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Abstract
By introducing a notion of socio-ecological justice, this article aims to deepen the relationship between environment 
and justice, which has already been firmly established by environmental justice movements and scholarship. Based 
on extensive fieldwork on local community struggles against small-scale run-of-river hydropower plants in Turkey, it 
expands the justice frame of environmental justice scholarship by going beyond the established conceptions of environ-
mental justice as distribution – of environmental hazards and benefits, recognition and representation. Drawing on 
ethnographical fieldwork conducted in the East Black Sea region of Turkey, the article introduces the notion of socio-
ecological justice to translate the relationality of the social and the ecological, of human life and non-human world, to 
the vocabulary of justice. It aims to extend the strictly humanist borders of social justice by maintaining that our intrin-
sic and intimate relations with the non-human world are an essential part of our well-being, and central to our needs 
to pursue a fair, decent life. It also seeks to contribute to the broader debate to facilitate a ‘progressive composition’ of 
a common, more-than-human world.

Zusammenfassung
Durch die Einführung des Begriffs der sozio-ökologischen Gerechtigkeit will dieser Artikel die Beziehung zwi-
schen Umwelt und Gerechtigkeit vertiefen, die von der Bewegung sowie seitens der Wissenschaft für die ‚Umwelt-
gerechtigkeit‘ bereits fest etabliert wurde. Auf der Grundlage umfangreicher Feldforschungen zu den Kämpfen 
lokaler Gemeinschaften gegen kleine Laufwasserkraftwerke in der Türkei erweitert er den Gerechtigkeitsrah-
men der Umweltgerechtigkeitsforschung, indem er über die etablierten Vorstellungen von Umweltgerechtigkeit 
als Verteilung – von Umweltgefahren und -nutzen, Anerkennung und Repräsentation – hinausgeht. Ausgehend 
von ethnographischen Feldforschungen, die in der Ost-Schwarzmeer-Region der Türkei durchgeführt wurden, 
führt der Artikel den Begriff der sozio-ökologischen Gerechtigkeit ein, um die Relationalität des Sozialen und 
des Ökologischen, des menschlichen Lebens und der nicht-menschlichen Welt in das Vokabular der Gerechtigkeit 
zu übersetzen. Er zielt darauf ab, die streng humanistischen Grenzen der sozialen Gerechtigkeit zu erweitern, 
indem er behauptet, dass unsere intrinsischen und intimen Beziehungen mit der nichtmenschlichen Welt ein we-
sentlicher Bestandteil unseres Wohlergehens und von zentraler Bedeutung für unsere Bedürfnisse nach einem 
fairen, menschenwürdigen Leben sind. Er versucht auch, einen Beitrag zur breiteren Debatte zu leisten, um eine 
‚progressive Zusammensetzung‘ einer gemeinsamen, mehr als menschlichen Welt zu erleichtern.
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Justice as relationality: socio-ecological justice in the context of anti-hydropower movements in Turkey

1. Introduction 

Environmental justice, both as a movement and as 
a conceptual framework, has been transformative 
of the perception of the environment in the last few 
decades. Initially associated with the anti-toxic waste 
struggles of black communities in the US in the early 
80s, the environmental justice frame has expanded 
to include a broad range of grassroots environmental 
struggles in many different parts of the world (Walk-
er 2009; Schlosberg 2013; Martinez-Alier et al. 2016). 
The movements of local communities – rural, native, 
indigenous, black, minority and peasant communities 
all over the globe – against the immediate environ-
mental threats that put their health and livelihoods at 
risk has altered the framing of the environment dras-
tically. ‘Environment’ came to denote the immediate 
environment, “where we live, work and play” (Novo-
tny 2000), instead of ‘somewhere out there’ to be con-
served. 

The environmental justice movement has fundamen-
tally challenged the post-materialist framing of envi-
ronmentalism as a luxury issue (Inglehart 1990; Mar-
tinez-Alier 1995). Instead, the environment has been 
re-framed as a vital cause for the working classes, the 
poor and the radicalized and marginalized communi-
ties that have been directly subjected to environmen-
tal hazards. In this sense, the main contribution of en-
vironmental justice has been to reveal the central role 
of race, class and gender in determining the quality of 
the environment we live in. Another important thing 
it accomplished, as a social movement and as a body of 
scholarship, was to connect the issues of environment 
and justice.

This article aims to deepen the conceptual relation 
between environment and justice, which has already 
been firmly established in the environmental jus-
tice movement and scholarship. It builds its concep-
tual contribution on the following research question: 
adopting an action-theoretical perspective of justice, 
how can we translate the justice claims of the strug-
gles around environmental commons, anti-hydro-
power struggles in this case, into conceptual vocabu-
lary of (environmental) justice? In doing so, the article 
expands the justice framework that environmental 
justice scholarship employs to study various environ-
mental justice struggles around the world.

Based on extensive fieldwork on local community 
struggles against small-scale, run-of-river hydropow-

er plants in the Mediterranean, East-Southeast Ana-
tolia and the East Black Sea regions of Turkey, the ar-
ticle initially identifies regional differences in terms 
of the main motivations and narratives of the anti-
hydropower struggle and the justice claims that the 
anti-hydropower struggle produces. Building on this 
discussion, the article makes its conceptual contribu-
tion drawing on the empirical case of the East Black 
Sea region, where the struggle against hydropower 
plants is at its strongest. Drawing on ethnographical 
data collected in the East Black Sea region, it develops 
the notion of socio-ecological justice, as a conceptual 
attempt to translate the relationality between river 
waters, and the non-human environment in general, 
and human life into the vocabulary of (environmen-
tal) justice. Socio-ecological justice should be under-
stood not as an alternative but as complementary to 
the notions of justice as (re)distribution, recognition 
and representation (procedural justice). 

