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nvironmental health and justice activist groups, often

led by women, represent an important avenue for

contesting corporate generated illness. Women’s Voices

for the Earth (WVE) advocates for women’s health by
challenging potential corporate-generated risks from cosmetics
and personal products. The essay considers how WVE addresses
common barriers to organizing in this area, including
oppositional treatments of gender, race, and class that are also
implicated in divisions between environmental health and
environmental justice groups, as well as workers and activists.
The essay also investigates WVE’s strategies for achieving change
from better resourced corporations. Analysis finds that WVE
addresses these challenges through bridging techniques, including
expanded forms of intersectionality and dual organizing
strategies, which give it strategic flexibility and greater capacity
for coalition building. The conclusion considers potential ways to
enhance the organization’s efforts and pathways for continued
research.

Keywords: Women’s health activism, critical health communica-
tion, environmental health, corporate accountability

No investigation of women’s health issues is complete without attention to
women’s health activism, given its multifaceted role in transforming health care.
Researchers generally focus on women’s advocacy for changes in medical practices,
public health infrastructures, and governmental policy (Morgen, 2002; Smith,
1995), such as writing Our Bodies, Our Selves (Davis, 2007), demedicalizing
childbirth (Morgan, 2002), and promoting NIH funding for women’s research
(Eckman, 1998)). In addition to government policy, institutional practices and
cultural attitudes, it is important to address the ways that women organize when
faced with possible corporate health threats (e.g. from fast food industry,
pharmaceutical companies, chemical makers, tobacco firms, etc.). Given that
corporations and industries have a major influence on public health and are a
unique and formidable target (Freudenberg, 2014; Wiist, 2010), we need a better
understanding of how activist groups confront the challenge of corporate power.

Women’s Voices for the Earth (WVE) is a grassroots environmental
health advocacy group that calls specific attention to corporate sources of women’s
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environmental health risks. Located in Missoula, Montana, WVE currently focuses
on four issue areas: promoting safe cleaning products, nail and hair salons,
feminine care products, and fragrances. The organization mobilizes the public
through its listserv, social media, and national media campaigns. WVE works in
coalition with other environmental health and environmental justice organizations
focused on reducing toxic exposures.

WVE’s efforts are significant for women’s health scholars for a number of
reasons. First, despite the fact that corporations are often a source of illness and
health problems, researchers do not always specifically investigate the unique
challenges of targeting corporations versus other kinds of institutions (Levitsky &
Banaszak-Holl, 2010). Second, although women play a significant leadership role in
environmental health, we need a greater understanding of efforts to redress gender-
based health disparities (Stein, 2004).

In this essay, I investigate how WVE advocates for women’s health by
challenging potential corporate health risks. I begin by articulating a critical health
communication perspective on environmental and women’s health, and describe
the need to connect health activism with corporate accountability efforts. I then
identify some challenges environmental health advocates face in organizing
resistance, including managing oppositional constructions of the environment and
social identities, and strategizing to effectively confront corporate power. The
analysis examines the bridging approach that WVE employs to counter
oppositional constructions and achieve changes in corporate health practices. The
conclusion considers additional bridging strategies that WVE might use to build
inclusivity and coalition-building, enhance its challenge to the chemical industry,
and contribute to corporate accountability.

Critical Health Communication:
Corporations and Women’s Environmental Health

Critical and feminist health communication research aims to uncover the
communicative dimensions of power that influence health status, and to contribute
to transforming those relations of power (Lupton, 1994; Zoller & Kline, 2008).
Studying resistance to dominant power relationships furthers our understanding of
pathways to social change. Recent communication research has uncovered complex
connections between hegemony and resistance by emphasizing relatively individual
and covert forms of resistance (Mumby & Ashcraft, 2004). With these insights in
place, scholars have called for renewed attention to relatively overt and collective
forms of contestation (Dutta, 2010; Ganesh, Zoller, & Cheney, 2005). I argue that
health activism is a key site for understanding struggles over public health and
health inequalities (Zoller, 2005).

