
T!" A##$%
A JOURNAL OF WAKEFUL SOCIETY, CULTURE & POLITICS

 Vol. 8(1) | Summer 2021 55

“What Have We Done?”  
An Eco-Sin Approach to 
Environmental and Social Hazards
SALLy L. KITCh

It turns out that Mother Nature has a broom. Swirling ocean currents 
gather tons of litter into two huge Pacific Ocean garbage patches—twice 
the size of Texas—bounded by the North Pacific Subtropical Gyre. A 
plastic water bottle, tossed thoughtlessly o! the coast of California, may 
travel toward Mexico, then to Japan, and drift back down to the Western 
patch. "ese vortices contain waste of all kinds, including a fog of plastic 
microparticles and larger items, such as fishing nets and shoes. Much of 
the garbage is not biodegradable. "is debris threatens all marine life in 
the gyre, including sea turtles and seals, who often drown when they get 
entangled in the abandoned fishing nets. Degraded microplastics on the 
water’s surface block sunlight from reaching plankton and algae below. 
"at damage, plus the pollutants the plastic absorbs and then leaches into 
the water, threaten the entire food web of the ocean and will ultimately 
poison the seafood humans harvest for their own consumption. We, like 
the fish, may die as we eat.1 

People can also be swept along by brooms of hatred into blood-lusting 
mobs. One such mob of 500 rallied in an East Texas town in 1921 to 
participate in a spectacle of “public sadism,” as leaders incinerated, hanged, 
and dismembered nineteen-year-old Wylie McNeely, an African American 
boy wrongly accused of assaulting a white girl. "e lynchers drew lots to see 
which of McNeely’s body parts they would each get as a souvenir. When 
that was settled, they lit the match. "e Texas mob was small compared to 
the 15,000 who gathered in Omaha in 1919 to watch white men “humiliate, 
torture, and incinerate” African American Will Brown, “and, together, to 
breathe in the smoke of burning flesh” Fourteen-year-old Henry Fonda, who 
witnessed Brown’s lynching from a distance, remembered it as “‘the most 
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horrendous sight I’ve ever seen.’” He recognized, as he later said in a movie, 
that such acts hurt “‘everybody in the world.’”2

WHAT HAVE WE DONE? We humans, sometimes touted as the 
most successful species on the planet, should both mourn and take 

responsibility for our legacy of destructive acts that have deeply injured whole 
societies and desecrated the Earth, whether we have personally committed such 
o!enses or not. "e two shocking scenarios above may at #rst glance seem 
unconnected. Surely tossing an empty plastic bottle into a waterway is not 
equivalent to committing or watching the brutality of a lynching or, worse, 
enjoying it. But as the coronavirus pandemic sweeps through and ravages the 
Earth’s human population, it is time for us to recognize connections among 
social and environmental crises that may not be readily apparent. 

"e pandemic exposes many interconnections between environmental ex-
ploitation, including the conversion of natural habitats to agricultural and ur-
ban eco-systems that may have hastened the coronavirus’s release into human 
populations, and the gender strati#cation and racial injustices that have put 
women and communities of color in the U.S. at greater risk of infection and 
death. "e scale of human su!ering and loss from the pandemic also exerts the 
kind of emotional power that further links the crises. We grieve for and recoil 
from them all: healthy young mothers struck down by Covid; innocent seals 
strangling in #shing nets; and abused bodies, maimed by racial hatred.

In this article, I o!er the concept of eco-sin as a way to understand the 
origins and impacts of these intersecting categories of crisis and to suggest ways 
we might transform horror and despair into new approaches to our damaged 
world before it’s altogether too late. I #nd sin a useful concept both because 
and despite of its religious associations and origins.  At its core, sin is a form of 
violence against creatures, “the abuse of privilege and power.”3 "us, even be-
yond its religious associations, the term can carry signi#cant weight in human 
psyches.

!inking About Sin
"e concept of sin has historical associations with Abrahamic religions. "e 
term connotes both human imperfection, which makes everyone a sinner, and 
the existence of divine laws, which constitute believers’ primary moral standard 
and whose breach requires atonement. "at all humans are sinners makes way 
in some traditions for a savior. For Christians, that savior arrived on Earth two 
thousand years ago and died for humanity’s sins. For Jews, the wait continues. 
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For Muslims, who do not believe in original sin but adhere to divine (Shariah) 
law, Allah alone is the way to salvation.

In recent years, some sin-focused religious groups have embraced the con-
cept of ecological sin. Christian leaders have named the acts of commission or 
omission that have conjoined over time to produce egregious environmental 
harms as sins against nature and God. "ey “can even be seen as a sin against 
the Spirit,” explains David Williams. “"is is because the Spirit may be seen 
as the source of the harmony that is characteristic of biodiversity, and related 
to this, the source of the inter-relatedness within every organism that is the 
essence of life. "e possibility is that the extinction of species will continue, 
and even that life itself will end. "is would indeed be a sin against the Spirit, a 
sin described appropriately in the Bible as ‘mortal’ (1 Jn. 5:16). It is a negation 
of the human role in the creation as in imago Dei.”4 Eastern Orthodox Ecu-
menical Patriarch Bartholomew I also decries ecological sin and advocates “the 
development of an ecological consciousness among both Orthodox Christians 
and the people of the world at large.”5 

Christian scholars often link ecological sin to consumptive capitalism, un-
der whose auspices political regimes promote the original sin of concupiscence, 
or the lust for more and more stu!. Concupiscence, “in the absence of genuine 
spiritual meaning, drives people to seek ful#llment by devouring more and 
more of the world around them,” explains William Becker. Because even de-
vout Christians fail to address or even recognize concupiscence as a problem, 
they have missed how that original sin drives humanity to ravish the Earth that 
God has asked us to protect. "ey have also missed the warning signals God is 
sending through the natural world to “’remedy the disasters we bring about.’”6

As Becker suggests, there are echoes of Pope Gregory I’s seventh-century 
list of Seven Deadly Sins in the acts and failures to act that have led humanity 
to the point of planetary desecration and possible species suicide. "e greed 
and lust, or concupiscence, that motivate ever-increasing economic outputs 
and consumption, the neglectful sloth that blinds humans to the consequences 
of our acts, the pride or hubris that makes dominant (Euro-American) people 
feel entitled to the Earth’s resources and the labor of less dominant peoples—a 
privilege buoyed by wrath—all of these are present in abundance in the history 
of ecological sinning. But the term sin has proven useful beyond such conven-
tional categories for both religious and non-religious purposes.