2. Expanding the borders of justice: what do 
environmental justice struggles tell us about 
the notion of justice?

As the environmental justice frame has expanded 
from narrowly focusing on the spatial distribution of 
waste and toxicity mainly in the US to include diverse 
environmental issues in many different parts of the 
world, the idea of justice implied in the environmental 
justice frame has also been diversified. Representa-
tion (procedural justice) and recognition are encom-
passed first in the practices of claim-making, and then 
in the definition of environmental justice (see Walker 
2012; Agyeman et al. 2016). The ideas, meanings and 
relations the concept of justice implies, however, are 
still understudied within the vast volume of environ-
mental justice scholarship. The main tendency within 
this scholarship is still to apply the Rawlsian idea of 
distributive justice1 to environmental issues, and un-
derstanding environmental justice as the un/fair dis-
tribution of environmental hazards and benefits. 

This tendency to frame environmental justice as a 
matter of (un)fair distribution could be seen as an at-
tempt to translate the justice claims of the early en-
vironmental justice movements into the conceptual 
vocabulary of theories of justice. When the struggle 
revolves around the disproportionate exposure of 
disadvantaged communities to toxic waste and other 
pollutants, it makes perfect sense to refer to distribu-
tive justice. In this sense, environmental justice schol-
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arship employs an action-theoretical perspective and 
takes the concrete, day-to-day experiences of injus-
tice as a starting point to conceptualize what environ-
mental justice is (Schlosberg 2013). Thinking justice 
through the justice claims of social movements pro-
vides an alternative to the dominant line of thought 
within theories of justice as a field, which discusses 
justice within an abstract moral frame. Justice here 
is a “permanent invention” (Balibar 2012: 38), per-
petually being expanded by social struggles, by those 
whose experiences of injustice are not represented in 
existing regimes of justice (see also Fraser 2009). In 
this sense, social movements, such as environmental 
justice movements, perform what Kurasawa (2007: 6) 
calls a “social labour of justice.” 

If justice is invented by the claims and demands for-
mulated within and through struggles against what 
we experience as injustice, the nature of injustice in 
question, as well as the practices of claim making, 
become central in this very invention of justice. If 
so, what if we take slightly different environmental 
struggles than the ones that inspired the initial envi-
ronmental justice frame as starting point to conceptu-
alize justice? In other words, do the struggles against 
toxic waste, pollution and contamination and the 
struggles against enclosures of environmental com-
mons and environmental dispossession,2 by states 
and/or private industries, invoke identical frames 
of environmental justice? This piece aims to answer 
this question by exploring the implications of strug-
gles around environmental commons for our under-
standing of justice. I use the case of anti-hydropower 
struggles in the East Black Sea region of Turkey as an 
empirical ground on which to translate the emergent 
notions of justice produced within struggles for envi-
ronmental commons into the conceptual vocabulary 
of theories of justice. In search of such a translation, 
I develop a notion of socio-ecological justice, which re-
sponds conceptually to those emergent justice claims 
that are in excess of the environmental justice frame. 

3. Empirical case study: local community strug-
gles against hydropower plants in Turkey

After the opening of the energy market to private in-
vestment in 2001 in Turkey, which was one of the re-
quirements of the IMF to release credit, the number 
of small-scale, run-of-river hydropower projects sky-
rocketed. Between 2002 and 2016, 919 hydropower 
projects received licenses and 70% of them are small-

scale, with a gross capacity of up to 20 MW.3 These 
small-scale, run-of-river hydropower plants are con-
centrated in the East Black Sea, Western Mediterra-
nean and Eastern Anatolian regions where rivers 
have naturally sloped streambeds. 

They are often presented as eco-friendly renewable 
energy projects (IPCC 2011), as they do not flood large 
areas like hydrodams. Instead, they divert the river 
waters to turbine generators at a higher point through 
pipelines, and then release the river back to its down-
stream. When they are built excessively in an unregu-
lated manner, however, as is done in Turkey, they can 
have serious destructive effects on river ecosystems, 
natural habitat, fish and wildlife passages, biodiver-
sity and forestry, as documented by the Chamber of 
Electrical Engineers of Turkey (EMO 2011), the Union 
of Chambers of Turkish Engineers and Architects (TM-
MOB 2011) and the Turkish Water Assembly (2010), 
and by independent scholars (see, e.g. Baskaya et al. 
2011; Sekercioglu et al. 2011; Kurdoglu 2016).

Moreover, they also have destructive effects on the 
riverside communities, as they virtually lose their riv-
er when it is diverted from its streambed for a number 
of kilometers. The result is the dispossession of wa-
ter, which has been an essential part of the everyday 
life patterns of those communities for some centuries 
now. Those riverside communities began to organize 
themselves as the effects of the first wave of plants 
became clear, especially around 2008 and 2009. A 
large and heterogeneous movement appeared in the 
villages and valleys of the country, which slowly led to 
regional and national networks (Hamsici 2010; Aksu 
et al. 2016). 

The local community movements that emerged in 
different regions of the country shared certain strat-
egies and forms of protests as they learned from each 
other both through the networks they formed and 
through social media posts and circulating videos. 
Organizing village meetings and inviting academics 
(environmental and electrical engineers, sociologists 
and economists) who support the cause has been a 
very effective tool to inform local communities and 
equip them with scientific knowledge in their strug-
gle against state-backed private companies. Orga-
nizing demos and keeping guard at the construction 
sites – the so-called ‘resistance tents’ – to prevent the 
construction work have also been employed by many 
different communities. They have also successfully in-
tegrated the legal struggle into their social/environ-
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mental struggles, as a network of lawyers working on 
a voluntary basis (CEHAV – Lawyers of Environment 
and Ecology Movements) was established precisely to 
support these local struggles. Lawyers working vol-
untarily have effectively cooperated with resisting 
communities in suspending many construction pro-
jects.  