The growing power of the corporation and its influence on public health
makes industry an important target for activists. Corporate accountability activists
such as Move to Amend, ATTAC, and CorpWatch call for some combination of
increased corporate transparency, regulation, taxation, or transformation of
governance and decision-making (Bendell, 2004). Although some of the earliest
groups calling for corporate changes focused on health issues, such as Infant
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Formula Action Coalition (now Corporate Accountability International) and the
International Baby Food Action Network (IBFAN), as well as anti-tobacco groups,
the contemporary movement for corporate accountability does not always address
health issues directly (Zoller, 2016). Therefore, we need to better understand the
potential for networking and organizing between health activist groups and those
working towards corporate accountability. Critical health communication can
contribute to theory and praxis in this area by investigating the work of health
movements to challenge and transform corporate practices that create health risks.
This engagement requires us to go beyond ideological critique to address the
dynamics of strategic communication aimed at public policy and social change. As I
will discuss, WVE provides insights into the ways that health activists challenge
corporate practices.

In addition, WVE is an important model for critical and feminist health
communication scholars because it draws attention to gendered relations of power
and their implications for public health. By putting women on the environmental
health agenda, WVE challenges patriarchal constructions that threaten women’s
health. Stein (2004) observed that women make up as much as 90% of membership
in environmental justice organizations, yet the movement has not adequately
addressed the gender and sexuality-based impact of environmental discrimination.
Thus, despite women’s leadership in both environmental health and environmental
justice arenas, much work remains to be done in overcoming gender bias.

WVE’s efforts to call attention to ubiquitous health risks women face from
everyday cosmetics and personal products thus provides insights for critical
scholars into the complex relationships among gender and identity, materiality, and
resistance. In the next section, I draw from extant research to describe the
representational and strategic challenges that WVE faces as they engage in
resistance efforts, and their theoretical implications.

Challenges in Advocating for Corporate Changes
to Women’s Environmental Health

As WVE organizes to address health threats from the cosmetics and
feminine care industries, they face a series of challenges in effectively contesting
corporate effects on women’s health. As I have argued (Zoller, 2009), many of these
choices are influenced by oppositional, sometimes dichotomous, constructions of
identities, social issues and strategies surrounding environmental health. These
representations often inhibit collaboration and coalition building among potential
advocates, and they have implications for critical theorizing of identity and
materiality in social justice efforts. In addition, grassroots groups face a set of
choices about how to engage corporate sources of illness, including selecting
government or corporate targets for change, employing collaborative or
contentious methods, and promoting individual or social health interventions. How
does WVE manage these choices, and what are the implications for achieving their
goals and building collaborative networks to increase their reach?
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Challenges in Connecting Women, Environment and Health
Gender Divisions

The politics of environmental health are influenced by historical, binary
constructions of gender. Women express greater concern about environmental
health than men. Some attribute this differential to gender role constructions that
give women greater responsibility for the health of children and family members
than men (Stein, 2004). Economic and racial inequities also play a role because
economic relationships that give women and minorities fewer economic benefits
from toxin production may make them less willing than white men to trade
environmental health for economic development (Verchik, 2004).

At the same time, women’s health concerns have been de-valued.
Historically, women have been dismissed as hysterical when expressing
environmental health concerns (Kroll-Smith & Floyd, 1997). For instance,
environmental research has overlooked many of the unique sources of women’s
chemical exposure and continued to use the “male norm” by investigating the
effects of chemical exposure on the average adult man (Kroll-Smith & Floyd, 1997).
Likewise, as I detail below, scholars have argued that male dominated unions have
been reluctant to work with environmental organizations because of their female
membership and the association of environmental concerns with women (Obach,
2004). The gender binary also inhibits greater understanding of the role of sexuality
in environmental health activism. Activists may avoid paying explicit attention to
gender issues in the environmental movement as part of a strategy to build large
and effective campaigns (Stein, 2004), but doing so inhibits efforts to promote
women’s health.