For example, religious leaders and scholars have identi#ed social and sys-
temic sins, de#ned as immoral acts o!ensive to God which emerge from social 
structures that oppress human beings, violate human dignity, sti$e freedom, 
or impose inequity. Kathryn Pogrin explains that “an extraordinary amount of 
su!ering and injustice results from acts that are… encouraged, or enabled, by 
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our communally created social conditions.’” She further argues that “Christ’s 
pursuit of love and justice, in the midst of oppression, temptation, and strug-
gle, o!ers a distinctive model of virtue, towards collective restoration of the 
[social] world.”7

Some religious leaders include ecological sin under the social/systemic sin 
umbrella. In 2019, Pope Francis de#ned ecological sin as “a sin against future 
generations… manifested in acts and habits of pollution and destruction of the 
harmony of the environment, in transgressions against the principles of inter-
dependence and in the breaking of networks of solidarity between creatures (cf. 
Catechism of the Catholic Church, 340-344),” including humans. "e Vatican’s 
synod of bishops in 2020 described ecological sin in more explicit societal 
terms: “We propose to de#ne ecological sin as an action or omission against 
God, against one’s neighbor, the community and the environment. It is sin 
against future generations, and it is committed in acts and habits of pollution 
and destruction of the harmony of the environment. "ese transgressions… 
destroy networks of solidarity among creatures and violate the virtue of jus-
tice.”8 Several weeks after this synod, the Pope discussed including ecological 
sin in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, which would require Catholics 
to confess sins against nature along with other prohibited acts and thoughts.

Some leaders in the Jewish Renewal movement also connect social and 
ecological sin. Shomrei Adamah founder Ellen Bernstein and Rabbi Arthur 
Waskow, for example, support reviving nature-based Jewish rituals and recog-
nizing the “connection between human mistreatment of the natural world and 
social mistreatment of the marginal and weak in society.” Waskow explicitly 
connects “the cultivation of self-control, moderation in material consumption, 
[and] sustainable economic development” with a communal consciousness. 
Waskow’s term “eco-kosher” links Jews’ individual religious obligations with 
their social obligation to pursue justice.9 "us, violations of either obligation 
constitute the sins for which Jews are expected to atone.

At the same time, both religious and secular historians and cultural com-
mentators have adapted the religious concept of sin to characterize the racist 
acts, practices, and assumptions that deprive marginalized people of oppor-
tunity, rights, and economic advancement. "ey frequently identify such acts 
and stereotypes as sins—even original sins. It is possible to see conventional re-
ligious categories of sin embedded in such social sins. Racial oppression in Jim 
Crow America, for example, reeked of greed and pride, driven as it was (and is) 
by desire for cheap labor and lust for maintaining white supremacy in property 
ownership, social arrangements, and politics, at any cost. Racial oppression 
also entails slothful neglect, through limited funding for minority and immi-
grant children’s education and restrictions that force their families into sub-
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standard, decrepit housing. "e decimation of Native American populations 
by European colonists and the public lynching of more than 4,000 African 
Americans, between 1877 and 1950, clearly exemplify the wrath that enforces 
racial discrimination.10 Raced-based violence continues to this day, in the form 
of police killings, hate crimes, and unjust incarceration rates for minorities. 

Reverend Robert W. Lee, IV, descendant of Confederate General Robert 
E. Lee, calls white supremacy and slavery deplorable original sins that are evi-
dent in the biases (conscious or unconscious) that still prevail in the U.S.11 Jim 
Wallace echoes that view. He asks how the inhumanity, cruelty, and violence 
inherent in the oppressive cultures of slavery, Jim Crow, and accompanying 
deep-seated racism, also directed at other minority groups, cannot be consid-
ered sinful $aws at the very foundation of American democracy. He also asks 
how a society, built on the immoral and extra-legal practices and legacies of 
slavery and Jim Crow, cannot be held accountable for those sins in some eternal 
ledger.12

Several noted feminist theologians also classify sexism and patriarchy as 
original sins. As Rosemary Radford Ruether explains, “we are all the products 
of the original sin of sexism.”13 Patriarchy quali#es as sinful because its mi-
sogynist doctrines of male entitlement to women’s time, energies, and bodies 
not only violates their personhood but also promotes violence against women 
and girls around the world. Rapes and sexual violence resulting from that sin 
have ruined or cut short millions of women’s lives world-wide.14 Indeed, the 
staggering numbers of sexual assaults committed against women around the 
globe today constitute another kind of epidemic.15 Sexism and patriarchy can 
de#nitely be understood in terms of greed, lust, wrath, and pride. But they can 
also be seen as precursors to the sin of racism, as ages-old ideas about gender 
hierarchy and ancient cultures of male dominance provided potent models for 
relatively modern constructions of racial categories and hierarchies.16

Of equal importance is the eco-feminist argument that gender inequality 
and sexism are the primary models for ecological sins committed by the envi-
ronmentally unsustainable systems dominant men have created.17 "e strati#ed 
gender structures and cultural imaginaries of a feminized Nature, controlled by 
an allegedly transcendent masculinity and personi#ed by a male God, lie at the 
core of the environmental crisis. "ose structures shape the value systems and 
behavior of privileged Euro-American male industrialists and global capitalists 
who have driven the worst environmental destruction. 

