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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has coincided with a powerful upsurge in antiracist activism in the United States,
linking many forms and consequences of racism to public and environmental health. This commentary
develops the concept of eco-pandemic injustice to explain interrelationships between the pandemic and
socioecological systems, demonstrating how COVID-19 both reveals and deepens structural inequalities
that form along lines of environmental health. Using Pellow’s critical environmental justice theory, we
examine how the crisis has made more visible and exacerbated links between racism, poverty, and health
while providing opportunities to enact change through collective embodied health movements. We describe
new collaborations and the potential for meaningful opportunities at the intersections between health,
antiracist, environmental, and political movements that are advocating for the types of transformational
change described by critical environmental justice.
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Crises, wars, and disasters often disrupt existing
relationships—individual, community, occupational,
economic, and political—while also illuminating the
alienated nature of those relationships and creating
potential conditions for new postcrisis alignments. The
COVID-19 pandemic has revealed how structures of
inequality are bound with health and environmental
outcomes and simultaneously increased awareness of
racism as a public health crisis that has permeated the
history of the United States (Lee, Bentz, and Vasquez
2020). Here, we develop the concept of eco-pandemic
injustice to explain interrelationships between global
infectious diseases such as COVID-19 and socioeco-
logical systems, demonstrating how COVID-19 both

exposes and deepens structural inequalities along lines
of environmental health that contribute to higher mor-
bidity and mortality for Black, Indigenous, and people
of color (BIPOC) communities. Eco-pandemic
injustice integrates well-developed areas of research
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on environmental justice, environmental health
inequalities, and embodied health movements while
identifying a particular form of environmental injus-
tice that is exacerbated under conditions of extreme
global crises. The concept thus makes evident and
available for analysis the ecological and social causes
of injustices that are heightened and made more visible
by the pandemic. We use critical environmental justice
theory as our conceptual framework (Pellow 2018).

Eco-pandemic injustice calls attention to other-
wise less visible interconnections between injus-
tices from the pandemic and environmental arenas,
including toxic contamination and impact on infec-
tious disease outcomes, human—animal contact, and
climate change. For example, COVID-19 has
increased awareness of the impacts of exposure to
air pollutants and environmental chemicals that act
as immunotoxins and the ways that habitat destruc-
tion increases zoonotic spillover and disease risk.

By unveiling and intensifying environmental
and social crises, moments of eco-pandemic injus-
tice provide windows of opportunity to enact
change through collective embodied health move-
ments, defined as social movement activism that is
anchored in the varied, intersectional lived experi-
ence of the health, social, and economic impacts of
illness (Brown et al. 2004). In the case of COVID-
19, we anticipate two divergent but not mutually
exclusive paths: further neoliberal entrenchment
and disaster capitalism that deepens inequality on
the one hand (Klein 2007) and justice-minded, anti-
racist approaches to environmental health protec-
tions catalyzed through collective embodied health
movements on the other (Brown et al. 2011).

This commentary is inspired by the work of our
collaborators in communities impacted by per- and
polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS), a large class of
human-made chemicals that have contaminated
drinking water near hundreds of military, industrial,
and firefighting sites (Social Science Environmental
Health Research Institute 2020). PFAS have immu-
notoxic effects, including a suppressed vaccine
response (Grandjean et al. 2012), and higher levels of
certain PFAS may be associated with increased risk
of more severe COVID-19 (Grandjean et al. 2020).

The multiple ways that environmental contami-
nation impacts COVID-19 susceptibility necessitate
this environmental health analysis of COVID-19 as
eco-pandemic injustice. Our examples are specific
to the United States given the impact of U.S. gover-
nance structures on COVID-related inequality and
the pandemic’s magnitude in the United States. We
believe that academics have a role to play in

understanding, critiquing, and reshaping scientific
logics and practices to challenge inequity and
advance justice. Eco-pandemic injustice provides
conceptual leverage for better understanding and
acting on the current crisis.