Race and Class in Environmental Health and Environmental Justice Divisions

Environmental health activists face organizing challenges due in part to a
lingering set of divisions among different types of environmentalism. The
environmental, environmental health, and environmental justice movements
represent interrelated but different approaches. Although we can understand
environmentalism as an umbrella term, as a movement it has historically
foregrounded advocacy for the earth and natural systems. Early national
environmental organizations promoted wilderness preservation through elite
political influence (e.g. John Muir’s Sierra Club and the Audubon Society). These
organizations, led primarily by white men, largely excluded concerns about health
harms in urban and built environments, thereby failing to connect their mission
with many minority and grassroots groups in urban areas (Davies, 2013).

In response to this wilderness focus, the environmental health movement
places human health at the center of concern. By addressing both built and natural
environments, the movement redresses the division between built and natural
environments. Environmental health is a grassroots movement, often attributed to
Lois Gibbs’ organizing to address toxins at Love Canal (Gibbs, 2002), which
conceptualizes the environment to include urban areas as well as the places where
humans live, work, and play. The primary focus of the environmental health
movement is to oppose toxic chemicals, although it has begun to address the health
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consequences of food production, fossil fuel use and more (Davies, 2013).

The environmental justice movement represents a different response to the
wilderness preservation approach of the early environmental movement. Unlike
environmental health groups, the justice approach “foregrounds human rights
rather than health” (Davies, 2013, p. xxi). Environmental justice advocates are
concerned about the overlapping inequitable toxic burdens carried by minority and
low-income groups. Many of its leaders are minorities, spurred on by evidence of
racial disparities in corporate and governmental toxic siting decisions (Bullard &
Wright, 1990; Camacho, 1998). A key division between environmental health and
environmental justice groups is that environmental health focuses on illness
causation while environmental justice efforts frame their work in terms of civil
rights. Although both use grassroots methods, environmental justice organizations
accuse many environmental health organizations of too often focusing on issues of
interest to white, middle class people. Despite common concerns about health,
then, these groups are often separated in their organizing due to their relative
emphasis on public health versus civil rights and related issues of racial and class
identity. How does WVE address these divisions, given their concerns with
environmental health threats and issues of gender?

Worker and Activist Divisions

Feminist activists and researchers increasingly take an intersectional
approach to gender relations by understanding overlapping relationships among
gender, sexual identity, race, and class (Hayden & O'Brien Hallstein, 2012). In
addition to the intersecting differences that sometimes separate environmental
health and environmental justice advocates, our understanding of intersectionality
has to be expanded in the environmental health arena to address the related
division between workers and activists. Often, polluters exploit differences to
prevent alliances between these groups. One example of these divisive strategies is
“job blackmail.” When faced with calls for improved environmental performance,
corporate leaders often threaten the public that improvements will cost jobs (which
is more persuasive to workers and the public than corporate concerns about lost
profits) (Kazis & Grossman, 1991). Corporate leaders depict activists as middle-
class “do-gooders” with little concern about making a living and corporations as
champions of the working class. Thus, job blackmail convinces workers that health
and environmental advocates are their enemy, impeding their ability to work
together on shared concerns about toxic exposures. Low-income and minority
communities are particularly vulnerable to economic arguments (Kazis &
Grossman, 1991). Paired with the separation of the Environment Protection
Agency from public health agencies and the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration in particular (Noble, 1997), the workplace is too often excluded
from depictions of “the environment.”

This division between workers and activists (as well as others affected by
toxins such as downstream neighbors and consumers) is exacerbated by gender
issues. Unions led predominately by men historically were reluctant to work with
grassroots environmental groups made up mostly of women, or to address
“feminine” health concerns (Obach, 2004). Moreover, the longstanding depiction of
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workers as men has contributed to male-biased measurements of occupational
injury and illness in male-dominated industries, impeding our understanding of
women’s toxic exposures at work (Messing, 1999). This division demonstrates the
expanded approaches to intersectionality needed to advocate for environmental
health improvements.

Challenges in Connecting Health and Corporate Practices

The corporation is a challenging target for environmental groups. Activists
are usually outmatched in terms of resources, profile, and political influence
(Karagianni & Corneilssen, 2006), and the legal status of the corporation versus its
leaders diffuses responsibility, making accountability difficult to achieve (Ritz,
2007). Tactically, activists need to gain attention for their issue in order to mobilize
enough public pressure to merit a response from their target (Smith & Ferguson,
2010). Activists face a series of tactical choices between policy and corporate
avenues for change, collaborative and contentious strategies, as well as individual
and collective health interventions. These choices are often construed by activists
and/or theorists in dichotomous terms, despite growing recognition of the need for
more flexible and inclusive approaches by social movement organizations seeking
change from elite groups (Conrad & McIntush, 2003; Ganz, 2009).