Women and minority victims of the coronavirus pandemic have clearly 
paid the price for all versions of these original sins. “Covid-19 has not created 
the circumstances that have brought about health inequities,” according to sev-
eral physicians’ associations, “[but] it has and will continue to severely exacer-
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bate existing and alarming social inequities along racial and ethnic lines.”18 As 
African American death rates in Chicago rose to levels more than twice Blacks’ 
percentage of the city’s population in 2020, one reporter was more succinct: 
the high death rate re$ected “entrenched inequalities in resources and access 
to health care.”19 

Such inequities are written on the bodies of racially marginalized people in 
the form of high blood pressure and diabetes, among other maladies induced 
by poverty and social stress. "ese pre-conditions are strongly correlated with 
deaths from Covid-19.20 Quite simply, being a minority in America is a health 
hazard. But as an indicator of humans’ interdependence, whites also su!er 
health consequences from racism. Biased whites who encounter people of col-
or, especially a Black person in power, may react as if facing a threat. "eir 
bodies’ alarm systems go o!, restricting blood $ow to the heart and $ooding 
muscles with cortisol. Both victims and perpetrators of racism who regularly 
experience such physical reactions risk heart damage, muscle deterioration, and 
a compromised immune system, all of which can lead to early death.21 

At the same time, the coronavirus pandemic has exposed structural in-
equities resulting from the original sins of sexism and patriarchy. Gender in-
equities have long produced higher female disaster mortality rates, increased 
women’s physical vulnerability to weather events, and fostered domestic vio-
lence because of environmental and economic stresses.22 "ose inequities have 
also put women at greater risk during the pandemic. Gender hierarchies in the 
American labor force, for example, exposed many women to infection as “es-
sential” workers, underpaid and underappreciated as they were in those roles. 
As of April 2020, women constituted between 52 and 64.4 percent of essen-
tial workers required to report in person for their jobs during the pandemic. 
(Workers of color accounted for 41.2 percent of frontline workers.) Within the 
essential workers category, 77 percent of healthcare workers, 78 percent of so-
cial workers, and 53 percent of critical retail workers were women. According 
to the Center for Disease control, 73 percent of healthcare workers infected 
from the beginning of the virus’s outbreak were women.23

Ironically, America’s sex-segregated labor force also renders women the ma-
jority of “unessential” workers hit hardest by the pandemic’s 2020 economic 
downturn, because women dominate the lowest levels of health care and the 
leisure, hospitality, and education labor sectors. According to the Bureau of La-
bor Statistics, women lost 55 percent of the 20.5 million jobs that disappeared 
in April. As of May, women had a 15 percent unemployment rate, compared 
with 13 percent for men. Because the social sins of racism and sexism are inter-
twined, Black and Hispanic women fared even worse in the “shecession,” with 
unemployment rates of 16.4 percent and 20.2 percent respectively. "is gender 
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discrepancy was even greater than it seemed because women held more payroll 
jobs than men did in December 2019. To add injury to insult, over one million 
single mothers, a third of whom were already living below the poverty line, lost 
their jobs between February and May 2020.24 

!e Hazards of Religious Sin-Talk 
"e religious arena clearly contributes to the concept of eco-sin by de#ning 
both ecological and social sins and by occasionally connecting them. Never-
theless, the sin-talk of Abrahamic religions may still fall short of capturing the 
intersecting ecological and social crises currently confronting humanity. One 
reason for that is the hypocrisy and denial within those traditions about their 
own complicity in perpetuating both ecological and social sins. 

For example, none of the statements by religious leaders that I found 
points to the relationship between ecological sins and the speci#c social sins of 
racism and sexism, even if they mention community unity, interdependence, 
and injustice. Even more importantly, none takes responsibility for their faith 
tradition’s role in perpetuating misogyny, sexual abuse, and racial or gender 
exclusion from their ranks or leadership, or their sect’s passive and/or active 
complicity with social and ecological horrors like witch burning, lynching, 
the Holocaust, or the categorical dehumanization of Native peoples or theft of 
their land. And none of the statements takes a hard look at the extent to which 
some religions, notably Protestant religions in the United States, have indi-
rectly promoted the concupiscence that drives much ecological and social sin 
by promoting “material success in this life [as] evidence of God’s grace.” "at 
“notion of a moral elite marked by material wealth is an important contrib-
utor to the American belief in meritocracy,” observe Eric Uhlman and Je!rey 
Sanchez-Burks, as well as in the radical individualism which undermines the 
collective sense needed to acknowledge and staunch intersecting eco-crises. 
"is belief system has been especially in$uential in American culture because 
many citizens, even those who do not profess or endorse any religion, have 
internalized Protestant religious precepts.25

Moreover, members of pious Christian communities may believe that their 
faith in Jesus Christ, who died for their sins, in and of itself absolves them of 
sin. "e tendency, then, is to “’conceal their sins from themselves and from 
the community,’” according to Dietrich Bonhoe!er, which instills hypocrisy 
into conventional sin-talk. "e term sin in some Christian contexts can also 
connote an inherent problem in the human condition or in nature itself. "us, 
sin may already be resolved, through Christ’s victory over evil. Or it may be 
unresolvable if it is a necessary dimension of God’s creation.26
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Feminist theologians have long decried Western religions’ wa%ing about 
the nature of sin and hypocrisy in its application. Mary Daly condemns alto-
gether the androcentrism of the monotheistic God concept and calls the tradi-
tional idea of original sin the “’cosmic false blaming’ of women in the Chris-
tian myth of the fall.” "at “mythic rendering of human autonomy” holds 
women responsible for unleashing sin upon the Earth through disobedience 
and weak character, and thereby justi#es misogyny and sexism across societies 
and in perpetuity. But without Eve’s “sin,” asks Pamela Norris, what would 
have happened to humanity denied the ability to seek knowledge and wisdom 
and to convey them to future generations?27 