4. Fieldwork and methodology

I began to work on the anti-hydropower movement in 
Turkey in 2013. I conducted ethnographic fieldwork 
in the regions where hydropower development is con-
centrated – in the East Black Sea and Mediterranean 
regions and in East-Southeast Anatolia (Kurdish re-
gion), between 2013 and 2016. The main dataset of 
the research consists of semi-structured interviews 
(see Blee and Taylor 2002) and recorded conversations 
with more than 100 people, including villagers who 
protest against hydropower plants and elected heads 
(muhtar) of those villages where possible, in addition 
to local, regional and national activists for the cause, 
i.e. members and representatives of local associa-
tions, regional and national platforms such as DEKAP 
(Derelerin Kardeşliği Platformu – Sisterhood of Rivers 
Platform), KIP (Karadeniz İsyandadır – Black Sea in 
Resurrection Platform) and MEH (Mezopotamya Eko-
loji Hareketi – Mesopotamian Ecological Movement), 
volunteer lawyers and academics who work on the is-
sue and/or are engaged in the struggle. 

In designing my fieldwork, I made a selection of villag-
es in which there was resistance against hydropower 
plants defined according to a number of criteria, such 
as media coverage and public visibility and availabil-
ity of local contacts. As I went to these villages mostly 
through local connections, my selection of interview-
ees was shaped by the local networks of those contact 
persons, and thus was not totally random. To balance 
the inescapable bias of being introduced to a field by 
a well-known figure, I talked to as many villagers as 
I could, when and wherever it was possible (coffee 
houses, terraces, doorways, etc.). I recorded most con-
versations and took notes when I could not. I made the 
effort to reach women, as men are easier to reach at 
coffee houses and on the streets and are always more 
willing to talk. Even though the exact content of the in-
terviews shifted depending on to whom I was talking 
and where, the main focus of the interviews was on the 
reasons and motivations behind opposing hydropow-
er plants. Besides visiting many villages and valleys in 

those regions to spend time with protesting peasant 
communities, I also conducted research in town cen-
ters where most local activists were located.4 In addi-
tion to villages and local towns, I visited central cities 
of those three regions, namely Trabzon, Antalya and 
Diyarbakır, as well as the biggest cities in the country, 
Istanbul and Ankara, to reach regional and national 
activists, lawyers and academics. I combined my in-
terview data with participatory observation, archival 
research5 and content analysis of visual material (vid-
eos and photographs) and written texts produced by 
protesting communities and/or anti-HPP associations 
and platforms, usually made available through social 
media, news stories published in national media out-
lets, documentaries by independent film makers, etc. 
Combining different methods of research, i.e. triangu-
lating multiple methods, is a research strategy widely 
employed by qualitative researchers to complement 
and supplement weaknesses and/or biases of any one 
single research method (Snow and Anderson 1991; 
Snow and Trom 2002), such as the relatively biased se-
lection of interviewees in my case.  

5. Identifying regional differences: the uses of 
water and geographies of justice

My ethnographic research has demonstrated that the 
actual relationships between those communities and 
their river waters differ from region to region, and 
sometimes from village to village. Geographical differ-
ences are central in shaping regional characteristics 
of the anti-hydropower struggles and the notions of 
justice the struggle implies. Besides geographical dif-
ferences, ethnic, cultural and political identities, the 
specific organization of social and spatial relations, 
material properties of river waters and the specific 
characteristics of the connection between river wa-
ters, human communities and the wider non-human 
environment also play a role in identifying which as-
pects of justice becomes dominant in different cases. 

In the Mediterranean region, for example, where 
summers are long, hot and dry, river waters are es-
sential in sustaining subsistence agriculture and an-
imal husbandry. River waters are traditionally used 
for irrigation, to water the fruit trees, vegetable fields 
and greenhouses – fruits and vegetables are the main 
agricultural products of the region – and the grazing 
lands that sustain food for the animals. Consequently, 
the narratives of socio-economic and distributional 
justice are more visible in the region, as people op-
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pose hydropower projects to protect their immediate 
livelihoods. There is a reason why villages are located 
along rivers across the Anatolian geography. It is clear 
for the villagers in the Mediterranean region, as I ob-
served in the Alakir (Finike/Antalya) and Yuvarlak-
cay (Köyceğiz/Mugla) valleys, that losing river waters 
would force them to migrate to big cities, only to join 
the workforce as unskilled laborers. It is also clear to 
them that this would mean, in a country like Turkey 
where unemployment is very high and wages are very 
low, impoverishment at best. 

While the aspect of distributive justice is at stake in 
the Mediterranean region, the whole issue is embed-
ded in the Kurdish struggle for cultural and political 
autonomy in the East-Southeast (Kurdish) region of 
the country. Erdal Balsak from the Mesopotomian 
Ecology Movement, with whom I conducted an in-
depth interview in November 2014 in Diyarbakir, ex-
plained his interest in the issues of ecology, including 
HPP projects, by pointing out the etymological rela-
tion between ecology and autonomy with respect to 
the Greek term oikos. He argued that domination over 
water equals cultural and political domination. Eco-
logical struggles are an important dimension of the 
Kurdish struggle for autonomy not only in the sense 
of self-determination, self-sufficiency and sovereignty 
over natural resources, but also in terms of the Kurd-
ish people’s right and capacity to arrange their own 
relations with their non-human environments. 