COVID-19 AS ECO-PANDEMIC
INJUSTICE

Eco-pandemic injustice extends beyond dispropor-
tionate environmental and health burdens to also
recognize the links between environmental injus-
tices and social inequities, including a lack of access
to basic human needs, social recognition, and politi-
cal and participatory rights (Schlosberg 2009). Eco-
pandemic injustice can be closely analyzed using
the four pillars of critical environmental justice
(CEJ; Pellow 2018), which emphasizes intersec-
tions between forms of oppression and inequality,
illuminates how some bodies are socially and politi-
cally categorized as “expendable,” acknowledges
multiscalar causes of environmental injustice, and
puts forward transformative understandings of
social change.

First, we are attentive to multiple intersections
of inequality and how inequality impacts health
through multiple mechanisms. Medical sociology
has shown that chronic diseases are amplified in
incidence and severity when people face multiple
stressors in family settings, community environ-
ments, interpersonal and work interactions, neigh-
borhood effects, and political structures (Thoits
2010). The proliferation of COVID-19 research
provides valuable opportunities to explore path-
ways that link the pandemic to environmental, bio-
logical, and social health factors.

Second, a CEJ perspective is cognizant of
white supremacist and settler colonial ideology by
recognizing excluded and marginalized individu-
als as indispensable to our collective futures
(Pellow 2018). This includes incarcerated and
detained populations as well as the disproportion-
ate number of BIPOC, women, and undocumented
workers that fill low-wage frontline jobs that have
been deemed “essential” by the state. This catego-
rization of only some bodies as essential reflects a
fundamental prioritization of the economy over
human life that is inseparable from the logics of
racial capitalism, which requires the continual
extraction of high-risk labor from Black and
brown workers while repudiating accountability
for their survival (Liebman, Rhiney, and Wallace
2020; Robinson 2000).
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Third, CEJ calls attention to the scale and loca-
tion of injustices and their links to white supremacy
and settler colonialism (Pellow 2018). For example,
exposure to air pollution has a substantial impact on
health, including increased risk of cardiorespiratory
disease. Air pollution is disproportionately produced
by white people and disproportionately inhaled by
Black and Latinx people (Tessum et al. 2019);
research suggests a relationship between air pollu-
tion and COVID-19 mortality (Wu et al. 2020). The
disparate impact of environmental contamination
adds to the unequal impacts of COVID-19 experi-
enced by BIPOC (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention 2020). Although racial and ethnic data
are only available for 35% of total deaths in the
United States, it shows the disproportionate infec-
tion and death rates for BIPOC. For example, Black
Americans account for 34% of COVID-19 deaths
but only make up 13% of the population (Johns
Hopkins University & Medicine 2020).

Finally, in line with CEJ, the pandemic opens
new opportunities for transformational change, giv-
ing new energy to movements targeting systemic
injustices including racism, inadequate public
health systems, and environmental pollution that
increases disease susceptibility.

Exploiting the COVID-19 Crisis

In disaster capitalism, governments exploit crises
like COVID-19 to further a neoliberal agenda of
conservative politics, austerity measures, and dereg-
ulation (Adams 2020; Klein 2007). The same month
that President Trump declared COVID-19 a national
emergency, the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency indefinitely suspended penalties for some
environmental violations for companies who cited
COVID-19 as their reason for noncompliance
(Bodine 2020). Although public pushback led to the
reversal of this policy, this suspension of regulatory
activities during a pandemic occurred in the face of
already plummeting environmental enforcement
under the Trump administration (Environmental
Data & Governance Initiative 2019). Even before
the pandemic, the administration had dismantled or
revoked 100 environmental rules (Popovich, Albeck-
Ripka, and Pierre-Louis 2020).

Environmental and public health critics have
accused the Trump administration of taking advan-
tage of a time when “the public is distracted” and
unable to fully engage against corporate deregula-
tion (Friedman 2020). The continued relaxing of
environmental regulatory enforcement during the
pandemic, combined with the lack of protection for

frontline workers and communities, is indeed char-
acteristic of disaster capitalism: exploiting a crisis
as an occasion for deepening structural inequality
while many people are disoriented and focused on
daily survival (Klein 2007).