Other feminist theologians, including Valerie Saiving, Judith Plaskow, and 
Susan Nelson, point out that condemning pride as the most egregious sin of 
all, as theologians from St. Augustine to Reinhold Niebuhr have done, is also 
misogynistic.28 Condemning pride may make sense for quelling patriarchal 
acts of domination and revenge, but it has a di!erent consequence for women, 
as it promotes increased humility and submissiveness for an already-disempow-
ered group.29

Religion-based sin has been further discredited by believers and non-be-
lievers made cynical over an obsessive focus on sexual mores and behaviors as 
the epitome of sin (e.g., “living in sin”) and put o! by the sarcastic political use 
of the term (e.g., “sin tax” on liquor and cigarettes). Even more discrediting is 
the shameful complicity of religious sin-talk with dominant, sometimes crimi-
nal, or corrupt regimes.30 In such cases, achieving a just and virtuous society re-
quires resistance or committing “necessary sins.” Hiding Jews in Nazi-occupied 
Europe was one such necessary sin, especially as “churches throughout Europe 
were mostly silent while Jews were persecuted, deported and murdered” by the 
Nazis.31 Harriet Tubman’s heroic e!orts to free enslaved people in the Ameri-
can south was also a necessary sin, in light of many preachers’ claims that the 
Bible endorsed chattel slavery. Feminists like Mona Eltahawy also assert that 
“disrupting, disobeying, and defying” rules designed to disempower and op-
press women in misogynist, patriarchal societies are justi#able sins.32

"e association of sin with punishing guilt may be another strike against 
religious uses of sin. Religious guilt has been an especially e!ective tool for 
keeping women under the oppressive thumbs of sexist sects and in the thrall 
of abusers whom such sects tolerate, protect, or excuse. Religious guilt can be 
paralyzing and “constrain [people’s] conditions of $ourishing.”33 

Such critiques may seem to render the concept of sin, even social and eco-
logical sin, ine!ectual in e!orts to rally humans around the intersecting crises 
we now face. "e question becomes, can sin be redeemed?
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From Ecological/Social Sin to Eco-Sin
"e coronavirus pandemic has made clear the need for greater moral and emo-
tional engagement as the world addresses the social and environmental threats 
and injuries that have exacerbated the viral scourge. Indeed, the mishandling 
of the pandemic in the U.S. and elsewhere in 2020 helped to clarify the inter-
connection of both the causes and the emotional impacts of current social and 
environmental crises. Eco-sin is meant to embody necessary moral and emo-
tional engagements and the need for simultaneous reparative action to address 
them both.

For example, American politicians’ willful ignorance of the environmental 
factors that facilitated the appearance of Covid-19 in humans paved the way 
for their evasion of responsibility for its spread. By the same token, leaders’ 
inattention to the welfare of the planet in general provided a template for ne-
glecting the country’s general welfare, of which social justice issues and the 
pandemic were critical parts. "at negligence, in turn, allowed leaders to sub-
stitute self-serving denials and conspiracy theories for facts about the virus and 
about social unrest, thereby obscuring escalating infections and deaths among 
the country’s most vulnerable populations and demonizing peaceful protests 
against social injustice. As a result, denials and scapegoating superseded e!orts 
to construct rational, coordinated plans to contain the pandemic’s global threat 
and blinded leaders to the role of social injustice in expanding the catastrophe. 

"ose moral as well as political hazards and emotional distancing were so 
alarming during the Trump administration that even conservative commen-
tators decried the erratic and ill-informed acts of underprepared, hubristic 
politicians. Je!rey Tucker argued, for example, that a heretofore unthinkable 
cascade of unintended consequences from morally reprehensible political acts 
(or failures to act) may well “destroy all that we call civilized life.” As Americans 
watched political “suppressors” pile “error upon error, blockage upon blockage, 
to add to the grotesquery,” we needed a concept like eco-sin to capture the 
moral weight and emotional toll of the devastation.34 

Given secular uses of sin to express the deepest and most repugnant harms 
humans have in$icted on one another and the biosphere it seems both possible 
and timely to expand the concept of sin beyond its religious heritage. As Ernst 
Conradie explains, naming evil and uncovering its roots does not necessari-
ly depend on “classic Christian discourse[s] on sin.” "ose roots can include 
alienation from the Earth, as decried in indigenous theologies, or from one 
another in hierarchical societies, as well as alienation from God. Sin at its core 
a form of violence against creatures, “the abuse of privilege and power.”35 "at 
abuse and accompanying speciesism are reinforced by the intersecting ideolo-
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gies of capitalism, “heteronormativity, patriarchy, racism, [and] colonialism” 
through a vast network of oppression and control.36 

"e concept of eco-sin captures the collective consequences and emotional 
costs of all forms of alienation and signals the need for collective action.37 Its 
point is not to monger fear, inspire paralyzing guilt, or motivate confession that 
leads easily to absolution. Rather, eco-sin is meant to frame a new narrative for 
conveying collective moral responsibility for today’s interconnected crises and 
conceptualizing coordinated action on all fronts. Instead of sin → confession 
→ atonement → absolution, eco-sin o!ers another sequence: recognizing our 
part in eco-sins → becoming accountable → changing behavior and attitudes → 
undoing damage → repairing the world.