While issues of autonomy, history and heritage are 
more visible in the case of Ilısu Dam (Hommes et al. 
2016; Eberlein et al. 2010), which has recently been 
completed and has been filling its reservoir since the 
last months of 2019, culture and belief are clearly 
the central motivations behind the anti-hydropower 
struggle in Dersim area. Dersim (Tunceli) is where the 
unique belief system of Zaza Alevis shows naturalis-
tic-pagan characteristics; especially the hydrodam 
projects that threaten the Munzur valley and the sa-
cred sites located along the Munzur River have been 
strongly opposed by the local community (Deniz 2016, 
and fieldwork conducted by the author in fall 2014). 
The arguments against hydropower both in Ilısu and 
Dersim are very much in line with the use of recogni-
tion as an aspect of justice in environmental justice 
struggles and literature, with reference to the claims 
of native/indigenous and/or minority populations to 
cultural respect and self-determination (see e.g. Cas-
tree 2004; Vermeylen and Walker 2011; Martin et al. 
2014). Representation and/or procedural justice is 

also an apparent dimension of the struggle, not only 
in the Kurdish case but also in all other regions, as the 
villagers are not seen as proper political subjects with 
a right and ability to participate in the decision-mak-
ing processes concerning their own environments.6 

Typically, they are not even informed, and experience 
a shock when faced with construction machines dig-
ging out the riverbeds.  

6. East Black Sea Region as an atypical example: 
beyond distribution and recognition

As discussed above, in the Mediterranean and 
East-Southeast (Kurdish) regions, anti-hydropower 
struggles exhibit typical characteristics of distribu-
tional justice and justice as recognition, intertwined 
with certain aspects of procedural justice, as hydro-
power projects misrepresent and/or discount the 
needs of the local communities. In the East Black Sea, 
however, which is the region most associated with an-
ti-hydropower struggles in the public sphere due to 
the high number of HPP projects and local resistance, 
these three established notions of justice fall short of 
translating the claims, framings and motivations of 
the local communities into the conceptual vocabulary 
of environmental justice. The atypical character of 
the anti-hydropower struggles in the East Black Sea 
comes from the fact that local communities, in most 
cases,7 do not use river waters for any immediate eco-
nomic purposes as the rainfall alone sufficiently sus-
tains mono-cultural tea and hazelnut agriculture in 
the region. This goes against the established assump-
tions in the literature that the local struggles of rural 
communities for environmental commons are driven 
by their immediate economic dependence on the re-
sources they fight for (see e.g. Martinez-Alier 2002). 

The issues of cultural/group identity do not play a 
central role in the struggle in the East Black Sea re-
gion. Even though Laz and Hemschin minorities live 
in the region claims toward self-determination and/
or autonomy do not exist as they are very much assim-
ilated into the Turkish identity politically. In addition, 
water is not associated with secrecy and/or belief, as 
with the Dersim in the Southeast region, except for 
some isolated examples.8 Rivers bear cultural value in 
the broader sense of the term, as a part of the cultur-
al heritage, as an entity in relation to which “meaning 
and identities are produced” (Ahlers 2010: 224). One 
apparent example is the folk music of the region, in 
which rivers are always mentioned as the symbols of 
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vitality, fertility and joy, as the witnesses of life, love 
and sorrow. However, their cultural value is grounded 
in the everyday patterns of interaction between river 
waters and human communities, more than their role 
in cultural identities and belief systems. 

Consequently, distributional justice and/or justice 
as recognition are not as dominant as they are in the 
Mediterranean and East-Southeast regions. Economic, 
political and cultural notions of justice are occasion-
ally employed by local movements in the region, but 
they are certainly not as central as in other regions 
of the country. Instead, the intimate relationship be-
tween river waters and human communities is the 
central aspect, which is also reflected in the narra-
tives of anti-hydropower struggles, especially in the 
narratives of women who are at the forefront of the 
struggle. Hence, the notions of justice utilized within 
the environmental justice frame – distributional and 
procedural justice as well as justice as recognition 
– were necessary but not sufficient to translate the 
justice claims manifested in this particular struggle. 
In other words, the case of the East Black Sea region 
registers the need for a new vocabulary. The notion 
of socio-ecological justice is a conceptual attempt to 
translate this relationality between river waters, and 
the non-human environment in general, and human 
life into the vocabulary of (environmental) justice. 

The East Black Sea region is located in the northeast-
ern corner of Turkey, from the city of Trabzon to the 
Georgian border. It is a region where hydropower 
development is concentrated and where resistance 
to those projects is at its strongest. The local anti-hy-
dropower movements in the Black Sea region also 
employ the main slogan of the movement across dif-
ferent regions: Water is Life. The word “life” in the 
slogan, though, holds different meanings in different 
regions. It refers to both the instrumentality of water 
to sustain subsistence agriculture and domestic life, 
as in the Mediterranean region, and the right to a dig-
nified life in terms of cultural recognition and politi-
cal self-determination, as in the Kurdish region. The 
multi-layered interrelationship between water and 
life goes beyond these two established meanings as 
well, as discussed below. 

In the East Black Sea region, rivers typically flow from 
the mountains – the East Black Sea Mountain range, 
which runs parallel to the Black Sea – to the sea along 
deep and densely forested valleys. Villages are locat-
ed along these valleys, and houses are dispersed along 

the rivers (see Photo 1 which shows a small settlement 
on a hilltop in Yaylacılar village – Arılı stream, which 
flows at the base of the valley). Those rivers are not 
very large or deep, so it is more suitable to call them 
streams (dere) than rivers, in most cases. However, 
they are typically fast moving – as a result of the nat-
urally steep riverbeds – cascading and clear, and form 
small natural ponds in different places along with the 
current, which serves as small swimming/playing 
pools for children and adults. Rivers are the central 
elements of the physical landscape in the region, and 
are understood as the life-blood of the whole valley by 
the local communities. Even though the water is not 
used for agriculture, villagers believe that the rivers 
sustain the ecosystem, the unique flora and fauna of 
the region, as they express that “all this greenery will 
disappear if the river waters are taken away from 
their bed.”9 

