34. Environmental
victimisation

Introduction

This entry examines the processes of environ-
mental victimisation from the wide and plural
perspective of green criminology. In doing
this, it suggests some theoretical frameworks
for an interdisciplinary understanding of envi-
ronmental issues in the criminological field,
highlighting the importance of epistemolog-
ically comprehending the impact of coloni-
alism, anthropocentrism and androcentrism
on environmental victimisation and, method-
ologically, conducting empirical research on
social perceptions pertaining to environmen-
tal crime and harm.

Processes of environmental
victimisation

In the criminological field, the processes
of environmental victimisation have, until
recently, received little empirical attention and
environmental victims often remain hidden
in the shadows of mainstream criminology
(Hall, 2013; White, 2011; Davies et al., 2014;
Williams, 1996). Overall, environmental vic-
timisation poses a series of new questions that
criminal justice systems have generally been
unprepared to face (Hall, 2013, pp. 219-220).
These questions touch on several interrelated
issues.

First, environmental harms can affect an
extended group, a community of victims,
sometimes representing rival interests, and/
or even with transnational consequences.
Second, the perpetrators are often corpora-
tions or states, which are structurally immu-
nised by the criminal justice system (due to
their ability to formulate self-serving laws,
hire expensive legal counsel, bribe officials,
and so on) and, in many cases, they are
not even based in the same territory where
the environmental harm was suffered, as is
the case with transnational corporations, for
example (White, 2011, 2013; Barak, 2015;
Bohm, 2019; Whyte, 2020). Here we see
the importance of developing a notion of
‘crime’ that encompasses ‘lawful, but awful’
acts and omissions (Hillyard et al., 2004;
Passas, 2005). Third, the causality nexus is
extremely complex to reconstruct insofar as,
for example, pollution may originate from
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many sources and take a long period of time to
demonstrate harm (e.g., plastics in the ocean).
Finally, to overcome anthropocentrism the
concept of environmental victims must also
embrace animals other-than-humans and
the ecosystems affected by human harmful
activities (Wyatt, 2022; White, 2008).
However, this also raises another issue, that
is, how to understand the harms caused to
other-than-human animals and to ecosystems.
How can we measure or comprehend the
harms perpetrated to beings that can’t speak?
(Wyatt, 2022; Pali and Aertsen, 2021).

Another important issue is the divide
between humans and other-than-humans,
since there are cultural differences to consider
in these relationships. Epistemologically, this
divide does not make sense to Indigenous
communities which preserve their identi-
ties as peoples-nature, in the sense that they
are not simply humans living in harmony
with nature; they are nature (Krenak, 2020).
Harms caused to these peoples intrinsically
have the consequence of causing harm to the
environment; harms perpetrated against their
environment tend to harm the peoples. From
this perspective we can develop the inter-
connected relationship between ecocide and
genocide, and between genocide and ecocide.

The idea of a connection between ecocide
and genocide was first developed with the
case of Agent Orange in the Vietnam War. It
was considered to define, for the first time, the
concept of ecocide, as articulated by Richard
Falk (Lynch et al., 2021). The idea that the
opposite process can also be truth — that gen-
ocide can also cause ecocide — derives from
the connection with epistemicide of cultures
of groups who are the guardians of the forests
(Budod, in press; Goyes et al., 2021).

The relevant scientific literature clearly
shows that systematic denial of harm and
responsibility further frustrate efforts to
create causal connections between offenders
and victims (Williams, 1996). The strate-
gies and techniques of neutralisation on the
part of corporations or the state in cases
where they are causing environmental harms
include literally denying the problem (Cohen,
2001; Budo, 2021); justifying the harms in
the name of economic development (with
so-called ‘sustainable development’ being
one of the main greenwashing strategies);
putting out the perspective that what is seen
as damaging is normal and in the national
interest; and reproaching, blaming, dividing,
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and confusing the victims (Williams, 1996). It
is important, therefore, to explore the process
of victimisation as an active social process,
which implies relationships of power, control,
and resistance (White, 2011).

The impacts of environmental victimisation
are diverse and far-reaching. The complexity
of the concept of environmental harm, includ-
ing the definition of victim, is also related to
the epistemological problem of the coloniality
of knowledge (Quijano, 2000). The experi-
ences of environmental harm and victimi-
sation can be construed as a framework of
disputes that have concrete consequences. In
this regard, it is important to comprehend how
colonialism and racism are responsible for
hierarchising peoples, animals, and territories
and thereby to differentially legitimise envi-
ronmental destruction (Rodriguez, 2022). Not
everyone is treated the same conceptually,
socially, and materially, and there are major
differences in who is considered a bona fide
environmental victim and who or what is not.
Concerning this approach, the epistemologies
of the South are integral to the construction
of a Southern Green Criminology (Connell
et al., 2018; Goyes, 2019). They reveal that
the people seen as others and as objects
by modern rationality are the most affected
by environmental harms even though they
are less responsible for them: they include
women, non-white people, and those mainly
based in the Global South (WHO, 2010;
Pulido, 1996; Goyes, 2019).