By retaining sin’s connotation of moral weight and re$ectiveness, eco-sin 
says even to non-believers that everyday o!enses matter in the greater moral 
universe. While the term sin might remind religious people of their obligation 
to their Creator, it also says to the secular world that you cannot hide from 
accountability to a force greater than yourself or your present reality. In the 
case of eco-sin, that larger force could be your grandchildren’s future or your 
grandparents’ legacy, the judgments of history, the highest principles of justice, 
Mother Nature, or the “multinatural body of the Earth, or a planetary spirit,” 
as Bronislaw Szerszynski suggests.38 By motivating such scale-shifting, eco-sin 
links the quotidian to “something like [the] nuclear explosion” of impending 
environmental and social destruction in the same moment.39

"e concept of eco-sin might even help shift basic precepts of Abrahamic 
religions “away from a patriarchally envisioned supernatural, interventionist 
being towards a panentheistic vision of the divine as the ‘matrix of life-giving 
energy that is in, through, and under all things’” and relationships. Feminist 
theologians Rosemary Radford Ruether, Ivone Gebara, and Sallie McFague 
argue in di!erent ways that the very idea of a transcendent male God out-
side of and ruling over the created world should be abandoned to satisfy what 
McFague calls “a global collective hunger for immanentalist ways of conceiving 
the divine-human relationship both inside and outside of organized religions, 
for the sake of a planet in peril.” In so doing, Ruether sees “the possibility 
for the emergence of life-giving communities that… empower individuals ‘to 
stand shoulder to shoulder against the systems of economic, military, and eco-
logical violence that are threatening the very fabric of planetary life.”40 “Seeing 
self-transcendence in the in#nity within creation,” argues Marjorie Suchocki, 
“helps us see the self in horizontal relationships with others in the interdepen-
dent world and thus de#ne sin in these horizontal relationships.”41 

According to recent studies, such moral re$ectiveness, whether in contem-
plating divine immanence in nature or in more secular frameworks, combined 
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with a sense of collective responsibility—as in eco-sin—can promote socially 
responsible advocacy and behavior.42 And if the moral imperatives and emo-
tional impact of eco-sin produce feelings of guilt or remorse, that can also 
promote social change. Although guilt alone does not necessarily inspire repar-
ative behaviors, as it can lead to scapegoating and moral disengagement, it can 
inspire people to attribute moral patience to both human and non-human vic-
tims of eco-harms and to feel personal responsibility for such harms, especially 
for human su!ering from environmental and social hazards. Such feelings are 
correlated with pro-ecological behavior.43 

Finally, by appropriating the emotional power of sin, eco-sin has the po-
tential to deliver a “genuine… psychological shock… to both our emotional 
system and our cognitive or (attributional) system.” "at kind of shock has 
not so far resulted from scienti#c evidence or rational argument about envi-
ronmental threats or from gloomy statistics documenting sex tra&cking, do-
mestic violence, police brutality, and a host of other social ills. Shocking both 
the emotional and cognitive systems matters in motivating people to action 
because emotions are actually more connected with behavior than cognitions 
are. Antonio Damasio’s research demonstrates that “most of so-called rational 
thought is little more than a post-hoc justi#cation for our behavior” in any 
case, so emotional identi#cations are the real precursors to behavioral change. 
In the #eld of eco-psychology, research indicates that emotional shock is e!ec-
tive for motivating changes in behavior with regard to climate change and so-
cio-environmental hazards. In studies of audience reactions to Al Gore’s 2006 
#lm An Inconvenient Truth, for example, researchers discovered that audiences 
felt empowered to act on their concerns about climate change when viewing 
parts of the #lm that shocked them most.44 

Recent psychological and emotional shocks from police killings of Black 
people, especially George Floyd, and from the on-going specter of sexual vio-
lence and abuse of women and girls, especially by celebrities like Harvey Wein-
stein and Je!rey Epstein, also promoted widespread revulsion and action. "e 
#MeToo movement, begun in 2006 by Tarana Burke but reignited by revela-
tions of Weinstein’s serial abuse of women in the entertainment industry, as 
well as the massive Black Lives Matter demonstrations and political demands 
that erupted after the televised murder of George Floyd under a policeman’s 
knee, indicate the power of such shocks. "e concept of eco-sin, which blends 
shocking social and environmental harms, could well amplify such results. 
Eco-sin helps people internalize the close relationship between environmental 
harms, for which they take some responsibility, and human harms in$icted by 
environmental damage and unjust social systems, for which they feel grief and 
compassion.
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"rough such emotional responses, eco-sin can be a diagnostic that re-
names intersecting evils as something in which each of us is deeply implicated. 
It “o!ers an ascription of what is wrong, that humans are collectively to be 
blamed, but not God, the devil, particular evil forces, other humans (strang-
ers), other animals (the snake), biological inclinations, sel#sh genes, human 
nature, or nature as such.” At the same time the collective foundations of eco-
sin can counteract desolation over the persistence of evil. “To recognize sin is 
not to despair but to know that one’s hands are always dirty and that the water 
we have to wash them is already muddy.”45 And we are not alone.

Defining the Sins Underlying Eco-Sin
As an idea meant to convey emotional and ethical engagement, moral re$ec-
tiveness, moral patience, and emotional impact, eco-sin o!ers less a blueprint 
for technical or material changes than a conceptual map for ways to “contrib-
ute to accountable connections” and “change ourselves in order to change the 
world.”46 Following new pathways toward collective moral commitments and 
structures of feeling could motivate e!ective reparations and increase prospects 
for a livable and just future—a regenerative future—for all humankind, espe-
cially for those who have su!ered most from eco-sins along with the planet.