This natural landscape of the region, defined as “heav-
en on earth” by many villagers, is seriously disturbed 
by hundreds of HPP projects, which means multiple 
HPPs on each and every stream of the region. The 
struggle against HPPs reached its peak between 2008 
and 2010, as dozens of private companies got licenses 
to build HPPs and started construction. Many local 
communities, however, managed to halt these proj-
ects through popular resistance, i.e. organizing local 
events, meetings and demos, and practically blocking 
construction. This included not letting anyone they 
did not know and trust enter the valley, camping and 
keeping guard at the construction site day and night, 
and sometimes physical clashes with company super-
visors or workers. Anti-hydropower movement was 
not entirely new to the region, as a local movement 

Photo 1 Yaylacılar Village – Arılı Valley, Fındıklı/Rize. Source:  
 photograph taken by the author, 2013
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that opposed a planned HPP project in Fırtına Valley 
(Çamlıhemşin/Rize) had successfully prevented the 
project already in 1990s, before the private run-of-
river HPP wave of 2000s. Fırtına Valley struggle has 
provided other local communities with a much-need-
ed example and motivation to resist HPPs. 

In spite of popular resistance and many legal decisions 
to suspend construction of hundreds of HPP projects, 
though, some of those projects were constructed at a 
high ecological price. Besides directing river waters 
away from their streambeds and thus seriously dis-
turbing river ecosystems, biodiversity and fish and 
wildlife passages, the excessive and unregulated con-
struction of HPPs has seriously damaged natural hab-
itats and forests, turning valleys such as Senoz and 
Ikizdere (Rize) into construction sites. Bulldozers, 
excavators and dump trucks have have dug up much 
of the earth there to build roads, pipelines, tribunes, 
etc. They have either left the excavated soil and rocks 
in the riverbeds or thrown them over high hills down 
into the valleys, causing soil erosion (see Kurdoglu 
2016 for a detailed discussion and pictures). 

Local communities have learned much from lost cases 
such as Ikizdere and Senoz, both illegally taken over 
by HPP projects despite being natural protection sites. 
Seeing the destructive effects of the first wave of HPPs 
motivated other local struggles, and the networking 
of local organizations in various villages, valleys and 
towns in the region resulted in the establishment of 
the Sisterhood of Rivers, first as a regional, than as a 
national platform for anti-hydropower struggles. The 
struggles became radicalized, as villagers clashed 
with the military and police in many different cases, 
becoming injured by tear gas and plastic bullets and/
or facing legal charges. The main motivation of the 
local communities in opposing the HPPs is to protect 
the rivers as the central feature of not only the natural 
landscape, but also their homeland and their way of 
life there.

Living in an East Black Sea village involves daily inter-
action with rivers, as people build their houses along 
the riverbanks. It is an organizing element of the so-
cial space, as people use riverbanks as public spaces, 
much like the squares of the city: people meet there to 
work and socialize, kids play, young people meet and 
fall in love… Life, in that sense, is a practice of living 
together with and/or alongside the river. As Saniye, a 
young woman from Aslandere village (Caglayan Val-
ley, Fındıklı/Rize) told me: “the river flows just by 

our house; I worked today in the field while my child 
swam in the river.” Ülker, a middle-aged woman from 
the same village, explained: 

Rivers are our joy, our festival. Today I went by the 
river before I prayed. I sat down there, watched 
the river, listened to its sounds, and looked at the 
fish swimming in it. I felt such peace. I then went 
to my house and prayed in peace. 

Hakan, a young man from Gürsu village (Arılı valley, 
Fındıklı/Rize), explained to me his motivations to op-
pose the HPP projects in front of his house: “We grow 
up by this river. We are in contact with it every day; 
every day we see it, we hear it. It is like a neighbor or 
like a relative to us.” His wife Zeynep added: “We are 
like hand in glove with the river.” Another young man 
spoke to the camera in A Few Brave People (Bir Avuç 
Cesur İnsan), a documentary about his aesthetic and 
affective experience of river waters: 

It is like watching a beautiful woman or a beau-
tiful movie… millions of words cannot describe 
the river. Here it flows, here it makes a wonderful 
pool. Here a stone emanates its wonderful blue… I 
met my wife, Arzu, for the first time by the river; I 
fell in love with her there. Many loves budded and 
blossomed there.10

 
Rivers, as expressed by local people, are central not 
only to the physical but also to the social and affective 
landscape, and are an indispensable part of everyday 
life and sociality in the East Black Sea. 

People grow up seeing, hearing, touching and tasting 
the river. Their everyday experiences, their memories 
and their sense of place are shaped by the flow of the 
river. As Sirin, a middle-aged woman from Arılı villa-
ge, told me: “I am 60 years old. We grew up with this 
river to this age, with this view, with this greenery. 
We saw this river every day. My grandmother died at 
the age of 115. Her father, and her father’s ancestors, 
they all grew up by this river. Why would I give up on 
this river now? Why would I lose all the memories 
they left behind?” The river here becomes the mate-
rial locus of memories of parents and ancestors, and 
the defining feature of the place the people live in. Yet, 
the rivers not only materialize memories of the past, 
they also attest to promises of the future, for the next 
generations. As Aysen, a young women from Konak-
lı village (Arhavi/Artvin) put it: “We learned how to 
swim, how to fish in this river. It is now our children’s 

Justice as relationality: socio-ecological justice in the context of anti-hydropower movements in Turkey



174 DIE ERDE · Vol. 151 · 2-3/2020

turn. I have a 10-year-old daughter. Why would I dark-
en her future?” The theme of children comes up often, 
especially in the conversations with women. They see 
rivers as central to the area and to the heritage they 
want to leave to their children. 

