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Naming the Crisis
Conceptualizing Environmental, Climate, and 
Health Injustices through Race and Indigeneity

Tatiana Konrad

Social justice is tightly linked to many other forms of justice. When 
studying the effects of climate change, COVID-19, and environmental 
transformation on Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) 
communities around the world, it is crucial to understand that these 

types of injustice selectively target people of color because of the lack of social 
justice, compounding the inequality and oppression that the people are already 
experiencing. Social injustice both provokes and sustains other forms of injustice, 
of which environmental, climate, and health injustices are prime examples.

Scholars from various disciplines have energetically engaged with the issues 
of social and environmental justice.1 Informed by this important research, Race 
and Environmental Justice in the Era of Climate Change and COVID-19 is both 
a scholarly contribution to the ongoing discourse and a form of activism for 
environmental, climate, and health justice. Using race and indigeneity as an 
analytical lens, the book explores how justice in the era of climate change and 
COVID-19 is envisioned, depicted, and achieved. Examining the relationships 
among humans and environments, this edited collection, in line with multispecies 
justice scholars, recognizes that it is crucial to broaden “the rules of inclusion that 
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constitute politics” and calls for “new political imaginaries that take into account 
the ontological diversity, relational complexity, and incommensurable forms of 
communication and desire, within which just arrangements and outcomes can 
be cocrafted.”2 While this book largely focuses on humans and environments, its 
explorations of (in)justice help not only to illustrate the wide health and safety 
gap between individuals, communities, and even nations living under different 
environmental conditions, but also to move beyond the human toward justice 
for all. Instruments of “culture, politics, knowledge, and communication,” which 
multispecies justice scholars see as key in securing justice for the multiple species 
that inhabit and constitute the Earth, are also central to fighting inequality and 
injustice among humans and for envisioning and securing sustainable futures 
for all.3

This book operates along lines of social, racial, environmental, and health 
justice, exploring several research trajectories. It opens with “Part 1: Air, Breath, 
and (In)Visibility of Environmental Racism.” Here, the contributors review 
environmental injustice through the lens of environmental racism. Specifically 
drawing on air, breath, respiratory problems, and air pollution, this section 
demonstrates how environmental injustice can manifest in (in)visible ways, 
targeting BIPOC communities in both the Global North and Global South.

This section opens with Tatiana Konrad’s “Atmoracism: Air and Precarities 
of Health, Environment, and Race.” Konrad coins the concept of atmoracism 
to describe oppression that BIPOC communities experience through air. At-
moracism—some examples of which include exposure to air pollution, the 
airborne COVID-19 virus, and police brutality that interferes with the breath of 
Black bodies—according to Konrad, is a form of methodical, continuous violence 
against people of color. This essay, therefore, sheds light on yet another form of 
structural oppression that, due to its connection to the allegedly “invisible” air, 
might remain unnoticed and neglected by scholars and other activists. Seeing 
air and recognizing its materiality can help identify cases of atmoracism and, 
through this, fight for racial equality and social justice. This type of social justice is 
inseparable from environmental justice, health justice, and racial justice. This essay 
thus examines the precarious conditions in which BIPOC communities exist, 
theorizing atmoracism through the lens of environmental–health–racial justice. 
It draws on PBS’s Hindsight (2021) to demonstrate how BIPOC communities 
use air space to fight oppression, a phenomenon that Konrad terms here as 
atmoactivism.
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In “The Respiratory Politics of Air-Breath: India’s Epidemic Intensities,” 
Bishnupriya Ghosh argues for respiratory justice due to the trouble with air-
breath during the COVID-19 pandemic. Analyzing images of air-breath that 
emerged in the human-caused disaster that was India’s second wave (April–May 
2021), this essay explores the potential of a political aesthetic that leans toward 
environmental justice. India’s second wave exemplifies the stark differences of 
experience during the otherwise globally synchronous pandemic. The logic 
of molecular colonialism surfaced yet again during COVID-19, as those with 
long-term lack of access to health care, nutrition, and housing died in greater 
numbers all over the world. Within this larger global story, Ghosh plots the 
catastrophic effects of the Modi-Shah government’s administrative failures on 
India’s most vulnerable communities: during the second wave’s medical oxygen 
supply crisis, for instance, those with means could commandeer manufactured air 
while others perished without, their passing visible in the smoke from crematoria. 
How might the afterimages of situated pandemic experiences compel a robust 
respiratory politics? Ghosh argues for “epidemic intensities” as an analytic that 
opens up differentials in the COVID-19 air-breath experience and offers a critical 
method for tracking such intensities from the standpoint of visual culture studies. 
The outcome is a situated political aesthetic for Delhi’s COVID-19 experience.

The section concludes with “Fueling Toxicity: Fast Fashion, Air Pollution, 
and Slow Violence,” where Savannah Schaufler maintains that with ninety-two 
million tons of garments ending up in landfills worldwide, there is no doubt that 
the constant production and consumption of fashion has negative social and 
environmental consequences. Regardless of the location of their original entry 
to the global market, the majority of textiles end up in one of the world’s largest 
secondhand markets, the Kantamanto Market, located in Accra, Ghana. Here, 
masses of clothes from clothing bins and charity collections mainly from the 
United States and Europe, especially Austria and Germany, are sent for resale and 
reuse. In other words, while Western countries attempt to recycle their fast-fash-
ion textiles, Ghana bears the burden of textile pollution. There, mountains of 
worthless and mainly inferior-quality clothing, consisting of plastic fibers that 
cannot be reused or resold, are incinerated, polluting the air with noxious fumes, 
especially from the synthetic chemicals and dye toxins. Referencing concepts such 
as actor-network theory, Zsuzsa Gille’s “waste regimes,” and Rob Nixon’s “slow 
violence,” this essay explores toxic embodiments, examining the intricate interplay 
of time, space, and the body within the fast-fashion industry, while considering 
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its colonial legacies, power dynamics, and their impact on aerial health across 
populations. Taking COVID-19 as a flashpoint for rethinking relationships to 
air—as this pandemic made aware the physical presence of air—this essay presents 
the multiple and complex dependencies between production and disposal of 
products. This allows for a radical reflection on the globalized waste of clothing, 
with particular attention to air pollution, health impacts, and questions of agency.

In “Part 2: Health, Sustainability, and Race,” the contributors provide a 
deeper investigation of the issue of health as it intersects with the environment 
and race. The global focus of this section helps adumbrate similarities in how 
race and health have become intertwined in the era of environmental crisis in 
different parts of the world.

