Connecting Peace, Social Justice, and Environmental Quality


In 2004, a Kenyan named Wangari Maathai became the first African woman and only the seventh person from the continent of Africa to receive the Nobel Prize for peace. Maathai won the award for her work with the Green Belt Movement in Kenya. Maathai founded the Green Belt Movement in 1977. The organization works toward environmental protection, social justice, poverty reduction, and the empowerment of women and children. It pursues all of these goals while seeking to create a culture of peace. Since 1977, the movement has been responsible for planting over 20 million trees in order to protect the Kenyan landscape against erosion, provide habitat for native species, create a supply of firewood and medicine for villagers, and preserve drinking water quality. The Green Belt Movement also works in the areas of civic and environmental education, food security, and government and corporate accountability. Several initiatives have been expanded to other countries in Africa that face similar environmental and social challenges.


Environmental issues are increasingly seen to have connections to peace and security. As population and environmental stresses in developing countries multiply, the potential for regional conflicts over natural resources has increased. Some people also believe that there are connections between poverty and fundamentalism. British Prime Minister Tony Blair has argued that the sense of hopelessness that accompanies extreme poverty can turn people toward radical causes. Poverty reduction programs such as the


Jubilee 2000 project to cancel debt in the developing world took on particular urgency in the wake of increasing global terrorism. Maathai’s work points the way toward a worldview in which environmentalism, peace, and economic justice go hand in hand.


The Nobel Committee said in its statement about Maathai’s 2004 award: “Peace on earth depends on our ability to secure our living environment. Maathai stands at the front of the fight to promote ecologically viable social, economic and cultural development in Kenya and in Africa. She has taken a holistic approach to sustainable development that embraces democracy, human rights and women’s rights in particular. She thinks globally and acts locally.”