Policy Change and Corporate Appeals

Researchers sometimes contrast activists pushing for public policy changes
(laws, regulation, enforcement) with those targeting corporate leaders directly via
threat of negative publicity or the promise of positive publicity (media campaigns,
boycotts) (Den Hond & De Bakker, 2007). Comparisons allow investigators to
weigh the relative merits of regulation versus corporate social responsibility or
voluntary corporate change (Ritz, 2007). Regulation, such as state and federal laws,
encompasses an entire industry and contains specific enforcement mechanisms
(such as the Clean Air Act). However, laws are challenging to get passed, are often
weakened before passage, and are then poorly enforced (Conrad, 2004) (such as the
1976 Toxic Substances Control Act, which was difficult to pass, left many chemicals
under-studied, and put the burden of proof on consumers to show that chemicals
were unsafe) (Geiser, 1997). On the other hand, activists approaching corporations
directly can achieve change more quickly if they effectively raise the stakes for
targeted organizations (Frooman, 1999). Yet, corporate responses to these
campaigns are treated as “voluntary” efforts, making enforcement very challenging,
and may not encompass an entire industry (Richter, 2001). How does a smaller
group like WVE manage these choices?

Collaboration and Contention

Social movement researchers also tend to distinguish between more
reformist groups that are predicted to work more collaboratively with corporations,
seeking a limited set of changes, and more radical groups that are predicted to take
a more contentious approach and seek more widespread change (Den Hond & De
Bakker, 2007; Karagianni & Corneilssen, 2006). “Insider” or collaborative
approaches are deemed more “mainstream” and, if successful, may facilitate access

104 Women & Language


file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_43#_ENREF_43
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_29#_ENREF_29
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_51#_ENREF_51
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_51#_ENREF_51
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_55#_ENREF_55
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_55#_ENREF_55
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_9#_ENREF_9
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_22#_ENREF_22
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_12#_ENREF_12
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_51#_ENREF_51
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_8#_ENREF_8
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_23#_ENREF_23
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_19#_ENREF_19
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_50#_ENREF_50
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_12#_ENREF_12
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_12#_ENREF_12
file:///C:/Users/S534A948/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/C1XF60E0/Womens%20Health%20Activism%20Targeting%20Corporate%20Health%20Risks%20CLEANdocx.docx#_ENREF_29#_ENREF_29

Women’s Health Activism Targeting Corporate Health Risks

to corporate decision-makers. Theorizing suggests that less resourced activist
groups will adopt more contentious methods to create sufficient pressure to force
leaders to the table (Karagianni & Corneilssen, 2006). Research should consider the
degree to which organizations can use both approaches, allowing groups to raise the
attention and pressure needed to jolt companies into action, but also develop longer
-term working relationships that could transform corporate behavior (Ganesh &
Zoller, 2012; Zoller & Meloncon, 2013). This question of contentious politics is
particularly interesting for WVE given gendered expectations for women’s “civil”
behavior (Lozano-Reich & Cloud, 2009).

Addressing Health as Individual and Social

Environmental health activists also face a choice between addressing
health at the individual or social/political level, demonstrating the politics of illness
attributions (Zoller, 2005). Dominant conceptions of health reflect a biomedical
approach, which construes health as a primarily biological issue to be managed
through individual lifestyle choices (e.g., diet and exercise) and medical
intervention. The approach deflects attention from the social and political causes of
illness by focusing more on individual cure than collective prevention (Tesh, 1994).
Environmental health and justice groups challenge the biomedical approach,
drawing from the social roots of public health as they attribute illness to toxic
corporate production practices and products and focus on illness prevention
(Davies, 2013).