Detaching eco-sin from conventional religious sin-talk and its hypocrisies 
in favor of constructing a collective moral compass—guided by reason, com-
passion, and appreciation for life’s mysteries and magic—enables a deeper un-
derstanding of core concepts driving eco-sins. In the work of environmental 
humanists, historians, cultural analysts, and economic theorists I #nd three 
interrelated conceptual foundations for eco-sins that underlie both ecological 
sins and social injustices. 

"e #rst of those foundational eco-sins is instrumentalism, which includes a 
sense of entitlement too often felt by people with social, political, or economic 
power. "at sense has very often led to the exploitation and abuse of resources 
as well as persons perceived as powerless. "e second and related foundational 
eco-sin is binarism, which entails oppositional thinking that inevitably leads to 
hierarchies and, too often, to violent methods for maintaining and enforcing 
those hierarchies. "e third foundational eco-sin is reductionism, which in-
cludes willful ignorance. Reductionism typically imposes simplistic or stereo-
typical categories on people and ideas and limits the construction of integrated 
knowledge about the foundations and manifestations of eco-sins.
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Instrumentalism
Instrumentalism is predicated on the belief that the Earth’s natural and human 
resources exist to serve needs and purposes de#ned by powerful individuals, 
corporations, communities, states, or nations who believe they are entitled to 
their use. Facilitated by capitalism, colonialism, and patriarchy, the eco-sin of 
instrumentalism justi#es environmental exploitation and the human exploita-
tion necessary to pro#t from it. 

For example, in the instrumental calculus of colonial regimes, women and 
non-European races became exploitable resources. In that calculus, the un-
paid work of chattel slaves, the domestic work of women, and the low-paid 
work of sharecroppers, prison inmates, migrant workers, and factory workers 
was not recognized or remunerated in accordance with its value, even though 
such work is critical to capitalist, colonial, and patriarchal success. Any costs 
borne by such workers and their families, including the labor required to raise 
workers’ children and maintain their households, are typically dismissed as 
“externalities,” just like the water pollution and desecrated mountaintops that 
resulted from strip-mining. Few exploiters of people and natural resources have 
been held accountable for the true costs of their enterprises or for the collateral 
damage and su!ering they in$ict.

Kathryn Yuso! identi#es the extractive economies of Western settler soci-
eties, fueled by the labor of slaves and colonial subjects, in these instrumental 
terms. She explains that the current era, the Anthropocene (so-named to link 
the Earth’s geochemical transformation with human activity), began with the 
extractive values and practices of imperialism, well before the industrial revo-
lution. "e entitlements of colonialists entailed the extraction of agricultural 
bounty, minerals, and fuels from the lands they settled as well as extractive 
labor practices, via “indigenous genocide and erasure, slavery and carceral la-
bor.”47 "e coerced labor of American slaves, which hastened the depletion of 
Southern soil, is a prime example of pre-industrial interconnected eco-sins. Al-
though Yuso! does not include gender exploitation in her analysis, centuries of 
Western males’ instrumental and extractive attitudes and practices with regard 
to women’s bodies and labor were likely templates for human exploitation as a 
tool of European imperial conquest. 

"e concept of racial capitalism also captures the interrelated social and 
environmental aspects of eco-instrumentalism. "e term’s originator, Cedric 
Robinson, explained in the 1980s that racial capitalism is actually a continu-
ation of “the social, cultural, political, and ideological complexes of European 
feudalisms” in capitalist form. Black women’s entrapment in domestic work 
in the U.S. well into the twentieth century exempli#es human super-exploita-
tion that parallels the super-exploitation of natural resources.48 Recent scholars 
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consider coercive, even violent, the capitalist strategies inherent in racial capi-
talism.49 

Binarism
Binarism or binary thinking enables instrumentalism and, therefore, shares 
many of its eco-sin roots. Binary thinking separates entities (persons, things, 
elements, species) that are, in fact, intertwined and interdependent into dual-
ities, or even antagonists.'Common binarisms include the separation of “us” 
from “them,” because of religion, geographic origins, skin color, or social sta-
tus, as well as the idea that males and females are “opposite sexes.” Racial bi-
naries, such as “black and white,” also emphasize di!erence at the expense of 
the many similarities and interconnections that characterize all members of the 
human family. And because human beings typically rank the terms of a binary, 
as Jacques Derrida explains, each bifurcation entails a hierarchy.50

Such human-focused, hierarchical binaries almost certainly re$ect or mim-
ic ages old divisions between nature and culture. Yuso! also clari#es that inter-
connection through the colonial mindset, which separates and strati#es agency 
from inertness (or non-agency) in both the human and non-human worlds. 
“"e division of matter into nonlife and life pertains not only to matter,” she 
argues, “but [also] to the racial [and gender] organization of life as foundation-
al to New World geographies.”51 

Considering human interests, especially economic interests, in binary op-
position to the health of the biosphere has obscured the continuum on which 
such interests lie. "e public controversy over the fate of the spotted owl in the 
northwest U.S. since the 1990s is a prime example. "is tiny predator, con-
sidered an indicator species for its habitat, has been endangered by logging in 
old growth forests in that region.52 In this case, as in many others, human eco-
nomic interests appear superior to and in opposition to maintaining the health 
of the biosphere, since saving the owl means preserving the trees. But that 
hierarchical binary thinking conceals a key interdependence: conserving irre-
placeable habitats actually supports overall economic prosperity. Old growth 
forests “play a critical role in preventing soil erosion, $oods, and landslides, 
providing clean water for agriculture and cities, enhancing the productivity 
of salmon #sheries, enriching the soil with vital nutrients, and ameliorating 
the greenhouse e!ect.”53 Once the forests are gone, those economic bene#ts 
disappear forever.