In “Environment and Health: The Impact of Historical Environment on 
Inuit Qanuinngitsiarutiksait in the Era of Anthropogenic Climate Change,” 
Jeevan Stephanie Kaur Toor, Tagaaq Evaluardjuk-Palmer, and Josée G. Lavoie 
explore the impact of historical environment (i.e., colonialism) on qanuinngit-
siarutiksait (good health and well-being) in Inuit communities in northern 
Canada. The erosion of Inuit social and cultural fabric has made it harder to 
adapt to climatic changes, the harms of which have been exacerbated by existing 
socioeconomic inequalities. Climate change affects qanuinngitsiarutiksait, 
causing poorer mental health, food and water insecurity, increased disease, 
ice-related accidents, and increased impact of persistent organic pollutants. 
This essay aims to move from deficit to strengths-based research by exploring 
Inuit adaptations to anthropogenic climate change, centering Inuit voices and 
initiatives. The essay discusses the Canadian government’s approach to climate 
change in Inuit communities, with recommendations for policy and research 
from an Inuit perspective. Toor, Evaluardjuk-Palmer, and Lavoie argue that the 
maintenance of qanuinngitsiarutiksait requires a holistic method where Inuit 
Qaujimajatuqangit (Inuit knowledge) is considered and researchers collaborate 
with Inuit people; further work is also needed to address the ramifications of the 
colonial past. Their aim is to commit to reversing the effects of anthropogenic 
climate change in the Arctic and to supporting those impacted by colonial actions. 
This research provides a novel contribution through its basis in Inuit knowledge 
and concepts, “historical environment,” and the synergy of the theoretical 
approaches of anthropology and geography.

Following this essay is “COVID-19 and Socioenvironmental Sustainability: 
Grassroots Strategies of Autonomy and Healing among and between the Ngigua 
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in San Marcos Tlacoyalco, Puebla-Mexico.” Here, María Cristina Manzano-Mun-
guía, Guillermo López Varela, and María Sol Tiverovsky Scheines claim that the 
socioeconomic and health crises caused by the COVID-19 pandemic in Mexico 
have especially affected its most vulnerable populations, including, but not 
limited to, Indigenous communities, women, children, and youth from poor rural 
areas. Over the past three years, COVID-19 intensified the need for improving the 
health-care systems, medical services, and personnel (e.g., intensive care units and 
medications), but it also demonstrated the need for food supplies, employment, 
and social security across the country. Specifically, the pandemic prompted 
Indigenous communities to seek autonomy in food production and alternative 
health-care systems. This essay looks at how the Ngigua community implemented 
grassroots strategies of autonomy through socioenvironmental sustainability 
projects that included, but were not limited to, the use of traditional medicine, the 
rain petition, and the “sowing” of rain, while caring for the community jagüey—a 
natural water reservoir used for daily communal needs—vis-à-vis COVID-19 
restrictions and mortality effects.

This section concludes with Juan M. Floyd-Thomas’s “The Stop Cop City 
Movement: Environmental Racism, Community Policing, and Necropolitics in 
Post–COVID-19 Atlanta.” In the wake of 2020, the Atlanta Police Foundation 
and the municipal government proposed a $90 million police training facility 
derisively called “Cop City.” Initial plans for Cop City were sparked by a startling 
uptick in major crimes coinciding with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
not only in the Atlanta metropolitan area but also in countless other cities across 
the United States. The proposed training center was designed to be a mock urban 
space replete with homes, convenience stores, and even a nightclub, meant to 
occupy a heavily forested area in Atlanta’s southwestern section. However, fol-
lowing the January 2023 murder of queer, Indigenous-Venezuelan activist Manuel 
“Tortuguita” Páez Terán by local police officers, an ad hoc, eclectic coalition of 
residents, police reform activists, environmentalists, and advocates for the home-
less engaged in a prolonged confrontation with the police at the construction 
zone. The police responded to the outburst during an activist-organized “Week 
of Action” by rushing to the planned demonstration while many members were 
attending a music festival in Páez Terán’s honor. This feud peaked when hundreds 
of activists breached the construction site, burned police cars and construction 
vehicles, and damaged the property’s infrastructure. This resulted in the arrest of 
some fifty protesters, many of them being accused of domestic terrorism. How did 
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a woodland area on the outskirts of Atlanta, Georgia, become an unlikely new 
battleground in debates over residential hypersegregation, environmental racism, 
and community policing reform? To better fathom this current predicament, 
Floyd-Thomas argues, we need to grasp what philosopher Achille Mbembe 
calls “necropolitics,” described as “the ultimate expression of sovereignty . . . the 
power to dictate who may live and who must die.”4 Drawing on social science 
research, policy analysis, and archival materials, this essay reveals COVID-19’s 
complex impact on Atlanta’s public health and social welfare, ranging from urban 
deforestation to police brutality.

Finally, “Part 3: Decolonizing and Implementing Environmental Justice” 
provides practical solutions to environmental inequality. Drawing on the voices 
of representatives of BIPOC communities in both the Global North and Global 
South, the essays in this section explore cultural, social, political, and other 
changes that must take place to ensure environmental justice.

Nikiwe Solomon’s exploration of environmental injustice in South Africa in 
“Material Flows in Landscapes of Injustice” opens this section. A common theme 
in the early months of the pandemic was that COVID-19 has made visible the 
fault lines of inequality in society. However, for many across the globe, these fault 
lines were always visible in the toxic environments where they reside. BIPOC and 
poor communities have often been forced to live in historically segregated areas, 
where highly toxic materials flow through water, soil, and air. In the age of the 
Anthropocene, a new epoch in which we recognize the changes in how pathogens, 
molecules, gigabytes, and currencies flow through human intervention, the 
question that comes to the fore is what modern governance would look like if 
flows are central to how we imagine the future in a time of growing climate change. 
Currently, climate interventions, legal structures, and social and environmental 
governance approaches to the climate crisis are not adequately equipped to deal 
with the global flows that transcend particular ideas of territory, space, and time. 
What is needed, Solomon suggests, is a form of governance that recognizes the 
interrelationships between the geologic, the biotic, and the social. Solomon 
proposes a shift in governance from one that focuses on control, command, 
and prediction to one that focuses on human–nature entanglements through 
material flows, a form of governance that is connected to what is happening on 
the ground rather than working from outside the socioecological worlds it is 
meant to serve. This approach could inform policy that seeks to reconnect rather 
than increasingly separate the human from nature.
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The section continues with Helen Bond’s “Future Tense: The Role of Race, 
Risk, and Environmental Justice.” This essay addresses the intersections between 
environmental injustice and perceptions of race, risk, and visions for the future. 
Responding to risk is dependent on how we perceive and understand that risk. 
Risk communication during crises like the COVID-19 pandemic and climate 
change will require trust and behavior change. How we perceive and understand 
risk can partly impact our willingness to change our behavior in response to it. 
In this essay, Bond reports on a study that measures students’ knowledge and 
understanding of environmental issues and associated risks, and their willingness 
to engage in pro-environmental behavior (PEB). PEB is any behavior or action 
that helps or benefits the environment or does little harm.5 For the purposes of 
this study, taking action is defined as identifying opportunities for engagement 
and initiating informed and ethical action.6 Reasons for environmentally friendly 
behaviors can differ widely across social groups and situations. A number of 
factors are thought to predict agency around PEB, including risk perception and 
social cohesion.7 People are generally concerned about environmental problems 
because of the negative consequences that may result from them. The perception 
of injustice and one’s relationship to the environment are additional drivers of 
concern and action.8 One’s relationship to the environment is another important 
driver of environmental concern. The Environmental Concern Scale was used 
to measure the degree of importance students place on certain environmental 
problems due to their perceived risks. It is worth noting that not all consequences 
merit equal concern. People differ in what they find worrying, and ultimately 
what motivates them to change their behavior. How connected we feel to nature 
and our community can be predictive of engaging in PEB. This essay shares 
research findings regarding race, risk perception, environmental concern, and 
the concept of future tense—a mitigation strategy for Black youth envisioning 
futures in an unequal world. Racism and discrimination in the lives of Black youth 
undermine their ability to be future positive. Black adolescents are exposed to 
racial discrimination in the United States at levels that can thwart their ability 
to imagine a sustainable and just future.