However, different groups still debate whether they should promote
individual or structural solutions to risk exposures (Ley, 2009). For example, some
breast cancer activists disagree about whether to encourage women to avoid
potential carcinogens and monitor for signs of cancer or to employ collective
strategies to reduce chemical production and use (Ley, 2009). These debates reflect
the dichotomy of individuality versus collectivity in approaches to health and social
change. Usefully, Levins and Lopez (1999) argued for a more integrated approach.
They noted that two propositions, “(a) we are each responsible for our own health,
and (b) health is socially determined” (p. 270), are separately problematic but true
when taken together. The first proposition blames individuals for illness without
providing the necessary resources to improve health while the second fails to
promote individual agency in favor of waiting for longer term social changes;
together, they create a pathway for individual and social change. How does WVE
manage this choice as it represents health?

The preceding discussion makes clear that oppositional constructions of
identities and interests represent significant challenges for environmental health
advocates. Feminist theorizing encourages critical questioning of oppositional and
binary logics, based in part on criticisms of the foundational male/female binary,
and the resulting de-valuation of the characteristics associated with women versus
men (e.g. men as rational, women as emotional, men as independent, women as
dependent, etc.) (Dougherty & Goldstein Hode, 2016). Feminist perspectives
challenge us to re-conceptualize dichotomies by examining the potential
interdependent relationships among concepts and practices (Prokhovni, 1999). As a
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feminist organization, to what degree does WVE transcend these seemingly
oppositional constructions and relationships to build inclusive and effective social
change?

Methods

Given my larger research agenda employing critical and feminist theories
to investigate different ways that health activists target corporate harms, I selected
WVE for analysis when I saw a news article covering their campaign calling for
companies to reveal the chemicals used in fragrances (Joseph, 2016). What
immediately caught my attention was that WVE explicitly called out corporate
choices related to the safety of fragrance chemicals (versus focusing solely on
government regulation), and that it linked these environmental concerns to
women’s health.

As aresult, I analyzed WVE’s discourse, drawing from their website,
listserv emails, and press accounts. I began with a general, inductive analysis that
focused on how the organization depicted women and women’s health. For
example, I examined the website’s rationale for being a women’s organization, and
how it described women’s health risks. Next, using the literature above as a
framework, I sought to understand how WVE managed oppositional discourses
about gender, environmental health, and corporate accountability strategies. To do
so, I examined the degree to which the organization oriented its work towards
environmental health and/or environmental justice, and how their representation
of women intersected with ethnicity, class, and sexuality, including the closely
related split between workers and consumers. I examined their tactics in achieving
corporate change, including the degree to which the organization sought regulatory
intervention or appealed directly to corporate leaders, whether they took a relatively
collaborative or confrontational approach, and how they engaged with science in
this process. After this second iteration of analysis, I conducted a brief interview
with the Executive Director to clarify background questions and to better
understand the organization’s collaborative work.

The analysis showed that WVE embodies a feminist commitment to bridge
oppositions, employing inclusive representations of health and the environment
that facilitate intersectional approaches to gender, race, and class, and eschewing
singular tactics of resistance in favor of flexible approaches that create the
opportunity for collaboration. My analysis thus aims to aid activist praxis and
critical theorizing by highlighting WVE as a model for overcoming common
barriers to contesting environmental health problems. The analysis also yielded
insights about ways that the organization might maximize its collaborative
potential.

WVE Contesting Corporate Health Risks for Women

The following analysis investigates WVE'’s representation of women’s
health, connections among health, environment, and justice, and the strategies they
use to achieve corporate change. The analysis is supported with extensive discourse
from WVE.
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Women’s Health Activism Targeting Corporate Health Risks
Environmental Health: Bridging Intersectional Divisions

Women and men’s leadership. WVE’s discourse highlights women’s
voices and calls attention to the effects of toxins on women’s health. As it does so,
WVE challenges patriarchal gender constructions that produce and mediate
women’s environmental health risks. At its inception, WVE sought to put women
in leadership positions in the environmental health movement and put women’s
health on the environmental research and regulatory agenda.

