does It Mean to Me?

Hawken (1993) contends that we should be able to put an economic value on our renewable 
(forests, fisheries) and nonrenewable (coal, oil) natural resources. He advocates for natural 
capitalism, the awareness of the value of nature as a system, no different than assessing the 
value of human or financial capital. We are able to attach a dollar amount to a tree once it is cut 
down for its timber, but what is its value as a living part of our ecosystem? Is it possible to put a 
price tag on nature?

Polluters target those with the least amount of power. Robert Bullard defines environmen-
tal racism as “any environmental policy, practice or directive that differentially affects or dis-
advantages individuals, groups, or communities based on race or color” (1994:98). Research 
consistently indicates that low-income people and people of color are exposed to greater 
environmental risks than are those who live in White or affluent communities. Evidence also 
indicates that low-income people and people of color suffer higher levels of environmentally 
generated diseases and death as a result of their elevated risk (Ringquist 2000). Environmental 
racism has been expanded to include members of other disadvantaged communities, exam-
ining heightened environmental risk based on race, class, gender, education, and political 
power.

Feminist Perspective

The feminist perspective argues that a masculine worldview is responsible for the domina-
tion of nature, the domination of women, and the domination of minorities (Scarce 1990). 
Ecofeminism may be the dominant feminist perspective for explaining the relationship 
between humans and the environment (Littig 2001). Ecofeminism was introduced in 1974 in 
an effort to bring attention to the power of women to bring about an ecological revolution. 
Ecofeminists argue, “Men driven by rationalism, domination, competitiveness, individual-
ism, and a need to control, are most often the culprits in the exploitation of animals and 
the environment” (Scarce 1990:40). According to ecofeminists, “Respect for nature generally 
promotes human welfare and genuine respect for all human beings tends to protect nature” 
(Wenz 2001:190). Other feminist approaches include the feminist critique of natural science, 
feminist analyses of specific environmental issues (work, garbage, consumption), and femi-
nist contributions to sustainable development (Littig 2001).
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Cynthia Hamilton (1994) argues that environmental conflicts mirror social injustice strug-
gles in other areas—for women, for people of color, for the poor. In environmental move-
ments, Hamilton explains, what motivates activist women is the need to protect home and 
children. As the home is defined as the woman’s domain, her position places her closest to 
the dangers of hazardous waste, providing her with an opportunity to monitor illnesses and 
possible environmental causes within her family and among her neighbors. As Hamilton sees 
it, these women are not responding to “‘nature’ in the abstract but to their homes and the 
health of their children” (p. 210).

The modern environmental justice movement emerged out of citizen protests at Love 
Canal, near Niagara Falls, New York (Newman 2001). The movement is based on the prin-
ciple that “all peoples and communities are entitled to equal protection of environmental 
and public health laws and regulations” (Bullard 1994). For many years, the movement has 
effectively brought racial and economic discrimination in waste disposal, polluting industries, 
access to services, and the impacts of transportation and city planning to the public’s attention 
(Morland and Wing 2007).

At the center of Love Canal’s citizens’ protest movement was a group of local women who 
called themselves “housewives turned activists.” Lois Gibbs and Debbie Cerillo formed the 
Love Canal Homeowners Association in 1978. Concerned about the number of miscarriages, 
birth defects, illnesses, and rare forms of cancer among their families and neighbors, the 
women worked with Beverly Paigen, a research scientist, to document the health problems in 
their community (Breton 1998). The information they collected became known as “housewife 
data” (Newman 2001). The women held demonstrations, wrote press releases, distributed 
petitions, and provided testimony before state and federal officials (Newman 2001). In 1978, 
Love Canal was declared a disaster area, some 800 residents were evacuated and relocated, 
and the site was cleaned up. Gibbs went on to form the Center for Health, Environment, 
and Justice and continues to work on behalf of communities fighting toxic waste problems. 
More information about Love Canal is presented in the section, “Hazardous Waste Sites and 
Brownfields.”

Interactionist Perspective

Theorists working within the interactionist perspective address how environmental problems 
are created and defined. Riley Dunlap and William Catton explain, “Environmental sociolo-
gists have a long tradition of highlighting the development of societal recognition and defini-
tion of environmental conditions as ‘problems’” (1994:20). Environmental problems do not 
materialize by themselves (Irwin 2001). As John Hannigan (1995:55) describes, the success-
ful construction of an environmental problem requires six factors: the scientific authority for 
and validation of claims; the existence of “popularisers” (activists, scientists) who can frame 
and package the “problem” to journalists, political leaders, and other opinion makers; media 
attention that frames the problem as novel and important (such as the problems of rainforest 
destruction or ozone depletion); the dramatization of the problem in symbolic or visual terms; 
visible economic incentives for taking positive action; and the emergence of an institutional 
sponsor who can ensure legitimacy and continuity of the problem.

Social constructionists do not deny that real environmental problems exist. Rather their 
interest is in “the process through which environmental claims-makers influence those who 
hold the reins of power to recognize definitions of environmental problems, to implement 
them and to accept responsibility for their solution” (Hannigan 1995:185). This perspective 
helps us understand how environmental concerns vary over time and how some problems 
are given higher priority than others.
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What Does It Mean to Me?

Which sociological perspective offers the best explanation of environmental problems? Based 
on your answer, what solution(s) would be appropriate? For a summary of these perspectives, 
see Table 15.2.

Social Problems and the Environment

Global Warming

To sustain life on Earth, a certain amount of surface heat is required. Heat becomes trapped 
through the buildup of greenhouse gases—water vapor, carbon dioxide, and other gases—
making the Earth’s average temperature a comfortable and sustainable 60 degrees Fahrenheit 
(EPA 2003b). The term global warming refers, literally, to the warming of the Earth’s surface.  

Summary of Sociological Perspectives: The Environment

Functional Conflict/Feminist Interactionist

Explanation of 
environmental 
problems

Environmental problems are 
dysfunctions of modern 
living, the result of 
agricultural and industrial 
modes of production.

Problems are created by humans 
competing for power, income, 
and their own interests.

Our capitalist economic system 
has been identified as a 
primary source of the conflict 
over polluting (or conserving) 
our physical and natural 
worlds.

According to the feminist 
perspective, a masculine 
worldview is responsible for 
the domination of nature, the 
domination of women, and the 
domination of other minorities.

Theorists from this perspective 
address how environmental 
problems are created and 
defined.

Questions asked 
about the 
environment 
and 
environmental 
problems

How are environmental 
problems related to our 
modes of production? 
To our patterns of 
consumption?

Are environmental problems 
inevitable consequences of 
modern living?

How do environmental problems 
emerge from our capitalist 
economic system? from a 
patriarchal society?

Which particular groups are 
at risk for experiencing 
environmental problems or 
their impacts?

How are environmental problems 
created?

What factors are included in the 
process?

How is a problem legitimized?
What individuals or groups play  

a role in the process?

Table 15.2
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