This section concludes with Autumn Asher BlackDeer and Sierra Roach 
Coye’s “Decolonizing Environmental Justice: Centering Black and Indigenous 
Solutions to the Climate Crisis.” Environmental injustices such as the climate 
crisis are inextricably tied to the ongoing processes of colonialism, dispossession, 
and racial capitalism. This essay critiques so-called solutions to the white climate 
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crisis that are grounded in colonial, anthropocentric thinking and perpetuate 
systemic harm against BIPOC communities. The authors argue that these 
Western conceptions of environmental justice fail to encapsulate what BIPOC 
communities consider justice. BlackDeer and Coye center Indigenous cosmol-
ogies and abolition ecologies in an attempt to decolonize the environmental 
justice movement. Grounded in their lived experiences as queer Black and Native 
scholars in conversation with scholarly literature, this work delineates historic 
impacts of colonialism on BIPOC communities, demonstrates the continued 
coloniality within the present-day environmental justice movement, and intro-
duces Indigenous cosmologies and abolition ecologies as means to decolonize 
it. Ultimately, BlackDeer and Coye claim that there can be no environmental 
justice without Black liberation and Indigenous sovereignty.

Finally, in “Conclusion: Decolonizing Environmental Justice Pedagogy,” 
Tatiana Konrad gestures to other sites of inquiry, the outcomes of decolonial 
environmental justice, and what readers may want to consider next. Konrad 
also claims that it is crucial to include environmental justice in curricula and 
emphasizes that Race and Environmental Justice in the Era of Climate Change 
and COVID-19 can be used to teach race and environmental justice.

Recently, scholars working in environmental justice, and multispecies justice in 
particular, have called for “a transformation in justice,” emphasizing the need to 
reconsider the ways both “the subject of justice” and “the telos of justice itself ” are 
understood.9 Part of this work is to recognize race as the key lens through which 
injustice can be traced, identify the exact locations and people—individuals, 
communities, and nations—affected by environmental conflict, and outline 
clear ways in which environmental justice can be restored, including via the 
eradication of environmental racism. Regions and nations in the Global South 
experience the effects of climate injustice with full force, while at the same time 
they largely develop and sustain the Global North through natural resource 
extraction.10 This process of unequal, corrupt, and sometimes even criminal 
extractivism for the economic benefit of the Global North degrades Earth’s major 
domains, including air, water, and soil, triggering environmental crisis. Literary 
scholar Jennifer Wenzel claims that the consequences of such extractivism 
are “a borrowing against—even theft of—other people’s futures.”11 It is thus 
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essential to not only understand the real ramifications of environmental racism 
and inequality on affected individuals but also include those individuals in the 
processes of decision-making, particularly in cases when justice can be, or already 
is, sabotaged. Such collaborations can open working pathways to address grave 
issues.12 For example, there are Indigenous scholars and activists who oppose “the 
future-oriented temporality of justice in Western paradigms,” emphasizing that 
the current neglect of violence and injustice will not bring communities to any 
just future.13 Taking into account and relying on these views as we work toward 
environmental solutions can, indeed, lead to justice for all.

It is crucial to consider class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, race, and (dis)ability 
in environmental issues.14 Diversity studies scholars like Karen Bell emphasize 
that, for example, “if the environmental movement can be more inclusive, it can 
improve its influence on policy and society.”15 Who are the actors (both those who 
intensify or maintain environmental degradation and those whose lives, health, 
and well-being are directly affected by it) and what events exactly (instances of 
environmental injustice, environmental conflicts, etc.) become popularized? This 
is an important question through which it is possible to identify very tangible 
acts of environmental injustice. At the same time, it is significant to understand 
that environmental injustice is not a unified phenomenon, but rather it represents 
a variety of mistreatment, conflict, and the effects thereof, and thus must be 
addressed appropriately to each individual case. Similarly, scholars from the 
Global South describe environmentalism as different in every country, with “its 
own unique characteristics and trajectories.”16 Environmental injustice is a global 
issue, and only collective action can solve it.17 Scholars insist on “the urgent need 
for North–South collaboration” that can help solve or at least minimize the 
environmental crisis.18 Yet environmental justice cannot be restored through one 
method; it is a task of multiple activities that involve different people, inspect 
different cases, and, ultimately, fix different problems.

Race and Environmental Justice in the Era of Climate Change and COVID-19 
draws on the issues of both justice and injustice: “Injustice (the lack of some-
thing) is often more tangible than justice (the supposed fullness or perfection 
of something).”19 To understand justice, one needs to fully comprehend the 
multiple forms of injustice experienced by select individuals and groups; and, vice 
versa, to be able to address injustice, it is crucial to recognize the true meaning 
of justice. For this purpose, scholars emphasize the need to “nam[e] forms of 
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justice and injustice,” including, for example, “social justice, restorative justice, and 
distributive justice,” in order to be able to “produce a sense of action and agency.”20

The world is in crisis. Yet this crisis is experienced by individuals very 
differently, depending not only on one’s location but also on one’s skin color. 
Environmental and health issues have become intricately connected to the 
issues of social justice. It is crucial to decolonize languages, behaviors, attitudes, 
and very real political actions that discriminate against and harm BIPOC 
communities. Contributing to the ongoing debates, this book supports the claim 
that “functioning environments are a necessary condition for the fulfilment of 
other, intersectional justices—like environmental justice, social justice, and racial 
justice.”21 Environmental justice scholars Thom Davis and Alice Mah note: “It is 
difficult to make sense of a historical moment when you are caught in the middle 
of it—and difficult to tell if it even is a moment, or just a small part of something 
far bigger.”22 Whether the historical change is already happening or humanity is 
on its way to making this change, Race and Environmental Justice in the Era of 
Climate Change and COVID-19 is a scholarly endeavor to foreground the voices 
from world communities, provide solutions to environmental and health crises, 
and restore justice for all.
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Atmoracism
Air and Precarities of Health,  
Environment, and Race

Tatiana Konrad

Aerobic beings require oxygen to live. Air provides humans and other 
creatures with this vital element. Interacting with air continuously 
through breathing, aerobic beings are oftentimes unaware of the 
profound significance that this invisible substance has for us all. 

Having access to, being enveloped by, and existing in air, we depend on it without 
ever being cognizant of this complex relationship. What changes, then, if this 
symbiosis is jeopardized or sabotaged? While access to (clean) air should be a 
fundamental human right, the stories of those who live in polluted areas, those 
who got infected with the airborne coronavirus having breathed in the viral drop-
lets, or those who were suffocated by racist police officers illustrate the opposite: 
namely, how air becomes segmented into healthy and unhealthy spaces, and how 
it can be weaponized against Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC) and 
poor communities to sustain abuse, oppression, and extermination.