Binarism reinforces instrumentalism by convincing powerful people that 
their interests and desires are more important than and separate from the neg-
ative impact of their actions or attitudes on the lives, prosperity, and rights of 
other people and the natural world. It also empowers them to use force to sus-
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tain the hierarchies they value. "is eco-sin prevents people from recognizing 
their dependence on and responsibility for relationships and shared interests 
with a unitary whole.

Some binary thinkers resisted public health measures to contain the spread 
of the coronavirus in the early months, as those in una!ected communities 
wondered why “we” must curtail “our” activities and su!er economic conse-
quences to save “them”? "e inevitable spread of infection into communities 
that were initially spared soon revealed the dangers of such binary miscalcula-
tions and reinforced the irrefutable interconnection of all humanity and our 
interdependence with the natural world. 

Reductionism
Reductionism is a close cousin of binarism and, therefore, another enabler of 
instrumentalism. Eco-reductionism occurs when thinkers shrink the world to 
preconceived categories of social organization, such as caste, gender, or age 
hierarchies, or to the necessarily limited epistemological capacities of their own 
methods of investigation and analysis of environmental hazards. Reductionist 
thought can easily create tunnel vision, which is increasingly facilitated by so-
cial media “bubbles” in which users encounter only like-minded people. 

 Reductionists may not mean to commit eco-sins. Indeed, many would 
claim complete innocence of those o!enses. But as James Baldwin once ob-
served “[i]t is the innocence which constitutes the crime.”54 Obliviousness to 
the impact of one’s ignorance, lack of awareness, or complacency is not inno-
cence. Rather it enables the neglect, omissions, assumptions, and actions that 
facilitate eco-sin.

Racism and sexism are prime examples of social reductionism, as wom-
en and minority men are automatically perceived to be undeserving or ill-
equipped for leadership or power. Or as they are resented, with heavy doses 
of instrumentalism and entitlement, for attempting to escape the social niches 
pre-assigned to them. "ose niches exist as mental pictures as well as unjust 
laws and policies that transform images into experience. 

Understanding the impact of social reductionism requires paying attention 
to systemic hierarchies rather than to individuals’ attitudes toward women and 
racial minorities. Too many Americans blithely proclaim themselves free of 
racism or sexism, for example. But the country’s structural legacy says oth-
erwise: women’s lack of the federal franchise until 1920; Jim Crow laws that 
condoned violence to keep Black people in the south from education, employ-
ment opportunities, and basic rights; wholesale massacres of racial minorities; 
women’s exclusion from juries until the 1970s because they had to be home by 
5:00 (.). to make dinner.55 Regardless of individuals’ claims, which are often 
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questionable, Americans today bear responsibility for the repercussions of that 
systemic history of policing people’s roles and behavior based on assumptions 
about their appearance or heritage and monitoring the boundaries keeping 
racial and gender hierarchies in place. "at history is in the country’s DNA in 
what Isabel Wilkerson calls the American caste system. Such reductive social 
categorizations live on in Americans’ sometimes virulent opposition to women 
leaders, in states’ persistent attempts to restrict voter participation in minority 
communities, in race-and gender-based mass murders, and in the death rates 
from Covid-19 that unjustly impact society’s most vulnerable people.

Reductive thinking in academia can produce eco-sins to the extent that 
scholars interact only with others in their own #elds and remain (sometimes 
willfully) ignorant of what other disciplines and #elds might contribute to a 
greater, more holistic understanding of intersecting environmental and social 
crises, as well as solutions to them. Disciplinary hierarchies, which also re$ect 
gender, national, and racial hierarchies, often shape academic identities and 
feelings of self-worth. Because disdain for “lesser” #elds in academic hierarchies 
can be intrinsic to some disciplinary identities, academic reductionism can 
interfere with or stymie the best possible pursuit of knowledge.56

Reductionism may also limit the work of climate scientists who overem-
phasize the particular symptoms or generators of the climate catastrophe they 
study, such as fossil fuel dependence, without probing forces outside of their 
specialties or even within their own science that exacerbate environmental and 
intersecting social eco-hazards. For example, geology—the science that enables 
and supports the fossil fuel industry—has historically facilitated “the subtend-
ing strata of indigenous genocide and erasure, slavery and carceral labor” that 
has characterized extractive economies.57 "at many geologists do not recognize 
the connection does not make them (or their scienti#c endeavors) innocent.

Reductionist thinkers may also overlook the unintended or unseen con-
sequences or foundations of their disciplinary work that exacerbate eco-sins. 
Agricultural fertilizers that promise to increase crop yields, for example, prior-
itize corporate pro#ts while aggravating environmental threats, including the 
eutrophic conditions created by fertilizer run-o! that kill submerged aquatic 
vegetation and #sh and pollute the aquifer. "e biotechnology used to treat 
toxic waste and petroleum spills also facilitates the production of controversial 
genetically modi#ed foods.58 And on it goes. Worker exploitation in global 
markets and the concentration of pollutants in poor communities often ac-
company this mixed scienti#c record. 

In short, eco-reductionism helps to construct a veneer of innocence for 
scholars, policy makers, industries, and ordinary citizens that can fuel natural 
and social disasters. "us, eco-reductionism works with instrumentalism and 
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binarism to obfuscate moral and material responsibility for such disasters, even 
if unintended, and obscure the collective damages undermining whatever ben-
e#ts accrue to the perpetrators. Without recognition of responsibility, repara-
tions for eco-sins are unlikely to follow.