When talking about cisheteropatriarchy, it
is also important to highlight how women, and
especially racialised and gender dissidents,
have been inferiorised and treated as the other
to be invaded and dominated, and whose
work is not considered valuable, in a process
which has the same epistemic basis and eco-
nomic interests as the colonial domination
over nature (Sollund, 2012; Milne et al., 2023;
Ferdinand, 2022; Mies and Shiva, 2014). That
is why research on victims of environmental
crimes should always consider the intersec-
tion between systems of oppression, such as
gender, race, sexuality, and class. At a global
level, this is expressed, for example, by the
migration of harms from the Global North
to the Global South, the double patterns of
safety and regulation used by transnational
companies (Bohm, 2019), and the disputes
over territory within which these companies
sometimes engage (Whyte, 2020).
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Doing empirical research on
environmental victimisation

Social and cultural perspectives are the basis
for an empirical clarification of what con-
stitutes environmental victimisation (Hall,
2013, pp. 225-226). In many cases, to under-
stand the different narratives orbiting around
a broadly understood case of environmental
crime, it is necessary to comprehend the
perceptions of that harm from the inside, that
is, starting from the symbolic and cultural
perspectives expressed by the social actors
affected, to study harm from their perspective.

This approach to harm raises the follow-
ing kinds of questions. How do people live
and make sense of their experiences in pol-
luted places? From the inhabitants’ perspec-
tive, what is the relationship between their
knowledge of the risks living and working
in a contaminated environment, their lived
experiences of environmental suffering and
injustice, and their responses to these threats
and experienced harms? What can they want
or expect from the justice system if anything?
(Bisschop and Vande Walle, 2013; White,
2013).

Empirical research on the inhabitants of
highly polluted places, for example, has
revealed that there are multiple interpreta-
tions guiding their decision to act — or to
abstain from acting — in response to their
environmental victimisation (Natali, 2010).
Moreover, social and cultural perspectives on
environmental victimisation processes show
that experiences of environmental suffering
are not simply individual; they are actively
and collectively created starting from the
position that the residents as a group occupy
in the wider social macro-cosmos (Auyero
and Swistun, 2009, p. 159). In order to include
this form of knowledge it is necessary to
rethink the hierarchy of knowledge (Quijano,
2000), created by modernity and colonialism,
to analyse critically the supposed clear divi-
sion between knowledge and non-knowledge
— between what can be recognised as ‘sci-
entific’, and thus ‘real’, and what instead
remains at the margins even though it, too, is
‘real’.

When undertaking these empirical inves-
tigations, it is essential to question simplis-
tic concepts about the relationship between
victims and environmental harms, noting that
victims often disagree on the definition and
interpretation of that reality. Contrary to what
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is identified in the predominant scientific lit-
erature, social experiences of environmental
suffering are full of doubts, disagreements,
suspicion, fears, and hopes (Auyero and
Swistun, 2009). The mechanism of denial, in
particular, helps us to understand the silences,
the apathy and a wide range of other possible
responses by those who witness daily the
destruction of their environment (Williams,
1996; White and Heckenberg, 2014; Cohen,
2001).

At the same time, collective and political
reactions to environmental harm can also
be deadly for environmental victims. For
example, in 2021, Global Witness (2021)
reported that 220 people around the world
were killed while defending their territories.
This number is the highest in the series, but
it is nevertheless still way under-reported.
Institutional violence, such as police shoot-
ings and arrests of activists are also a reality
for those who are not passive in the face of
environmental destruction.

Methodologically, empirical research of
this import requires a peculiar sensitivity to
the situation on the part of the researcher.
Respect for local knowledge and culture and
acknowledgement of the dimensions of polit-
ical and economic power that may be present
in the contexts studied are crucial factors for
relevant and ethical research. With respect to
this, collaborative methods of collection and
construction of data help in approaching the
‘truths’ in the narratives of research partici-
pants (Natali et al., 2023).

It is crucial to highlight the importance of
developing qualitative methods that explore
the reality of environmental harm, starting
from the knowledge of those social actors
who are direct victims of its consequences
(Natali, 2010, 2016). This sensitivity to the
symbolic perspectives of the social actors sur-
veyed is necessary to get the researcher closer
to the ‘truths’ disclosed in their narratives.
Remaining alert to such nuances — including
ambiguities, contradictions, and disagree-
ments — is a fundamental challenge when
attention is focused on the narratives that
people construct about their complex experi-
ences of environmental contamination. These
theoretical and methodological sensibilities
may be enhanced thanks to what Brisman
and South (2014) conceptualise as a ‘green
cultural criminology’, a criminological per-
spective that tries to imagine new modes of
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critically analysing the intersection of culture,
crime, justice, and environment.