WVE creates space for women to guide the environmental health agenda.
Although women are strongly associated with the environmental health movement
today, the website observes that men dominated many of the leadership positions in
the movement when the organization started. WVE’s rationale for why it is a
women’s organization notes that due to dominant gender constructions, women
express greater concern about the environment than men. Their website cites a poll
showing 80% of mothers have primary responsibility for making and attending
medical appointments. The rationale also calls out women’s role as the primary
decision-maker about consumer goods for themselves and their families. “In
addition, women are the primary consumer decision makers in 85% of all United
States households? AUTHORS—PLEASE USE AN IN-TEXT CITATION, making
them a very powerful consumer group that can persuade corporations to change
their ways” (http://www.womensvoices.org/about/why-a-womens-organization/).

Whereas women’s health research is gaining ground in some areas, WVE
highlights the continued lack of research into the effects of toxins on women:

Women’s Voices for the Earth (WVE) defines the environment as the
places people live, work and play. It is estimated that between 80,000 and
85,000 chemicals are in use in the environment in the United States, yet
only about 200 of these chemicals have been tested for safety. Of those
chemicals that have been tested, most have been evaluated only for their
acute impacts to adult males in industrial settings. The chemical exposure
routes and health impacts on women - especially girls, women of color
and women of reproductive age — are different and have historically been
largely overlooked. (http://www.womensvoices.org/about/why-a-womens-
organization/)

WVE challenges the male norm that guides environmental health research
and current chemical policy. WVE argues that gender bias in research and standard
setting is particularly concerning because women’s biology may make them more
vulnerable to chemical exposures than men. WVE reports that toxic chemicals:

... pose health problems for women unique from those for men. Surveys
show that women are significantly greater users than men of personal care
products, including soaps, cosmetics, lotions and the like. For example, a
study by the Campaign for Safe Cosmetics indicates that women use an
average of nine personal care products each day, exposing themselves to a
mixture of over 100 individual chemicals. 25% of women (but only one in
a hundred men, or 1%) report using an average of 15 products

daily’. Similarly, women who spend most of their time at home may also
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have a higher exposure to potentially hazardous cleaning chemicals. While
gender roles and societal expectations have changed over time, a national
study showed that women are doing over 70% of the housework in the
average home?. (http://www.womensvoices.org/about/why-a-womens-
organization/)

The website notes that physiological differences such as fat distribution
and hormones may lead to higher chemical accumulation in women than men.
Differential effects include breast cancer, endometriosis and early onset puberty.
According to WVE, understanding and addressing chemical exposure in women is
also important because of women’s role in reproduction. During pregnancy,
“..women are the first environment for the next generation. Many chemicals stored
in a woman’s body are passed onto her child during pregnancy and later through
breast-feeding” (http://www.womensvoices.org/about/why-a-womens-
organization/). WVE argues that attention to women’s health is therefore key to
addressing all people’s health. In the next section, I describe how WVE addresses
other differences in the environmental movement.

Environmental health and justice. I mentioned earlier that significant
divisions remain between environmental health and environmental justice
organizations. WVE is a model for linking these movements. Although the
organization is rooted in the environmental health movement (starting as a
grassroots group addressing toxins in Montana), it draws from justice framing and
works intersectionally to address multiple forms of vulnerability to environmental
toxins.

WVE explicitly connects environmental health with justice issues. For
example, WVE hosts the annual Finding Common Ground: Gender, Justice and the
Environment Conference. As the website describes,

Seeing that many environmental organizations at the time failed to include
women in leadership positions and did not fully recognize the systemic
connections between health, class, race, and the environment, WVE
sought to create a new environmental organization led by women. (http://
www.womensvoices.org/about/history-accomplishments/)

WVE’s approach diversifies the environmental health movement, which has been
accused of ignoring racial and class inequities (Sandweiss, 1998). For example, the
website observes that: “...people of color, including African Americans, Latinos, and
Asian Americans, now comprise a majority in neighborhoods with commercial
hazardous waste facilities” (http://www.womensvoices.org/about/why-a-womens-
organization/). The website links gender to racial justice by highlighting unequal
chemical exposures among women and their differential disease rates, for example,
noting that black women suffer from Lupus at three times the rate of white women

and are 34 times more likeli to die from breast cancer. WVE also created the
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