OPPORTUNITIES FOR
CHANGE: EMBODIED AND
ANTIRACIST APPROACHES TO
ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH

Moments of eco-pandemic injustice create openings
for social change by enabling new forms and align-
ments of social movement activism. COVID-19 has
made more visible the precarity of most workers,
chronic underfunding of public health infrastructure
and overfunding of prisons and policing, failings of
for-profit health care, limits of global supply chains,
and unequal impacts of pollution. Social movement
organizers continue to connect the dots between the
systemic injustices across housing; health care; edu-
cation; police brutality; the prison, military, and
immigration industrial complexes domestically; and
imperialism abroad. Antiracist protesters in multiple
cities have highlighted connections between inade-
quate public housing, entrenched residential and
occupational segregation, health inequalities, and
state-sanctioned police brutality. Contemporary calls
to defund the police recognize that American polic-
ing arose from slave patrols in the South and sup-
pression of labor rebellions in the North as well as
the inequality and white supremacy that is constitu-
tive of contemporary policing and prisons (Davis
2005). High rates of COVID-19 in prisons, detention
facilities, and meatpacking plants are a direct
outgrowth of the logics of racial capitalism, state-
sanctioned environmental racism, and austerity poli-
tics that have eviscerated social and public health
infrastructure and bolstered policing and surveil-
lance. These crises are rooted in the same fundamen-
tal cause: a system that privileges profit over human
life (Pellow 2017; Prins and Story 2020). Although
organizers and BIPOC public intellectuals have tire-
lessly promulgated these ideas for decades, the current
juncture has made some people newly aware of the
extent and intersectionality of these struggles.

Toward Antiracist Collective Embodied
Health Movements

The pandemic creates openings for new forms and
alignments of social movement organizing in collec-
tive embodied health movements, social movement
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activism based in lived experience in response to the
COVID-19 crisis (Brown et al. 2004). Although
impacts differ greatly and inequitably, nearly every-
one has embodied experience with the pandemic,
whether expending effort to avoid infection, occupy-
ing a liminal position of unknown infection, or
personal COVID-19 illness. Historically, social
movements stemming from environmental health
concerns have been deeply tied to political activism.
Foundational sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois ([1899]
1995) connected the systemic inequality of racism to
education, employment, and poverty in the United
States, emphasizing race-based health disparities
and laying the foundation for an understanding of
social factors as the fundamental causes of disease
(Link and Phelan 1995). Activism around asthma
(Loh 2005), lead (Korfmacher 2019), uranium min-
ing (Brugge and Goble 2002), and naval artillery
(McCaftrey 2002) were led by BIPOC and low-
income people. Likewise, the women’s health move-
ment (Nelson 2015), environmental breast cancer
movement (Zavestoski, McCormick, and Brown
2004), and reproductive rights organizing (Zavella
2020) were all rooted in feminist activism.

That COVID-19 coincided with the police mur-
ders of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, and
Breonna Taylor among countless others fueled a
powerful upsurge in health activism, including
embedding an understanding of racism as a public
health crisis within governmental units and profes-
sional associations. Antiracism protesters in hun-
dreds of cities have demanded an end to
state-sanctioned racist violence. Despite concerns
about community spread, few COVID-19 cases
have been directly linked to mass demonstrations
(Dave et al. 2020). These protests explicitly prob-
lematize state-sanctioned racist violence, critiquing
how Black and other marginalized lives are made
expendable. This social movement activism has
raised the visibility of the many forms and conse-
quences of racism, including connections to public
and environmental health.

Links between Black political activism and
health are not new. The Black Panther Party’s health
activism in the 1960s through 1970s established free
health clinics for underserved communities, directly
challenging medical discrimination by making visi-
ble the links between politics and health (Nelson
2011). More broadly, health politics in the 1960s
were thoroughly intertwined with the general politi-
cal unrest of the time (Chowkwanyun 2011). Similar
opportunities present themselves in the disruptive
moments of the current pandemic. Responding to
a failed for-profit health care system, medical

professionals have developed COVID-19 safety
protocols and nonprofit supply chains and have
been outspoken about white supremacy as “a lethal
public health issue” (Chappell 2020). This includes
broad transsector approaches to bring health care
workers into coalition with other collectives, includ-
ing worker coalitions and unions, disability rights
groups, climate justice activists, and tenant associa-
tions (Morse et al. 2020).

COVID-19 health protection can take on overtly
political forms that intersect with antiracism pro-
tests. After workers at multiple Whole Foods stores
were disciplined for wearing Black Lives Matter
masks (Hauser 2020), customers and others pro-
tested at stores and at the home of Amazon/Whole
Foods CEO Jeff Bezos. Other forms of community
organizing have included the proliferation of
mutual aid networks, sewing masks for health
workers, and local restaurants and cooperative
donations providing free meals to frontline work-
ers. These mobilizations are direct responses to fail-
ures of state and federal governments to provide
adequate social protections during the pandemic.