In what follows, I engage with the peculiar type of racism that BIPOC 
communities face, coining the concept of atmoracism to describe oppression 
through the medium of air. Working at the intersection of health, environment, 
and race, I reveal how exposure to air pollution, the airborne COVID-19 virus, 
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and interference with the breathing of Black bodies, as examples of atmoracism, 
illustrate a fundamentally venomous type of racism that is not simply an 
instrument of subjugation but the methodical, continuous, and unstoppable 
mutilation, destruction, and extermination of people of color. The invisibility 
of air dangerously veils atmoracism and keeps BIPOC communities literally 
suffocating: breathing toxic air, fighting to breathe through lungs damaged 
by the airborne virus, or facing police brutality. Pivotally, this essay does not 
suggest that atmoracism is the only or most concerning type of racism that 
must be addressed, but rather sheds light on yet another form of structural 
oppression that, due to its connection to the “invisible” air, might remain 
unnoticed and neglected by scholars. The ubiquitous nature of atmoracism 
directed at BIPOC communities is alarming. Seeing air and recognizing its 
overtly material function can help identify cases of atmoracism and, through 
this, fight for racial equality and social justice. This type of social justice is 
inseparable from environmental justice, health justice, and racial justice. This 
essay thus examines the precarious conditions in which BIPOC communities 
exist, theorizing atmoracism through the lens of environmental–health–racial 
justice.

Environmental humanities and media studies scholars emphasize the unique 
role of documentaries in communicating environmental problems, spreading 
eco-awareness, and provoking pro-environmental action. John A. Duvall distin-
guishes between environmental documentaries that address larger topics, such as 
the impact of humanity on the planet as a whole, and films that explore the local 
and concrete ways in which environmental devastation occurs, from pollution 
to species extinction and beyond. In doing so, documentary films, according to 
Duvall, work in different ways, from serving as a pure source of information to 
emphasizing specific actions that must be taken in order to minimize or eliminate 
the effects of a crisis.1 In either way, the environmental documentary is a politically 
and socially motivated cinematic genre that, as JoAnn Myer Valenti observes, 
“gives environmental information a megaphone.”2 Recognizing the important 
role and unique function of documentaries in promoting environmental justice, 
this essay draws on PBS’s Hindsight (2021): six short documentaries that, through 
the lens of air, focus on racism, the COVID-19 pandemic, and food scarcity, 
among other problems. Via the analysis of these films, the essay demonstrates 
how BIPOC use air space to fight oppression, a phenomenon that I term here 
as atmoactivism.
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I Can’t Breathe: Theorizing Atmoracism through Air

BIPOC communities, among whom are Black Americans, have a complex 
relationship with air—largely due to the abuse, exploitation, and oppression that 
they experienced from white colonizers and later, in postcolonial and postslavery 
times, the dominating white majority that did not and does not welcome BIPOC 
as equal members of society. The right to breathe clean, free air is undermined by 
racist and colonial ideologies that treat BIPOC individuals merely as expendable 
bodies for labor. Much of this oppression has been implemented through air, 
revealing an even deeper complexity and a distinct type of racism, which I define 
as atmoracism. This section engages with different instances of racial oppression 
that were exercised and sustained through air, thus outlining the long, complex, 
and oftentimes invisible history of racism built on controlling access to this vital 
element.

Michael Eric Dyson writes about breathing as “biological and metaphoric, 
both literal and symbolic” for Black people.3 For African Americans, breathing 
is not a natural, unnoticeable, thoughtless process of inhaling and exhaling, as is 
essentially the case for every human who does not have health-related respiratory 
problems. Breathing, for Black people, is quite literally a form of struggle. Dyson 
writes about “the air of freedom” that Black people were deprived of once 
enslaved, as well as of a much more complex deprivation that occurred through 
slavery:

When we were kidnaped from our native haunts, we were denied more than the 
African air we breathed. We were also deprived of the oxygen of opportunities to 
deepen our ties to our cruelly estranged motherland. And we had withheld from us 
the nitrogen of nourishment from the land and limbs of our kin and loved ones.4

Air and kinship—to land, ancestors, the environment—are tightly connected. 
Air formulates those multiple instances of kinship; but it is also an element to 
which one can be kin. And while this segmented view of air is rather problematic 
in questions related to environmental health, as I will reveal further in this essay, 
it is helpful in this context to realize that despite its alleged invisibility and 
imperceptibility, air is an essential part of the larger environment in which humans 
exist. The connection to home, and the feeling of being homesick when away from 
home, is conditioned not only through one’s relationship with other humans, 
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including relatives, friends, and dwelling place, but also through the environment, 
the climate of that territory, the weather that is typical of that place—all of 
which are tightly connected and perceived, among other things, through air. 
Keeping in mind this relationship among the air, the environment, and home, the 
deprivation of these three things through enslavement—kidnapping Africans and 
transporting them to the New World—can be viewed as a form of atmoracism.

Air also played a dramatic role in the process of transporting Africans to the 
shores of the Americas. Dyson refers to the miasma that filled the parts of the 
ships where kidnapped Black people were trapped:

The air we breathed was polluted by the feces and urine of our fellow captives. We 
imbibed the stench of vomit from souls who couldn’t stomach the sadistic and cruel 
treatment. We could barely breathe. . . . Some of us had our breath snatched from us 
at the end of a blunt instrument or by the barrel of a weapon. Some of us stopped 
breathing as we jumped, or were pushed, overboard.5

Here, the relationship between the deprivation of slavery and air is vividly 
illustrated through breathing. Specifically, the air is unhealthy, and breathing, 
while necessary to survive, also ruins one’s health through inhaling different 
pathogens. Yet even such polluted air was not a given for the enslaved people, 
as the history of transporting kidnapped Africans reveals, for access to it was 
controlled and mediated by the enslaver.

African Americans have been deprived of clean air since the moment 
their ancestors were brought on the ships; this denial continues today through 
air pollution. Dyson laments that there is a new method of oppressing and 
eradicating Black people, namely through “the relentless spray of contaminants” 
that “pollute[s] the emancipated air around us.”6 Toxic air has been an alarming 
concern for BIPOC communities, who are literally suffocating on polluted air 
on a daily basis. Recent documentaries, including The Sacrifice Zone (2020), 
Unbreathable: The Fight for Healthy Air (2020), and Conviction (2021), effectively 
illustrate this problem. Magdalena Gόrska claims that through the relationship 
between breathing and the quality of air, “the dynamics of geopolitical economic 
and (neo)colonialist power relations” become apparent. Specifically, “political, 
social and economic distribution and maintenance of privilege and lack thereof, 
and power that materializes not only in (un)breathable and (non)toxic air but 
also in political, social and ethical matters such as whose lives are breathable and 
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whose loss of breath is grievable” are all crucial questions that can be addressed 
through air.7 Concentration or relocation of pollutants into the areas primarily 
populated by BIPOC and poor communities overtly demonstrates whose lives 
matter and whose do not.