Hence, the river flows not only in place but also in 
time, connecting the memories of the ancestors with 
the children’s future. It manifests the continuity of life 
itself, as old women watch their grandchildren bathe 
in the same waters they once bathed in (see Photo 2). 

As the river is always involved in everyday social and 
material practices, particularly women11 seem to de-
velop an intimate, corporeal and sensory connection 
with the river waters (Yaka 2017). They often talk 
about falling asleep to the sound of the river, waking 
up to the familiar sight of it, going into the river wa-
ters after working in the fields to rest and rejuvenate. 
Bedriye, a woman in her late 50s, described this inti-
mate, sensory connection in one of our conversations: 

I feel like a piece of earth parched by thirst when 
I am in Istanbul. As soon as I set foot in Fındıklı, 
by this river, my body comes to life, like when you 
water the land after a long dry season and it ab-
sorbs immediately. 

Bedriye also used the term “life-blood” (can damari in 
Turkish) to define the rivers. Defining them as “life-
blood” or equating them with life itself seems to be a 
common way of expressing the urgency of the anti-hy-
dropower struggle. 

Can refers to something different than life (hayat) in 
Turkish: it is the life and soul of the person. A group 
of women I interviewed in Bulanık Village (Ardanuç/
Artvin) repeatedly said that the river is their can – 
their life and soul, something I heard from many 
others in other parts of the region as well. The injus-
tice experienced by the riverside communities who 
lose their rivers and their practices of claim-making 
expresses the very centrality of the non-human envi-
ronment to our social existence. It is not a coincidence 
that the majority of my interviewees told me that they 
could not live without the rivers. What they meant 
by life, however, was not mere physical survival, but 
a certain socio-ecological existence, a certain way of 
relating with non-human entities, organisms and en-
vironments. 

7. In search of a new vocabulary: the notion of 
socio-ecological justice

Remaining loyal to the action-theoretical perspec-
tive that environmental justice scholarship adopts 
requires bridging empirical work and conceptual re-
flection. In the specific case of the anti-hydropower 
movement in the East Black Sea region, the ques-
tion is whether and how we can analyze the empiri-
cal conclusions of the case study – that the injustice 
produced by run-of-river hydropower plants consists 
in the destruction of a certain socio-ecological exist-
ence, a way of relating with the rivers as non-human 
entities – within the conceptual frame of environmen-
tal justice. 

It is clear that the East Black Sea case cannot be dis-
cussed within the frame of distributional justice. My 
claim is that the conceptual implications of the case 
also go beyond the ‘justice as recognition’ frame. All 
the major theories of recognition, despite the differ-
ences among them, frame mis/recognition in relation 
to cultural and institutional processes of disrespect, 
status injury, discrimination, denigration, neglect, in-
sult and the like (see Young 1990; Fraser and Honneth 
2003; Honneth 2004). What is at stake in our example, 
however, is not identity, difference, status hierarchy 
or cultural value, as I discussed in detail above. It is 

Photo 2 Children play in a small pond in Arılı River – Gürsu  
 Village, Fındıklı/Rize. Source: photograph taken by  
 the author, 2013
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the very ecological embeddedness of our social exist-
ence. Hence, I claim that the empirical conclusions of 
the case study extend beyond the established frame-
work of environmental justice that frames justice as 
distribution, recognition and representation (proce-
dure). In order to translate those conclusions into the 
conceptual vocabulary of theories of justice, we need 
a term to express the relationality of the social and the 
ecological – what I suggest is socio-ecological justice. 

The notion of socio-ecological justice has been em-
ployed before by various scholars over the last dec-
ade, to denote different things. One main tendency is 
to use the term without much explanation, as another 
way of saying ‘social and ecological justice’ or to point 
out that in many environmental conflicts the issues of 
social and ecological justice are indeed intertwined. 
As these accounts mainly refer to the unjust distribu-
tion of ecological services and/or adequate access by 
certain classes and groups to those services, their use 
of socio-ecological justice does not essentially differ 
from the conventional use of environmental justice 
(see e.g. Barton 2013; Barton and Román 2012). Pichler 
(2016: 34), on the other hand, uses the term from a 
political ecology perspective to emphasize global and 
political dimensions of “socio-ecological” conflicts 
in addition to “mere distributional aspects.” As she 
claims that socio-ecological justice is about politically 
challenging existing “societal nature relations” and 
democratically negotiating responsibilities in relation 
to nature and natural resources, one might say that 
her approach reproduces the main concerns of politi-
cal ecology, issues of control and access, in the field of 
(environmental) justice. 

Zwarteveen and Boelens (2014), mention social-eco-
logical justice (and/or integrity) as a potential fourth 
dimension, complementary to distributional justice, 
procedural justice and justice as recognition, the 
questions of water justice call for. They, however, do 
not elaborate on the term at all. Referring on their con-
ception of socio-ecological justice as complimentary 
to environmental justice, I develop the term further 
based on a relational ontology of human life and the 
non-human world. Merleau-Ponty (1968, 2003) dis-
cusses how we become part of the flesh of the world 
through our own flesh. The idea of flesh as a common 
web shared by human and non-human bodies is a use-
ful conceptual tool to think about relationality. Our 
bodies are in corporeal continuity with other bod-
ies and things. We are intrinsically connected with 
our environments not only through various physical 

and chemical processes. What is often overlooked is 
that we are also socially connected to the non-human 
world. We sense our bodies only in other, human and 
non-human, bodies and things. So, it is not only that 
we become part of the flesh of the world through our 
own flesh, but we also sense the flesh of our own body 
only within the flesh of the world. We sense, we feel, 
we act, we come to know ourselves only through our 
environments, through our connectedness with other 
bodies, organisms and things. The self, in this sense, is 
formed in relation to the other, within a world of en-
counters, not only with human but also with non-hu-
man bodies and entities. In other words, everyday 
relations, interactions and encounters that form self-
hood and subjectivity involve not only human but also 
non-human others. 

