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fixes can’t solve problems with soil fertility or guarantee clean air, biological 
diversity, pure water, and climatic stability; nor can they increase the capacity 
of the environment to absorb 25 billion tons of waste created annually by 
America alone. (p. 41)

SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON  
ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS
Functionalist Perspective
Whether they are looking at a social system or an ecosystem, functionalists examine 
the entire system and its components. Where are environmental problems likely to 
arise? Functionalists would answer that problems develop from the system itself. 
Agricultural and industrial modes of production are destabilizing forces in our eco-
system. Agriculture replaces complex natural systems with simpler artificial ones 
to sustain select highly productive crops. These crops require constant attention in 
the form of cultivation, fertilizers, and pesticides, all foreign elements to the natural 
environment (Ehrlich, Ehrlich, and Holdren 1973). When it first began, industrializa-
tion entered a society that had fewer people, less material well-being, and abundant 
natural resources. But modern industrialization uses “more resources to make few 

Site Name and Location Major Pollutants and Sources 

Agbogbloshie Dumpsite, Ghana Heavy metals and particulates from e-waste recycling and processing

Chernobyl, Ukraine Radioactive materials from 1986 nuclear reactor explosion

Citarum River Basin, Indonesia Heavy metals and particulates from industry

Dzerzhinsk, Russia Chemicals and toxic by-products, lead from chemical weapons, and industrial manufacturing 

Hazarlbagh, Bangladesh Chemicals and toxic by-products from tannery manufacturing 

Kabwe, Zambia Heavy metals and particulates from mining and smelting operations 

Kallantan, Indonesia Heavy metals and particulates from mining and smelting operations 

Matanza-Riachuelo, Argentina Heavy metals and particulates from chemical manufacturers 

Niger River Delta, Nigeria Oil and hydrocarbons from petroleum operations 

Norilsk, Russia Heavy metals and particulates from mining and smelting operations 

SOURCE: Adapted from Blacksmith Institute and Green Cross Switzerland 2014.

Table 15.1    The world’s most polluted places (alphabetically by city or site), 2013
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