Environmental racism, a term coined in the 1980s, recognized the effects of 
pollution and other environmental inequalities as systemic oppression. In 1987, 
Benjamin Chavis explained environmental racism as

racial discrimination in environmental policy-making and enforcement of regulations 
and laws, the deliberate targeting of communities of color for toxic waste facilities, 
the official sanctioning of the presence of life-threatening poisons and pollutants for 
communities of color, and the history of excluding people of color from leadership 
of the environmental movement.8

Before Chavis, however, Robert D. Bullard described the problem of envi-
ronmental racism in the following way: “People of color are subjected to a 
disproportionately large number of health and environmental risks in their 
neighborhoods . . . and on their jobs.”9 Today, environmental racism remains an 
urgent problem, not only revealing social, political, economic, environmental, and 
medical inequalities, but also literally destroying the health and lives of BIPOC 
communities. Stacy Alaimo notes: “Race . . . has been well documented as the 
single most important factor in the placement of toxic waste sites in the United 
States.”10 And there are multiple examples that would prove this, including the 
infamous story of Uniontown, Alabama:

Few places define environmental racism as precisely as Uniontown, Alabama, 30 miles 
west of Selma, home of the Arrowhead Landfill, into which, for 18 months beginning 
in July 2009, hundreds of railcars a day poured more than 4 million tons of coal ash 
laced with arsenic, lead, and several other heavy metals. Uniontown’s 2,400 residents 
are more than 90 percent black. The ash has come from a coal-burning power plant 
in Roane County, Tennessee, 300 miles north. The population of Roane is roughly 
90 percent white.11

Instances like this one distinctly speak about racism, environmental racism, 
but also, more specifically, atmoracism, directed at BIPOC communities, and 
illustrate how, when fighting for racial equality, it is crucial to keep in mind the 
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environment, including air, as sites of discrimination. In line with Alaimo, I 
emphasize that “social injustice is inseparable from physical environments,” for 
“human bodies, human health, and human rights are interconnected with the 
material, often toxic flows of particular places.”12 Recognizing this, and better 
understanding these complex linkages, can help outline the ways in which “civil 
rights, affirmative action, and identity politics models of social justice” have to 
be transformed to account for both the lingering effects of historical instances 
of environmental racism and its current, daily occurrences.13

BIPOC communities are exposed to multiple kinds of toxicity, including, 
for example, pollution that emerges from farms and industrial sites, but also 
air, water, and land pollution, more broadly.14 The mosaic nature of pollution, 
which harms some communities but not others, can be approached through 
what Dorceta E. Taylor terms as “residential segregation”—“a pervasive feature 
of American society”—that “is related to exposure to environmental hazards”: 
even financial stability does not guard BIPOC from segregation and pollution.15 
Through the visual mapping of such segregated communities, it becomes 
apparent that BIPOC are ecological outcasts. Sarah Jaquette Ray’s concept of 
“ecological others” is particularly helpful to understand the degree to which 
BIPOC individuals are excluded from the landscape of health and environ-
mental well-being. Jaquette Ray claims: “Unlike ecological subjects, whose aim 
it is to save the world from ecological crisis, ecological others are often those 
from whose poor decisions and reckless activities the world ostensibly needs to 
be saved.”16 She draws on Susan Kollin, who explains how “ecological others” 
emerge: “The loss of nature experienced by Euro-Americans often becomes 
directed toward the racial Other, who in turn is made responsible for that loss, 
becoming a target of environmentalism’s denigration and blame.”17 Through 
racial othering, environmental racism operates on different levels to sustain 
environmental degradation and racial inequality.

Atmoracism is a form of environmental-racial injustice that can be traced 
back to the times of slavery, when, as scholars energetically insist today, op-
pression occurred both at the hand of men and through the environment. The 
enslaver formulated a peculiar attitude to the land and the enslaved populations, 
designating both as “disposable.”18 Today, in the twenty-first century, “systemic 
racism continues to intersect with health disparities, environmental disparities, 
and police violence to deem certain groups disposable.”19 All these types of 
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oppression are directly connected to the air; they aim at harming or destroying 
BIPOC health.20

In the time of COVID-19, the existing instances of atmoracism are amplified 
through the airborne pandemic and its disproportionate harm to BIPOC 
communities. BIPOC health has generally been targeted by systems of oppression 
to further subjugate these individuals, as, for example, the documentaries They’re 
Trying to Kill Us (2021) and Why Is Covid Killing People of Color? (2021) reveal. 
The attack on and vulnerability of minority health became apparent again once 
COVID-19 hit. “When America has a cold, Black America has pneumonia,” 
writes Dyson.21 And this is exactly what has been happening during the pandemic. 
Dyson considers racial inequality through COVID-19 metaphors:

No masks could hide the fear and hate of Blackness nor stop the spread of viral 
anti-Blackness. No volume of hand sanitizer could cleanse the grime of diseased 
Blackness from the hands or knees of loathsome cops. No study of viral ontology 
could relieve the ontological spite that many cops feel for Black being. No determi-
nation to flee the clutches of angry cops could escape the contact trace of bigoted 
policing. No amount of social distancing—a racially colored idea that sought, more 
than a century ago, to measure the amount of space that white folk would maintain 
from Black people in their everyday existence—could keep cops from brutalizing 
and killing the bodies of Blacks.22

The pandemic has certainly helped reveal the endemic nature of racism in the 
United States, by making the vulnerability and disposability of Black bodies 
visible. Black people had a 3:1 ratio of death compared to white people. Yet the 
pandemic was not the only killer of the Black community; racism and anti-Black 
violence continued, with over two hundred African Americans falling victim to 
police brutality just in February and March 2020.23

Studies reveal that over thirty thousand people die in the United States each 
year because of air pollution.24 The coronavirus disease and air pollution are a 
deadly combination. Communities of color disproportionately suffer from heart 
and lung illnesses as well as COVID-19; these same communities live in places 
with high air pollution. Research shows that people with coronavirus are more 
likely to die if they are also exposed to air pollution.25 Importantly, while the 
particles of air pollution cannot carry the virus, scientists confirm that the impact 



10 | Tatiana Konrad

of pollution on human bodies results in enhanced “susceptibility” to the airborne 
virus.26 One vivid example is “Cancer Alley”—air-polluted LaPlace, Louisiana, 
where more than half of the population are African Americans. LaPlace is known 
to have had the highest death rate from the coronavirus per capita in the whole 
United States in early 2020.27 Race has literally become a scale against which one 
can forecast and measure pollution.28

There are thus dangerous dynamics between pollution and the coronavirus 
that can be read through air. In combination, air pollution and the airborne virus 
destroy respiratory systems, but they also pollute places, turning specific areas into 
zones of “bad air.” There is, however, a major problem with zoning polluted air. 
On the one hand, areas with high levels of pollution can be clearly mapped: the 
locations of identified polluting industries are known, and the harm that they 
do to environments and their inhabitants can be assessed. Through this simple 
formula, one can clearly observe the damage caused to BIPOC communities. 
On the other hand, this approach can falsely suggest that pollution and death 
can be isolated within some invisible borders—as invisible as the air itself. This 
is, of course, not accurate. The concentration of polluting particles can be higher 
in some places than others, yet the air cannot be segmented. Undoubtedly, 
disproportionate harm accrues to BIPOC communities through various forms of 
atmoracism, yet neither does the rest of the planet remain untouched. Realizing 
this can help work against atmoracism and toward the right for clean air for 
oppressed communities, as well as for all other human and more-than-human 
inhabitants of this planet.

