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The Power of Care in Youth-Led Commoning
The highly influential global American environmental movement that traces its roots to a racist and exclusionary history of local communities[footnoteRef:1] is considered to be a “White man’s space” (p. 77)[footnoteRef:2]. For instance, eight of the top ten “Big Green” environmental groups in the United States, including the Sierra Club, the World Wildlife Fund, and Friends of the Earth, are led by White men. Closer to where we are in Canada, White men continue to dominate the leadership of organizations such as the Environmental Defense Fund and Ducks Unlimited. However, women are emerging as leaders in organizations like WWF, Greenpeace Canada, and Nature Conservancy Canada, but the racial make up continues to remain White. Less diversity in the leadership of environmental organizations influences the priorities and strategies of these groups, where the focus continues to be on creating green spaces, and reinforces the social privilege of White people through exclusive recruitment, implicit bias, and minimal focus on diversity and environmental justice[footnoteRef:3]. [1: https://theconversation.com/american-environmentalisms-racist-roots-have-shaped-global-thinking-about-conservation-143783 ]  [2:  Chan, J., & Curnow, J. (2017). Taking Up Space: Men, Masculinity, and the Student Climate Movement. https://doi.org/10.5282/RCC/7986]  [3:  Taylor, D. (2014). Environmental Organizations in the Great Lakes Region: An Assessment of Institutional Diversity. https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.29479.24487] 

However, the impacts of climate change are gendered; they disproportionately affect women, exacerbating inequalities and vulnerabilities[footnoteRef:4],[footnoteRef:5]. As a result, women and people of color have been at the forefront of grassroots environmental and climate justice movements for decades in North America and beyond. For example, Indigenous women led the Idle No More movement to protect land and water from colonial dispossession and challenge legal, political, and corporate agendas that perpetuate environmental violence[footnoteRef:6]. At the same time, grassroots organizations might not have the financial resources to solve complex climate challenges while also subverting and resisting existing power structures of mainstream organizations[footnoteRef:7].  [4:  Kakota, T., Nyariki, D., Mkwambisi, D., & Kogi-Makau, W. (2011). Gender Vulnerability to Climate Variability and Household Food Insecurity. Climate and Development, 3(4), 298-309. https://doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2011.627419 ]  [5:  Rao, N., Lawson, E., Raditloaneng, W., Solomon, D., & Angula, M. (2017). Gendered Vulnerabilities to Climate Change: Insights from the Semi-arid Regions of Africa and Asia. Climate and Development, 11(1), 14-26. https://doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2017.1372266 ]  [6:  Waldron, I. (2018). Women on the Frontlines: Grassroots movements Against Environmental Violence in Indigenous and Black Communities in Canada. Kalfou a Journal of Comparative and Relational Ethnic Studies, 5(2). https://doi.org/10.15367/kf.v5i2.211]  [7:  https://phys.org/news/2023-11-mainstream-environmental-nonprofits-philanthropic-expense.html ] 


Commoning and climate justice
Today, young people have emerged as new actors in the climate justice space driven by increasing awareness and a sense of urgency and frustration around government inaction, systemic inequalities, and the immediate threats posed by climate change to their futures. The youth climate movement centers intersectionality to address environmental issues by considering social justice, economic inequality, and human rights. Youth participate by encouraging collective action, protesting, representing in decision-making and youth advisory bodies, and partnerships to not just create and advocate for a lifestyle and policy that reflects their shared interests but also to cultivate intentional communities. This phenomenon is referred to as “commoning,” where actors create new shared and relational processes, redesign institutions such as norms and rules around a shared interest to serve a common good, as well as develop new imaginaries of sharing and caring[footnoteRef:8].  [8:  For a background on commoning, see The Future Wave: Youth-led Commoning for Care and Climate Justice, where we write about the different ways that young people undertake commoning. ] 

The verb “commoning” is distinct from the noun “commons” that are traditionally understood as resources such as land, irrigation systems, forests, pastures, and catchment areas jointly held with formal or informal systems of property rights and enforced governance. Nobel laureate and commons scholar Elinor Ostrom found that trust, reciprocity, and institutions are key for managing and conserving environmental commons such as natural resources. However, for intangible commons such as climate justice, there is a need to understand what drives collective action in groups working to protect, create, and maintain them. Thus, in our research on youth-led commoning, we aim to fill the pieces of this puzzle by investigating what factors might be important to motivate and sustain collective action for creating intangible commons such as climate justice?
An Ethic of Care for Commoning
Political theorists Berenice Fisher and Joan Tronto conceptualize care as a “species activity that includes everything we do to maintain, continue, and repair our “world” so that we can live in it as well as possible” (p. 40)[footnoteRef:9]. An ethic of care emerges from the realization that one has a relationship with all others and begins to care. The Oxford English Dictionary defines care as “the provision of what is necessary for the health, welfare, maintenance, and protection of someone or something.” To care means to “feel concern or interest; attach importance to something.” The word “care” traces its roots to Old English words of care, cereau meaning “sorrow, anxiety, and grief”. From Proto-germanic comes karo meaning lament, grief, and care. Thus, participating in climate justice advocacy might give young people a powerful way to transform widespread hopelessness and feelings of powerlessness in face of government inaction into care for climate action. Care, thus, unfolds not only as a motivation for climate justice but also embeds itself in commoning to foster a sense of community and support within groups of young activists.  [9:  Fisher, B., & Tronto, J. (1990). Toward a feminist theory of caring. In E. K. Abel & M. Nelson (Eds.), Circles of Care: Work and Identity in Women’s Lives (pp. 35–62). SUNY Press ] 