There is a rapidly growing field of scholarship from 
posthumanist and new materialist theories to sci-
ence and technology studies, from environmental hu-
manities to critical geography, that reveals the ways 
in which what we define as ‘social’ is entangled with 
and dependent on the non-human world (see e.g. Har-
away 1991; Latour 1993; Swyngedouw 1999; Ingold 
2000; Whatmore 2002; Milton 2002; Bennett 2010; 
Alaimo 2010; Descola 2013; Braidotti 2013). Ecology 
denotes the interrelationships between organisms, 
while society is about the interrelationships between 
human beings. What we come to realize on the verge 
of an ecological crisis, though, is that relationships be-
tween humans cannot be imagined without the me-
diation of non-human organisms, things and entities. 
As human societies are in a transversal interconnec-
tion with their non-human environments (see Frank-
lin et al. 2000; Braidotti 2013), what we call social is, 
ultimately, socio-ecological. In other words, as human 
societies are never wholly human, the social is never 
purely social (Law and Mol 1995). If social can only 
be thought of in an intrinsic relation to the ecological, 
then our ideas of social justice should be rethought ac-
cordingly. 

Ethics and justice are often understood as a set of 
notions and principles concerned with intra-human 
relations. There are of course attempts to extend 
their boundaries to include soils, waters, plants and 
animals. American ecologist Leopold suggested that 
as early as 1949 with his conception of land eth-
ics (1949). Ecological justice also aims to maintain 
justice to nature (see Law and Gleeson 1998; Baxter 
2005). What I aim to do by introducing the notion of 
social-ecological justice, though, drawing on empir-
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ical material, is not just to extend the community of 
justice to include non-human environments, but to 
incorporate human-non-human relationality into our 
understanding of justice (see also Yaka 2019b). 

This idea of relationality is articulated in various dif-
ferent ways by the communities who struggle against 
profit and/or growth-oriented enclosures of environ-
mental commons. Translating this idea and practice 
into the conceptual vocabulary of justice is needed for 
two main reasons. Firstly, from an action-theoretical 
perspective, such a translation is required to explore 
what justice, as it is employed by the struggling com-
munities themselves, denotes: what are the very no-
tions of justice that could be derived from the struggles 
on the ground? Secondly, from a more conceptual point 
of view, there are ethical and political implications of 
maintaining the relational and transgressive character 
of human and non-human lifeworlds (see e.g. Alaimo 
2010; Bennett 2010; Whatmore 2002). In other words, 
we need a new vocabulary to re-articulate concepts 
such as sociality, justice, subjectivity, even democra-
cy, in order to configure our common life on earth, not 
only with human but also with non-human others. 

Socio-ecological justice is an attempt at contributing 
to this new vocabulary to facilitate such a “progressive 
composition of a common world” (Latour 2004: 53) 
by extending the strictly humanist borders of social 
justice. Holding such an objective does not contradict 
the methodological anthropocentrism of the study in 
terms of the justice claims by human communities. As 
one of the most important names in ecological thought, 
Andrew Dobson (2000) discusses in detail that being 
human-centred does not necessarily mean being hu-
man-instrumentalist. An expanded notion of self-inter-
est could very well be instrumental in engendering an 
ecological consciousness (Bennett 2000), as destroying 
the ecological environment is a form of auto-destruc-
tion (Guattari 2000). 

In line with this argument of expanded self-interest, 
by framing the relationality of social and ecological 
realms as a matter of justice, socio-ecological justice 
maintains our intrinsic and intimate relations with the 
non-human world as an essential part of our well-be-
ing. These relations are central to our need to pursue 
a fair, decent life. What we experience and identify as 
injustice and what we demand as justice necessarily 
involves our transversal connection to our environ-
ments. Socio-ecological justice aims to incorporate 
this connection into our conception of social justice, 

which goes beyond the limits of the environmental jus-
tice frame. It corresponds to a posthumanist ethic and 
locates justice within a relational ontology that main-
tains an intrinsic relationship between social and eco-
logical phenomena. 

8. Conclusion

Scholars from different disciplines have criticized du-
alistic understandings of nature and culture or nature 
and society in the last decades. The current conjunc-
ture that is marked by ecological crisis and climate 
change also uncovers the arbitrariness of such binaries. 
We are becoming increasingly aware, as Latour puts it, 
that “nature and society do not designate domains of 
reality; instead they refer to a quite specific form of 
public organization” (Latour 2004: 53). Justice claims 
come out of communities, as in the case of Turkey’s 
East Black Sea region, echoes Latour’s point. It does not 
necessarily follow, though, that human societies are en-
twined with non-human ecologies only in the remote 
areas where native, indigenous and rural communities 
live. The ecological embeddedness of social existence 
is not a matter of culture or cosmology. It is the very 
condition of human life, temporarily shadowed by the 
modern organization of nature-society duality. 

Environmental justice has already discussed the ways 
in which the environment affects the well-being of hu-
mans and it has framed this issue as a matter of jus-
tice. But, the idea of justice produced by struggles for 
environmental commons is not limited to the right to 
be protected from environmental hazards and/or to 
equitable distribution of environmental benefits. It is 
about the right to cohabit with non-human bodies and 
entities within a particular environment. Those bodies 
and entities are not merely resources; they are “a part 
of the social world” (Gudynas 2011: 445). The notion of 
socio-ecological justice is an attempt to translate the 
relationality of the social and the ecological, of human 
life and the non-human world, into the vocabulary of 
justice. 