Atmoracism is tightly intertwined with breathing, for it is through breathing, 
or lack thereof, that one can recognize suffocation as a racialized process. Gόrska 
emphasizes the politicization of breathing through its dual nature, namely that 
breathing is an ordinary, and even habitual, action that is also different in every 
instance, thus revealing its contested nature:

In its persistent commonality and constant differentiation, breathing . . . can inspire 
diverse analyses of relational natural and cultural, material and social scapes that are 
oxygenated across diverse spaces, times, geopolitical relations, ecosystems, industries 
and urbanization while being situated in their phenomenal specificities. It becomes an 
enactment of movement and circulation within and across (human and nonhuman) 
bodies, spaces, species and cultures. Also, multiple forms of breathing (such as with 
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technologies or with different kinds of air and the dust or pollution it contains) have 
the power to articulate how societal power relations materialize in and through, and 
are enacted by, bodies.29

BIPOC breath is controlled. Through breath, air becomes controlled, too, result-
ing in forms of atmoracism. The ongoing suffocation of BIPOC communities 
intermingles with the interruption of breath and ultimate death. While there is 
a temptation to speak about this interruption of breath in a figurative sense, in 
fact, it happens all the time literally. Dyson, for example, connects enslavement 
to air and foregrounds the impact that bondage had on Black people through this 
element. He claims that once transported to the New World, enslaved individuals 
“could barely breathe free air for centuries afterward.”30 The unbreathability of 
slavery, though it lends itself to metaphorical descriptions of the lack of freedom, 
also quite literally chronicles the suffocation and death of enslaved people. From 
the lack of physical space and contamination in the holds of slave ships, to the 
toxicity that surrounds and harms Black bodies in the post-Reconstruction 
United States, including through coal mining, toxic waste, air pollution, and 
other hazardous conditions, unbreathable air has been enveloping BIPOC 
communities, destroying their health and causing premature death. Dyson’s 
affective metaphor of the lack of breath—“From the start of our forced intimacy 
with North America, Black folk have been trying to breathe air that is free of the 
pollution of captivity, of coerced transport, of enslavement, of white supremacy, 
of social inequality and perennial second-class citizenship”—therefore, carefully 
documents the existing harm, violence, and crime directed at BIPOC communi-
ties that construct atmoracism and result in real cases of deterioration of human 
health and death.31

Today, racial inequality and the fading of BIPOC breath are further rein-
forced through the airborne pandemic and police brutality, both of which are 
forms of atmoracism. The coronavirus pandemic has not only made inequality 
visible, but also emphasized how colonial structures, ideologies, and policies 
continue to operate on various levels to subjugate BIPOC communities. Health as 
such has been formulated through colonialism.32 Colonialism reimagined Black 
and brown bodies as tools for white people’s prosperity, as obstacles to white 
people’s domination, and as replaceable bodies grown and used for servitude. The 
ongoing pandemic has revealed colonial understandings of BIPOC as bodies that 
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suffer and do not matter to the white majority. The coronavirus pandemic, and 
specifically the disproportionate harm that it has had on BIPOC communities, 
has uncovered and contributed to atmoracism.

But the absence of breath, and the absence of air, is caused not only by 
polluting particles or viruses but also by humans. The infamous cases of police 
brutality—committed against Eric Garner in 2014 and George Floyd in 2020—
illustrate how atmoracism can be directly performed by human agents. “I can’t 
breathe,” the words uttered by both Garner and Floyd, denote the actual, physical 
effects of the violence on their bodies. But they also illuminate the control over 
Black breathing exercised by the white police officers, as well as the precarity of 
Black existence through the air of which these Black men were deprived. There 
is an axiological correlation between air and respiration.33 The interference 
with the natural breathing process as well as suspension of one’s access to air are 
simultaneously forms of social and environmental injustice, for these processes 
endanger the human rights to existence and to a clean and healthy environment. 
Air is inseparable from the ongoing crises. Scholars observe the interlinking 
relationship among the COVID-19 pandemic, police brutality and racism more 
broadly, and the environmental crisis.34 The words “I can’t breathe” equally 
describe the suffering that BIPOC experience due to air pollution, the airborne 
pandemic, and police brutality.35 All of these processes have become (or initially 
were) racialized through the interference with air to control BIPOC breath.

There are multiple ways to read air. Nerea Calvillo, for example, underscores 
its myriad metaphorical meanings, viewing it as “a space, an object, a threat, a 
myth, a weapon, a common.”36 In the context of anti-Black violence, air is a 
weapon, and atmoracism an act of harm. One of the most influential readings 
of air as a weapon has been provided by Peter Sloterdijk, who analyzed the 
use of gas during World War I as an attack through the air. Sloterdijk argues: 
“By using violence against the very air that groups breathe, the human being’s 
immediate atmospheric envelope is transformed into something whose intactness 
or non-intactness is henceforth a question.” Sloterdijk’s understanding of what it 
means to attack a breathing body through air as a form of “atmoterrorism” directly 
connects to the ongoing forms of oppression through the air.37 Sloterdijk classifies 
“atmoterrorism” as a military action, “environmental warfare” through which 
an “attack on the enemy’s primary, ecologically dependent vital functions” is 
exercised.38 There is, however, a fundamental difference between “atmoterrorism” 
and atmoracism. While both emphasize the toxicity of actions against breath, 
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foregrounding the breathing body and its vital dependence on air, atmoracism is 
a much more precise, deliberate, and destructive violence that is spread globally 
and targets selectively. Rob Nixon’s concept of “slow violence,” as “a violence 
that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that 
is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not 
viewed as violence at all,” accurately describes the way atmoracism operates.39 
The invisibility of “slow violence” also directly parallels the alleged invisibility 
of air, foregrounding how the crimes against BIPOC communities have been 
veiled and trivialized through selective vision. It is telling that police brutality has 
proved to be the most recognizable form of violence among all the other forms of 
atmoracism, because it is easily seen as violence as such, that is, “an event or action 
that is immediate in time, . . . and as erupting into instant sensational visibility.”40 
Directly conceived of as a form of anti-Black violence, police brutality has sparked 
responses from Black communities and antiracists worldwide.

Air is not safe.41 It is polluted with toxins, filled with viruses, and controlled 
by select groups and individuals (consider, for example, how air is polluted by 
industries that define air spaces as healthy or unhealthy). Air is particularly unsafe 
for BIPOC individuals. Through air, white people control BIPOC power and 
positionality in the world. For breathing bodies, air is a vehicle through which to 
interact with the world via breath, breath being “a mode of relating to the world, 
engaging with others, objects, environments and technologies.”42 Air communi-
cates relationships, positions, deprivations, abuse, and destruction, among other 
things. Air tells “airstories,” that is, interactions with air and breath, formulating 
“collective awareness of ecopolitical intra-actions and co-constitution with air.”43 
When approached through the lens of atmoracism, racial injustice becomes a 
complex entanglement of environmental, health, political, and economic factors 
that are used against BIPOC communities. It is thus impossible to address social 
justice without environmental justice. In fact, Bryan K. Bullock argues: “The 
environmental justice movement may be the most important civil rights issue of 
the 21st century. It bridges the gap between environmental concerns, civil rights 
and human rights.”44 But racial justice equally contributes to the restoration 
of environmental justice. At the same time, when approached through the 
pandemic, the environmental crisis becomes an even more acute problem.45 
Simultaneously, the pandemic makes racial inequality more apparent. One way 
to address the linked problems of racism, environmental degradation, and the 
pandemic is through air. In their introduction to The Bloomsbury Handbook to the 
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Medical-Environmental Humanities, Scott Slovic, Swarnalatha Rangarajan, and 
Vidya Sarveswaran view health, in light of the coronavirus pandemic, as “one” 
complex entity: “There is no ‘human health’ and ‘environmental health.’ There is 
only one health—and the absence of health. There is only precarity, experienced 
admittedly in variable degrees according to just and unjust social and economic 
systems, but an overarching and fundamental precarity that encompasses all of us, 
regardless of nationality and ethnicity and species.”46 Thinking about the unity of 
health is productive in combating atmoracism, for this approach calls for medical 
equality, environmental justice, and the right to breathe clean air. Combating 
atmoracism means restoring social, racial, and environmental justice, as well as 
recognizing the mutual coherence of its components and the impossibility of 
solving one without addressing another.