In our research on female-led youth groups in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), we uncover practices of care by applying the framework of an ethic of care developed by political theorists Bernice Fisher and Joan Tronto. The ethic of care includes actions of the powerful such as caring about and caring for, and actions of the less powerful such as caregiving and care-receiving[footnoteRef:10]. Fisher and Tronto classify the act of care into four unique but interrelated categories: when an individual cares about something or someone, they recognize that care is needed; when an individual takes care of something or someone, they accept that they bear partial responsibility for that care and take action; when an individual gives care to something or someone, they aim to physically meet the needs of care; when an individual receives care, they are the object of care and respond to it[footnoteRef:11].  [10:  Tronto, J. (1993). Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care. Routledge. ]  [11:  Fisher, B., & Tronto, J. (1990). Toward a feminist theory of caring. In E. K. Abel & M. Nelson (Eds.), Circles of Care: Work and Identity in Women’s Lives (pp. 35–62). SUNY Press ] 

Care in Youth-led Commoning
Our findings suggest a contrast to activists from the first-generation environmental movements of the 1970s who primarily cared about raising awareness about pollution and conservation, our interviewees care about climate issues with a sense of urgency and immediate action, driven by concerns for their future and the need for systemic change. While earlier environmental activists cared for the environment through grassroots organizing, and lobbying for environmental laws, women-led youth groups care for the environment through inclusive advocacy, promoting sustainable practices, and supporting communities affected by environmental degradation.
Early environmental movements centered on caregiving actions such as participating in practical conservation efforts like clean-up campaigns, tree planting and wildlife conservation efforts. Our research indicates that caregiving emerges in increasingly embodied ways by young female activists and modalities of caregiving can vary across cultural and racialized contexts. While White activists might engage with caregiving differently, like through radical protesting, our data suggests that people of color and first-generation immigrants employ and encourage peaceful and non-confrontational caregiving strategies due to a fear of systemic consequences. Such strategies might include creating booklets on local biodiversity in different languages to reach new immigrants of color. Radical protesting strategies also may lead to the subsequent attrition of racialized people and first-generation immigrants from the group. A racialized first-generation immigrant said, “The main thing is that they are, in my opinion, really radical in a certain way. I mean, I'm an international student, so you know, protesting inside a building for hours is not the best thing to do.”
However, racialized people often perform emotionally laborious tasks such as advocating for implementing practices that create space for people of color and people from the global South, indicating the uneven power dynamics operating between those who care for and those who care give. For instance, one interviewee said, “People have this want to uplift Black voices and voices from the global South and we really want to do our best to do all these things, but in practice, they don't.  And it's written in all our constitutions and values and principles documents, but that has taken so much work and so much pushback from me and other racialized students in the group to get them to actually implement what they say they want to do...and it has made it a bit difficult to implement solid change.” Advocacy for inclusion is another reason why racialized people might leave these groups. 
Sexuality also influences how queer activists adopt caregiving within grassroots movements. Their experiences with marginalization drive them to validate others' contributions and identities, prioritize mental health and well-being to prevent burnout, and create supportive environments to foster inclusivity and empathy[footnoteRef:12]. One queer activist said, “There was a new member and I could tell she was feeling very othered. She was also racialized and visibly queer, and I have gone through the exact same thing. I did invite her for dinner at my place, and we started getting coffee on a regular basis, and that was really helpful. I guess that's why I'm here, to make people who have gone through my experience have a better experience and we are really good friends now and hang out quite often. [12:  Gaard, G. (2015). Ecofeminism and Climate Change. Women's Studies International Forum, 49, 20-33.] 

Care receiving centers around feelings of being in a community through communal food-sharing, emotional support, validation, and accountability practices. One interviewee shared how they received care from another member, “One of my good friends in the organization called me out for something that I said at a meeting recently and she texted me and told me “Let's have a serious talk.” I was anxious and then she called me in and that was such an act of love and an act of fairness. It [the talk] was “I care about you and I want to not be mad at you. And I want to agree with you on things, but you're making it really difficult by showing up at meetings like that.” That was such an awesome moment of reckoning for me to apologize and address it, but it was just also the fact that she took the energy to think about it and to message me and to meet with me and to talk me through it. That is just the kindest, most respectful thing that someone can do…is to correct you with love.”
Can an ethic of care bring us closer to climate justice?
These findings suggest the reducing influence of hegemonic masculinity within female-led youth climate groups. In addition, our research highlights the multi-dimensionality and complexity of care through intersecting identities and experiences of young people who are actively developing new ways of fostering resilience and creating inclusive spaces for sustaining commoning for climate justice. At the same time, uneven power dynamics of care between White people and racialized people in female-led youth groups suggest that even the practice of youth-led commoning can reproduce and maintain patterns of marginality. Thus, it is important for individuals in this space to not just consider others, but also to create strategies, mechanisms, and institutions to foreground the experiences, joys, sufferings, and circumstances of others to sow the seeds of an ethic of care.
Our findings open new questions about the connection between care and climate justice. How can an ethic of care actually see the other as an equal and embodied being? How can an ethic of care build and maintain relationships and trust for sustaining long-term collective action? Can policies and institutions for climate justice be primarily designed around an ethic of care? Can we reexamine the rich constellation of institutions studied by Elinor Ostrom and colleagues to see them through a lens that centers care? What might be the relational effects of care-centered policies? 
One might still ask why it matters if we care? How can one be moved to care, and then sustain that care, given the crushing pressures of day-to-day tasks and the feelings of powerlessness amidst geopolitical conflicts and war? Care, after all, is a finite resource with little value in Western culture that prioritizes individualism. We argue that the recognition of care is the fundamental missing piece that market and state solutions such as carbon markets and carbon offsets cannot provide for fostering the circumstances for creating climate justice. In the end, what saves us may be found in the forces that emerge when we give and receive care to each other. We invite our readers to reflect on how different elements of care show up in their life. 



