
 
Why you can’t save the world  

without addressing racism and classism 
 
Dear beloved community of white and/or economically stable climate activists, 
 
I am the white and economically-secure adult supporter of Youth Vs Apocalypse, a climate 
justice program dedicated to centering race and class analysis in fighting for a livable 
climate. I know that because the climate crisis is so big, and so scary, it can feel like 
CLIMATE CHANGE is THE MOST IMPORTANT ISSUE and that things like racism and 
economic exploitation we can solve once we put out this raging fire that is threatening us all. 
 
However, when I stare straight into that scary fire, what I see is that racism and economic 
exploitation are the fuel that allows it to burn. If we don’t address those issues, we make it so 
much more difficult to save ourselves and our home. Here are some brief thoughts on why. 
 

1. The activities that are causing climate chaos could never occur if all people’s lives were 
considered to have value. Because there would be no one’s backyard to put the oil well in. 
There would be no one to breathe the coal dust in the mines. There would be no one to 
spray the pesticide. There would be no one’s water that was ok to dump the waste in. 
There would be no one whose ancestors graves could be bulldozed to build 
pipelines.  There would be no one’s vote it was ok to disqualify. We are in the mess we are 
in because for hundreds of years the lives of black, brown, indigenous, and poor people 
were considered disposable. The minute that assumption changes, the globalized fossil 
fuel based extractive economy grinds to a halt. 

 
2. You know that paralyzing fear that many of us have that, because of climate chaos, our 

kids might suffer, might not have food, might get sick when we can’t take care of them, 
might be separated from us, might die far too young? That is already the reality for many 
low income communities of color. We can’t ask someone to ignore the life and death 
threat they face tomorrow, or the legit anxiety they feel walking down the street today, 
because in a few years we all might be feeling that level of panic. What can climate 
change bring us that hurts more than babies being ripped from their parents arms by 
ICE? Than moms giving birth in shackles after being jailed for trying to survive? It 
doesn’t mean that someone that faces those stresses today doesn’t care  what happens to 
the planet in 20 years. But we must acknowledge that if we are fighting for a livable, 
thriving place for us all, we can’t leap over the current horrors to fight future ones. We 
have to fight them all together to build a diverse and powerful movement.  

 
 
 

…. over for more  
 



 
 
 

3. The fossil fuel companies would absolutely love to see white organizers replicate racism 
within their organizing, because it is such an effective way to splinter this movement. Not 
noticing the space we are taking up, not noticing the way our experiences and cultures 
are normalized and legitimized, being the first to make a suggestion most of the time, 
assuming that it’s more comfortable to wait to address race until something more 
pressing is done first, taking up a disproportionate amount of time on the mic, jumping to 
tell our version of the story to the media, appointing ourselves the official or unofficial 
leaders of groups, assuming that the ways you are used to doing things are the same ways 
that work for everyone, asking POC to represent their ethnic group or hold the 
“environmental justice” perspective as an outlier from the “main work”… all these have 
a proven record of  driving folks of color and low income folks  out of our groups. Getting 
defensive when someone explains how we  hurt them because we didn’t mean to hurt 
them exhausts people that could be our allies. The fossil fuel companies would love for 
us  to not think too much about whether we are engaging in these behaviors. They would 
love for  us to drive out everyone who is not white and middle or upper class so they can 
paint a picture of the climate movement as a preoccupation of snow flakey elites with 
nothing real to worry about. Let’s not play into that. Let’s build a movement strong 
enough to create the world we need. 

 
In solidarity, 
Carolyn Clara	
 
 

Jemez Principles for Democratic Organizing  
and other environmental justice documents can be downloaded from: 

www.ejnet.org/ej/ 