• • • 

"ese three interconnected -isms—instrumentalism, binarism, and reduction-
ism—may constitute the core of original eco-sin, as committed by the forces 
that have built the world’s dominant economies, based on over-consumption 
of material goods and resources and on extractive, colonizing labor practices 
and accompanying (foundational) eco-sins of sexism, patriarchy, racism, and 
white supremacy. Because the causes and e!ects of social and environmental 
eco-sins are tightly intertwined, equitable and e&cacious climate-change rep-
arations, environmental policy-making, and biodiversity conservation depend 
on promoting gender and racial equity.

Toward Eco-Action
Evidence of the intersecting social justice and environmental crises, captured 
by the term eco-sin, abounds. "e #eld of environmental justice documents 
many such intersections, including the neurological, reproductive, and im-
mune system damage from toxic waste dumped in minority communities in 
the U.S. Indeed, “Black Americans are subject to 1.5 times as much… pol-
lution as the population at large… "ey are 75 percent more likely to live in 
areas situated near hazardous waste facilities.”59 In addition, as such toxic envi-
ronments continue to plague rural minority communities in Alabama, North 
Carolina, Michigan and elsewhere, urban minority communities su!er from 
lowered oxygen levels in treeless, heavily concrete urban environments. "e 
instrumentalist extractive economies that have furthered the nature vs. culture 
binary underlying many racial and gender binaries and hierarchies throughout 
society, have thereby desecrated Earth’s natural systems while simultaneously 
dehumanizing and harming women and people of color and commodifying 
everything.

Our task as Team Humanity is to recognize that the exploitative ethos of 
business as usual, based on cheapened nature and devalued people, is becoming 
increasingly expensive.60 Indeed, even those who have bene#tted from the sta-
tus quo must now face a painful truth: civilizations have historically collapsed 
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one by one, but extractive settler capitalism, with its accompanying social in-
justices, is poised to take the whole planet down with it.

As dispiriting as the state of eco-sin seems, positive possibilities may lurk 
within it. Because environmental and social sins intertwine, eco-activists can 
bene#t from studying ways to pursue racial and gender justice as well as en-
vironmental reform in planning future eco-action. Vaccines against Covid, 
technologies for carbon capture, and signatures on international gender equity 
treaties are essential, but they cannot promote such action without accompa-
nying changes in the conditions of everyday life. Rather, the human future on 
Earth may depend on developing new structures of feeling and new collective 
moral commitments that reverse the sense of entitlement and hierarchical bi-
nary and reductionist thinking that has fueled human exploitations of natural 
resources and one another. "at vital change can, in turn, provide a #rmer 
platform for the actions truly necessary to achieve eco-repair.

"e concept of eco-sin, with its connotation of human imperfection, also 
allows eco-activists to assess possibilities for change based on an honest eval-
uation of human behavior and attitudes. Relying on social science research, 
climate educator Rae André concludes that “we humans are situationally al-
truistic competitors driven by both emotion and intellect.” We prefer reward 
to punishment “and will go a long way to avoid the latter.” “We care about 
each other and about building cooperative systems like democracy, but we also 
enjoy hierarchy and competition and the bene#ts they provide. We lack the 
imagination and motivation to care much for humanity’s future, although we 
are aware that we should overcome this tendency.” Recognizing these human 
weaknesses, André is a “defensive pessimist.” "at means she expects the worst 
but hopes for and works toward the best.61 

For André, overcoming negative human tendencies means transforming 
our species’ faults into bene#ts. For example, because people tend to distrust 
authorities who challenge their current ideas, data dissemination should be 
accompanied by “compelling narratives about power, politics, and change” that 
enable people to envision a di!erent world and provide opportunities for ac-
tion. Because humans resist big changes, leaders should establish incremental 
goals that inspire hope and motivate others. Because humans are competitive, 
depending on a “solely cooperative societal #x” will never work. But directing 
competitive instincts toward innovation and rewarding collaborative eco-pos-
itive actions in the process might. Leaders must also help people “decide how 
to decide, and how to design and implement plans.”62 

Lessons from the pandemic might also o!er hope, if they are reinforced 
by action: believing that we live on one interconnected and interdependent 
planet; respecting the natural systems that humans take for granted or over-
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look; recognizing human responsibility for our species’ survival on Earth; ap-
preciating the essential women and minority workers who risked their health 
to serve others; reducing admiration for people who once looked like heroes 
simply for their wealth and fame. "e pandemic also teaches that humans can 
forestall disaster by controlling their behavior, that we can act collectively and 
e!ectively when we must.63 

A few social justice and environmental advances during the past year, de-
spite disheartening setbacks, further illustrate possibilities for transforming old 
patterns of feeling and thought into new action. When British police went 
door-to-door telling women to stay indoors after Sarah Everad was killed walk-
ing toward her Brixton home in March 2021, women demanded instead to 
Reclaim "ese Streets by imposing a 6:00 (.). curfew on possible perpetra-
tors—men—rather than locking up possible victims.64 Recognizing that male 
supremacist terrorism was a factor in the murders of female Asian American 
spa workers in Atlanta, Georgia, also in March 2021, may #nally link rac-
ism and sexism in the U.S. legal system. Renewable energy is now edging out 
fossil fuels. Governments are #nally “waking up to” admitting that climate 
change, ecosystem loss, and diminishing biodiversity are major problems, 
which demonstrates to Margaret Renkl “that we are as good at building as we 
are at destroying.”65 

Perhaps emphasizing the emotional and moral interconnections between 
environmental and social crises, as the concept of eco-sin does, could provide 
a further jolt to help citizens and leaders imagine and seek a new reality, where 
action against racism, sexism, and environmental hazards proceeds simultane-
ously. Perhaps that jolt can also lead societies to pursue a new normal—not life 
as we knew it in 2019, but life as we need it for a regenerative and equitable 
future.
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