When considering the results of such
qualitative research on environmental victi-
misation, the first issue concerns the multi-
ple, confused, and contradictory viewpoints
of people affected by environmental harm
(Auyero and Swistun, 2009). This ‘haziness’
affects their perceptions of the impact of
pollution on health and the natural world
and is related to: (1) the constitutive uncer-
tainty around the toxicity of some substances
present in the environment; (2) the discursive
universes dominated by those social actors —
businesses, the state, mass media, local daily
papers, local authorities — empowered to enact
an efficient ‘work of confusion’ regarding the
issue of pollution; and (3) the relational and
physical basis of risk perception (Auyero and
Swistun, 2009). Thus, confusion and doubt
result from a process of social construction in
anon-neutral social space. It concerns, in fact,
both social and natural worlds that are also
structured according to power, in which some
social actors, the most powerful, have more
influence than others.

Qualitative and collaborative research
methods may contribute to facilitating various
steps towards social and political recognition
of victims, and the visualisation of environ-
mental harm connected to human activity
(Natali and de Nardin Bud6, 2018). This
process can be assisted by shedding light
on that ‘twilight state’ where environmen-
tal harms arise as happenings that do not
yet exist in the social and discursive sphere
(Szasz, 1994, p. 31) — where the voices of
victims have not yet been heard. This aspect
may well be linked with a green criminolog-
ical perspective that goes beyond a binary
and modernist approach to crime, harm, and
criminal justice. Such an approach, offering
the victims a chance to narrate — both to
themselves and to others — their personal
and collective experience of environmental
suffering and victimisation, is paramount to
the development of more efficient and satisfy-
ing answers than those offered by legislation
alone (Hall, 2017).

Environmental engagement and
discourses

Environmental activism by environmental
victims and social movements has been the
main way to provide awareness to the public
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about the processes of environmental destruc-
tion throughout the world. From the Bhopal
disaster to the dam collapses in Brazil, we can
see how the victims and environmental organ-
isations are struggling for accountability for
perpetrators, recognition and reparation for
past harms, and prevention of future harms.

Citizens’ active participation is vital for the
processes of reparation, even though envi-
ronmental issues are mostly left to ‘experts’
(Natali, 2010; Natali et al., 2023). Science
can and must be the main tool in delibera-
tions concerning the interventions to repair
the impact of humans on the environment.
However, science offers only one kind of
knowledge (White, 2008, p. 78). An important
step in creating the conditions for knowledge,
recognition, and possible reparation in the
aftermath of environmental crime is to give
value to the reflexive and narrative dimen-
sions of knowledge and include the voices of
victims in contexts also open to other actors
(institutions, experts, civil society).

Questions  concerning  environmental
harm and victimisation also present complex
practical challenges as they involve intrinsi-
cally multidisciplinary fields that are highly
politicised and global in their reach (White,
2011). Including in criminological dis-
courses the most advanced theorising about
nature should help to progressively sensitise
decision-makers to the necessity of changing
traditional visions that inform policy options
and laws relating to the environment. Many
authors have noted how the prevailing image
of nature seriously limits the conception of
juridical constructions and criminal justice
policies to effectively meet environmental
victims’ needs and repair harms (Cullinan,
2011). Given this, it is necessary to ask how
one can translate the conceptual openness
inaugurated by green criminology into pol-
icies capable of operating concretely (see
White, 2023).

To address environmentally destruc-
tive activities by listening to environmen-
tal victims and respecting the complexity of
environmental harm, we could draw inspira-
tion from criminologists’ considerable inter-
est in restorative justice mechanisms (Pali
et al., 2022; Pali and Aertsen, 2021; Natali
and Hall, 2022; Bud6é and Pali, 2023). Of
course, restorative justice cannot be expected
to be effective in all, or even many, cases
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of environmental crimes. Nonetheless, it can
contribute to repairing the resulting harms
of environmental victimisation. That is why,
in the environmental field, it seems neces-
sary to imagine a different system of justice,
orienting towards possible futures, utilising
languages and models of justice other than the
traditional ones. Restorative justice — based
on the idea of spontaneous participation and
aimed at constructing, together and actively,
a work of reparation on an act’s destructive
effects — represents a possible horizon that is
increasingly feasible (see also White, 2017).

In any event, to deal with the reality of
environmental crimes and harms, it is also
important to understand the colonial and
racial dimensions of the knowledge produced
by the powerful if we are to address eco-
logical destruction (Rodriguez, 2022), and
the power imbalance between stakeholders in
most cases of environmental harm (Aertsen,
2018). A change in the relationship between
humans and nature, to overcome anthropo-
centrism and the conception that nature is
just a resource for capitalist development, is
also a related project to decolonisation. Such
a change is not only vital for reparation of past
harms, but for the survival of all human life
on the planet (Stretesky et al., 2013; Whyte,
2020).

Conclusion

A progressive social and environmental policy
should focus on ameliorating situations char-
acterised by harms and socio-environmental
injustice (both at the individual and collective
level), and on protecting the well-being of
the most exposed and vulnerable groups in
society. Among its aims would be social and
environmental justice (distributive equity),
social and environmental security (protec-
tion against serious environmental risks),
peaceful management of socio-environmen-
tal conflicts, and the strengthening of public
participation in environmental policymaking.
For human environmental victims, such an
approach is essential. It also provides an
important platform for developing measures
to better recognise and protect the rights and
status of non-human animals, plants, and spe-
cific ecosystems.
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