This involves understanding the rights and interests of 
‘humans-in-nature’, not controversial but compatible 
with the rights and interests of non-human nature. In 
this sense, socio-ecological justice denotes the right of 
human societies and non-human ecologies to coexist 
and flourish free from institutionally sustained injus-
tices that are experienced as ecological destruction, 
degradation, pollution and dispossession. 
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Notes

1 Distributive justice, often used interchangeably with so-
cial justice (see, e.g. Dobson 1998), is concerned with the 
distribution of goods, benefits and burdens within the so-
ciety. John Rawls’ seminal A Theory of Justice remains the 
main reference of the discussion on distributive justice 
since its publication in 1971. In A Theory of Justice, Raw-
ls (1971: 8) defines social justice as “a standard where-
by the distributive aspects of the basic structure of the 
society are to be assessed.” His book is concerned with 
the formulation of generalizable, universal principles of 
organizing those distributive aspects, such as fairness 
and impartiality. For a detailed discussion of the use of 
distributional justice in the environmental justice move-
ment and literature, see Schlosberg (2007).

2 Think of many struggles against land and water grab-
bing, struggles of local, native/indigenous and peasant 
communities to protect their lands, waters and forests 
against various profit and/or development-driven ener-
gy and infrastructural projects, as well as extractive (not 
only mining but also sand mining, fracking, oil sand drill-
ing, etc.) and other (palm oil, bottled water, etc.) projects.

3 Turkey is not a part of the regulatory carbon credit mar-
ket, but carbon-offsetting projects in Turkey are benefit-
ting from voluntary emission trading. Turkey actually 
ranked as the world’s 6th largest carbon offset supplier 
in 2016, with 218 registered projects, most of which are 
hydropower plants (see Turan and Gündoğan 2019 for a 
detailed discussion).

4 A list of town centers, villages and valleys in which I con-
ducted research (underlined: town centers):
Mediterranean region: Köyceğiz – Pinar and Beyobası 
villages (Yuvarlakçay valley – Köyceğiz/Muğla), Fethiye 
– Saklıkent valley (Fethiye/Muğla), Finike – Karacaören 
village (Alakır valley – Finike/Antalya), and Boğazpınar 
village (Tarsus/Mersin)
East-Southeast (Kurdish) region: Tunceli (Dersim) – 
Munzur valley, Hasankeyf and Dargeçit – Ilısu Dam Site 
and Ilısu village (Dargeçit Mardin). 
East Black Sea region: Hopa and Kemalpasa, Arhavi – Ba-
lıklı, Konaklı, Kemerköprü villages and Kamilet valley 
(Arhavi Artvin), Fındıklı – Arılı, Gürsu and Yaylacılar vil-
lages (Arılı valley, Fındıklı ), Aslandere village (Çağlayan 
valley Fındıklı), Ardanuç – Bulanık and Tosunlu villages.

5 Independent archives of anti-hydropower struggles in 
Turkey are in the making; one important example is the 
Ekoloji Almanağı (Ecology Almanac) prepared by Cemil 
Aksu and Ramazan Korkut (Aksu and Korkut 2017), with 
an aim to create an extensive archive of local environ-
mental conflicts and struggles between 2005 and 2016. 
The Almanac spares 100 pages for anti-hydropower 

struggles. Another example is the Turkey section of the 
Environmental Justice Atlas: https://ejatlas.org/coun-
try/turkey.

6 On representation as an aspect of justice, see Fraser 2009. 
For a discussion of representation and/or procedural jus-
tice in the context of environmental justice struggles, see 
Schlosberg 2007. 

7 As might be expected, the use of river waters depends on 
geographical location. In Ardanuç, for example, as I ob-
served during my field trip, river waters are often used 
for agriculture and husbandry, different from many other 
places in the East Black Sea region. Ardanuc is located to-
ward the Eastern Anatolian region, at the south edge of 
the East Black Sea mountain range, which runs parallel 
to the Black Sea. Like other Black Sea towns located in 
the terrestrial-internal parts, the rainfall is much lower 
in comparison to the towns located in the coastal part, 
or to the villages located on the northern side of the East 
Black Sea mountain range, toward the Black Sea, such as 
Fındıklı – the flagship of the anti-hydropower struggle. 

8 One exception is the Romeyka (Pontic Greek)-speaking 
people of Ogene (Karaçam-Köknar) – Solaklı Valley/Tra-
bzon, for whom, Oğuz (2016) argues, Derebaşı (the name 
given to the place where the headwaters of Solaklı river 
are located) is a sacred place, a place of wailing for the 
dead.

9 All quotations are from interviews conducted by the au-
thor, in 2013 and 2014, unless stated otherwise. General 
information on, and analysis of the East Black Sea case 
is based on participatory observation and interviews 
conducted by the author, and supported by documentary 
analysis and archival research as well as ethnographi-
cal accounts of the region such as Bellér-Hann and Hann 
(2000) and Biryol (2012).

10 A Few Brave People, by Rüya Arzu Köksal, is available at 
https://vimeo.com/132728416, with English subtitles.

11 Women are the farmers of the household in the East Black 
Sea region, as in many other parts of the world. While 
women are responsible for both domestic and agricul-
tural work, men work either in the town center, in a big-
ger city or even abroad, or sit in a coffee house and play 
cards. As they work out in the fields within the dramatic 
natural landscape of the East Black Sea, of which rivers 
are the defining feature, women’s relationship with their 
environment in general and with the rivers in particular 
has an intimate quality to it. As the rivers are central to 
their everyday lives and material practices, women seem 
to employ different narratives and take more radical po-
sitions than men in the movement against hydropower. 
For a detailed discussion, see Yaka (2017; 2019a). 
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