Deepening Inequality and/or Social
Justice Collaborations?

COVID-19 may ultimately further neoliberal
entrenchment and deepen inequality in the style of
disaster capitalism. The 1918 flu pandemic could
have sparked change to address health care inequal-
ities for Black Americans, but this did not happen
(Wade 2020). Tens of millions of Americans filed
for unemployment in 2020, impacts disproportion-
ately experienced by BIPOC, those with less educa-
tion, immigrants, and women (Kochhar 2020). The
Trump administration supported bailouts for the
meat and dairy industries, even as hundreds of thou-
sands of workers at processing facilities were
infected with COVID-19 due to a lack of worker
protections (Taylor, Boulos, and Almond 2020).
Simultaneously, new collaborations have arisen
at the intersections described above between health,
antiracist, environmental, and political movements
to advance the type of transformational change
described by CEJ scholarship. In the convergence
of these movements, “boundary actors” are work-
ing across topical and science/advocacy fields
(Brown et al. 2004), demonstrating a commitment
to self-education, advocating for people unlike
themselves, and modeling what a more equitable
society looks like individually and organizationally.
Some activists point to reducing police budgets and
redirecting those resources to fund public-directed
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investment in education, health care, and housing
(Black Lives Matter 2020). Some campaigns aim to
educate communities on causes of systemic oppres-
sion, whereas others prioritize addressing structural
inequalities (Kendi 2019). Declining fossil fuel
demand and economic fallout for the energy sector
during the COVID-19 crisis may aid long-standing
direct activism against oil and gas pipelines, per-
haps reflected in the defeat of the Atlantic Coast
Pipeline (Tabuchi and Plumer 2020).

CONCLUSION

Through the concept of eco-pandemic injustice, we
observe how COVID-19 both reveals and deepens
inequalities in the United States, highlighting rele-
vant environmental and health disparities along
intersectional axes of inequality. Eco-pandemic
injustice is also manifested in the weaknesses of
U.S. environmental regulatory and health care sys-
tems, a problem compounded by a federal govern-
ment that has used the pandemic to expand its
deregulatory agenda. Despite openings for greater
social and environmental justice with the next presi-
dential administration, the pandemic may still result
in greater neoliberal entrenchment and the exacer-
bation of inequality, as is often the case following
disaster events. Regulatory rollbacks and evidence
of increasingly concentrated disadvantage and
advantage demonstrate the inextricable links
between neoliberal capitalism and harms to health
and the environment.

However, recognizing and acting on inequality
offers new opportunities to develop alternative
approaches to environmental health in tandem with
antiracist social movement activism, contributing
to collective embodied health movements that cen-
ter the lived experiences of the health, economic,
and racial inequalities intensified by COVID-19.
The social movement responses already observed
suggest that transformational, multiscalar change is
possible, and further research is needed on the form
and impacts of these social movement responses.
Researchers and scientific institutions can provide
essential support for this collective embodied health
movement. We recognize the need for public health
research to find avenues to rapidly collect data and
disseminate analyses that advance understanding of
the pandemic, guide response, and inform policy-
makers. Examples include the Johns Hopkins
University COVID-19 Dashboard (Dong, Du, and
Gardner 2020) and the Natural Hazards Center at
the University of Colorado-Boulder, which sup-
ports quick-response research on extreme events

(University of Colorado-Boulder 2020). Academics
can continue to lead this charge by mining existing
cohort studies for COVID-relevant research with
results informing disaster preparedness and public
health action, and researchers at government health
agencies can use existing federal environmental-
reporting databases to expand understanding of
modifiable environmental risk factors.

Scholarship in every discipline can be overtly
antiracist, critically self-reflective, and focused on
engaging with and supporting communities most
impacted by global crises. As COVID-19 simulta-
neously exposes deep structural inequalities and
creates opportunities to address them, there is the
potential for the creation of collective, humanist,
egalitarian structures and relationships that are bet-
ter suited to preventing and weathering future pan-
demics and crises.
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