PBS’s Hindsight: BIPOC Communities  
and Atmoactivism

While there are multiple documentaries that overtly engage with atmoracism 
(some of which are mentioned above), here I intentionally focus on the films that 
work against atmoracism, through atmoactivism, to foreground the struggles of 
BIPOC communities to end racism that is experienced through the air.

PBS’s Hindsight includes six short documentary films. Ranging from ten 
to fifteen minutes, these documentaries are snapshots of BIPOC people’s lives 
during the coronavirus pandemic in 2020. Dilsey Davis’s Now Let Us Sing, Anissa 
Latham’s Missing Magic, Kiyoko McCrae’s We Stay in the House, Zac Manuel’s 
This Body, and Amman Abbasi’s Udaan (Soar) focus on the U.S. South, including 
locations in North Carolina, Alabama, Louisiana, and Arkansas, whereas Arleen 
Cruz-Alicea’s Comida pa’ los Pobres (Food for the Poor) takes place in Puerto Rico. 
The documentaries explore racial inequality through issues of Black (single) 
motherhood, police brutality, and the life of BIPOC communities at the start 
of COVID-19. Air appears in these stories visually, but also through the personal 
stories that explicate BIPOC suffocation in a world filled with injustice, which 
has only further intensified during the pandemic.

Now Let Us Sing focuses on the interracial One Human Family Choir in 
Durham, North Carolina, whose members are devoted to racial equality and 
peaceful existence among all races. Dilsey Davis is the protagonist in this film; 
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through her perspective, the film explores how the members of the choir have 
been coping with the pandemic and police brutality—two forces that threaten 
BIPOC lives. Through Dilsey, the viewer hears the choir’s decision to adjust to the 
online format and continue to meet and sing via Zoom. By articulating the racism 
that Dilsey faced as a child and current racist realities, largely explored through 
the case of George Floyd and other instances of police violence, the documentary 
showcases the choir’s important work to promote justice and equality through 
open conversations about race. While the choir has played a significant role in 
the lives of its members, the pandemic, it seems, has deprived them of the safe, 
activist, equal space that they have created together.

The transition to the online format proves to be difficult at first; unstable 
Internet connections, sound issues, and multiple other problems have transformed 
the singing experience into something entirely new. Yet the singers persevere, as 
they identify ways that help them continue to exist as a community and do what 
they like best—sing. Dilsey describes singing as a transformative experience, as 
an opportunity to escape the racist reality that she has to deal with on a daily 
basis and be alone with herself. When she is practicing, she finds herself “in this 
space, and nothing else matters.”47 The opportunity to continue singing despite 
the lockdown is thus a way to maintain the shelter created through the choir. 
Yet singing online is a peculiar process; everyone must be muted because of 
the connection and sound issues. “It’s like singing into a vacuum.” Though the 
community remains as a whole, engagement among its members is just not the 
same as when they met in person. Dilsey’s comments depict song as a function of 
air, illustrating how, through air, collectivity and subjectivity can remain intact 
but also be disrupted. Singing is like being in a bubble, an air space to which no 
one has access and in which racial harmony can be restored. This is complicated 
when singing as a choir, as the singers must mute themselves in order to hear each 
other. The vacuum to which the documentary refers thus does not necessarily 
connote the futility of seeking racial justice through song, but rather making a 
space in which everyone’s voice can be heard. Dilsey emphasizes the power of song 
over individuals and communities. Saying, “I have to continue to sing. I have to 
continue to have a voice,” Dilsey not only acknowledges the impact singing has 
had on her life but also foregrounds the political value of singing; that is, through 
singing, messages can be communicated, individuals get an opportunity to speak 
and be heard, and the voices of marginalized people become audible, all of which 
are instruments to fight racism.
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While Now Let Us Sing mediates the tragedy of the pandemic through the 
choir, We Stay in the House addresses disease and loss directly, opening with the 
images of a Latina woman whose health deteriorates dramatically as she becomes 
infected with COVID-19. She shares with the viewer how anxious she is to 
even walk to the bathroom, “’cause I can’t breathe [pausing and exhaling loudly 
several times] without oxygen.”48 The woman survives, yet her scary experience 
transforms her and other BIPOC women who know her. This film works at the 
intersection of gender and race, focusing on BIPOC women, mothering, and 
work-life balance (or lack thereof ) in the lockdown, explicating the particular 
problems that women faced once COVID-19 hit. These experiences communicate 
another way that COVID-19 suffocated BIPOC women; although not infected, 
they can hardly breathe taking care of their children, working several jobs to feed 
their families, losing jobs and searching for new ones, and trying to find temporary 
spaces where they can be productive as mothers and employees.

Policing BIPOC bodies—an issue that is addressed in Now Let Us Sing—is 
further explored in Missing Magic and Comida pa’ los Pobres (Food for the Poor) 
that thoroughly examine brutality and injustice at the hands of the police. These 
documentaries illustrate how racial profiling is an everyday reality for BIPOC 
communities; demonstrate how their lives, words, and actions are surveilled by 
the state; and illuminate their subordinate position in a society that privileges 
white people and promotes white supremacy. Just like Now Let Us Sing, Missing 
Magic tackles the infamous murder of George Floyd through the eyes of a young 
African American poet who uses spoken-word poetry to express his indignation 
with racial inequality faced by Black people. Saying out loud the names of those 
murdered by police officers means keeping the memory of those people alive, 
making the injustice audible, and fighting for equality through one’s own voice. 
Engaging with breath and air, American ecologist and philosopher David Abram 
observes the unique power of air as a function of speech:

It’s very hard to speak on the inbreath but on the outbreath, that’s what we shape with 
our mouth and our tongue and we speak. And so it is assumed that it is the breath 
that is carrying my words to your ears or your words to my ears. So the air is the 
implicit intermediary in all communication. The air is the very medium of meaning. 
It is the very place of the spirits. It is the place where your ancestors [sic] voices linger 
after they’ve passed on, the air.49
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Abram’s characterization of air as a “medium of meaning” helps to contextualize 
the singing depicted in Now Let Us Sing and spoken-word poetry in Missing 
Magic as forms of political power and meaning-making. Voicing injustice is a 
way to fight injustice. This exact message is communicated in Comida pa’ los 
Pobres (Food for the Poor), the final documentary in the Hindsight series, which 
tells the story of young Puerto Rican activist Giovanni, who helps the poor by 
providing food. This mission is largely complicated by the pandemic, which makes 
the food so much more expensive. Giovanni’s personal experience with hunger, 
the stories that he witnesses on the island, and the ongoing colonial devastation 
that keeps the territory in a perpetual crisis prompt him to rise up and speak 
for those whose voices have become silent. Giovanni is soon arrested, yet in the 
cell, he chooses to sing. Banging with a plastic bottle filled with frozen water at 
the cell’s bars, Giovanni sings: “What I want is food for the poor, food for the 
poor.”50 Giovanni explains, “It’s working! Whether the cops want to or not they’re 
listening to what I’m singing. And I went on, and on, and on. I wanted to get in 
their heads. I wanted these cops to go to sleep that night hearing my song. That 
was my intention, full on. These people are going to dream about me.” Engaging 
with the air through speaking—to communicate ideas and make the voices of 
those who are oppressed audible—is a form of political activism that works at 
the intersection of social-environmental justice.

The theme of policing BIPOC bodies is further developed in Udaan (Soar) 
and This Body. The former tells the story of young Pakistani woman Baneen 
who moves to the United States to get an education. Baneen travels to the 
United States with her mother, who will help her adjust to her new life abroad. 
Yet on the day the two women land in the United States, the insurrection at 
the Capitol occurs. After a long interrogation, Baneen’s mother is sent back to 
Pakistan because her visa expired during the pandemic, while Baneen is allowed 
to enter the country. This Body, in turn, explores the complex relationship 
between Black Americans and medicine. Aware of the high COVID-19 death 
rates among African Americans, Sydney Hall decides to participate in the vaccine 
trial, hoping to help her community. The documentary makes references to the 
history of medical racism and abuse, drawing parallels between police brutality 
and medical racism. Sydney’s decision is a form of activism—pro-life in general, 
and pro–Black life in particular. It is a powerful way to oppose the racist system 
and to dismantle medical racism, while remembering its history and ongoing 
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impact on BIPOC communities. Sydney emphasizes that she is aware that the 
vaccine is experimental, but she foregrounds the larger goal that her action can 
achieve. There are two options: “Am I just gonna be afraid and just let people 
keep dying? Or, am I gonna put my fears aside for a second?”51 Sydney’s decision 
is a form of activism against medical racism, for she both helps save (Black) lives 
and invites the Black community to move beyond the racist historical past and 
toward a just present. Both documentaries criticize the vision of BIPOC bodies 
as “easily disposable,” manipulated, surveilled, or controlled otherwise.

Through these six documentaries, Hindsight explores the ways racism 
(including atmoracism) permeates BIPOC lives. From police brutality to medical 
racism and beyond, the films illustrate oppression and the struggle to live, to 
breathe. In a unique way, the documentaries show how BIPOC communities’ 
engagement with air can be used as a weapon to fight racism—through the 
sung and spoken word, making injustice audible, creating new meanings, and 
restoring equality. Hindsight’s atmoactivism is an important form of storytelling 
that works at the intersection of political–social–environmental justice, merging 
racial justice and air.

Conclusion

Breathing is an essential, vital function of aerobic bodies. Breathing can be 
understood as the lungs’ engagement with air: “The diaphragm contracts. It drops. 
A vacuum appears in the chest cavity, which allows the lungs to expand with air. 
While the lungs are surfeit with air, oxygen passes through thin membranes in 
the alveoli to bond with haemoglobin, which, in turn, releases its load of carbon 
dioxide.”52 BIPOC communities are, quite literally, deprived of their right to 
breathe: to breathe clean air, to breathe through healthy lungs, to breath at all. 
Control over breathing is largely exercised through air as such: air pollution, the 
airborne coronavirus pandemic (including the measures taken during the pan-
demic that sustained precarious health conditions), and the physical obstruction 
of Black bodies’ air passageways by racist police officers are instances of racial 
injustice that overtly overlap with medical and environmental racism.

The recognition of specific types of structural racism such as atmoracism 
helps reveal the complexity of racism as it permeates multiples spheres, worsening 
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the lives, health, and living conditions of BIPOC communities. The relationship 
between racism and air is, however, as tight as the relationship between racial jus-
tice and air; BIPOC communities use air as a space, medium, and venue through 
which to communicate their frustrations, fears, and indignation, and ultimately 
to fight for justice today and in the future. Atmoracism, just as atmoactivism, 
reveals that this justice affects not only racial but also health and environmental 
issues, foregrounding the complexity of the crisis in which BIPOC individuals 
find themselves and the urgency with which this problem must be addressed to 
save both human lives and the environment at large.
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The Respiratory 
Politics of Air-Breath
India’s Epidemic Intensities

Bishnupriya Ghosh

One of the indirect, and paradoxical, effects of the airborne pan-
demic across the world was the sudden emergence of clean air. 
As we watched the temporal dissolve from industrial air heavy 
with particles to a clearing atmosphere on CNN’s World News, 

we apprehended clean air precisely when it disappeared visually. One widely 
circulated photograph of India Gate situated the planet’s atmosphere in the 
recognizable environs of New Delhi (see figure 1). The media form of the dissolve 
marked the fragility of “breathable air,” always under threat, always a state of 
exception in industrial modernity—that “doomsday machine that we have 
built for ourselves,” as Arundhati Roy put it in the early days of the pandemic.1 
Encoding the elemental medium, the temporal notation made air legible as a 
shared extensive environment even as the historical experience of our present 
atmospheric degradation induced apprehensions beyond the visual frame. One 
could intuit the constriction, then expansion, of the lung in sensory perceptions of 
air densities. Images of this variety became generic during the first months of the 
COVID lockdowns, organizing air-breath around iconic images such as the Eiffel 
Tower, the Venice canals, or Rio’s Christ the Redeemer. These monumental icons 
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immediately instituted geopolitical difference while the seriality of photographs 
rendered each location equivalent to the other. The upshot was the unexpected 
emergence of universal utopic possibilities, of common breathable futures, amid 
a global health emergency.

Alongside this genre came others attuned to highly localized pandemic 
experiences of air. In the case of Delhi, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Danish 
Siddiqui’s drone footage of the Seemapuri crematorium provided unerring 
evidence of a massive escalation of deaths during the manmade disaster that was 
India’s second wave (April–May 2021). That Siddiqui was a highly credentialed 
photographer (working with the Reuters multimedia team in Delhi) made the 
drone image credible at a time when the Narendra Modi government refused to 
acknowledge the scale of devastation.2 More shocking was the fact that his aerial 
footage revealed not just the crematorium but its extension into an adjacent empty 
lot, now cleared of trees and shrubs. As we know, not only makeshift crematoria 
but also the demand for wood to fuel funeral pyres placed the city’s trees at high 
risk; indeed, at the height of the second wave, the forest department had to 
issue special permissions for the felling of trees to meet the impossible demand 
for firewood.3 Siddiqui’s multimedia footage on the Reuters Graphics platform 
(published in May 2021) captured the loss of vegetation diagrammatically by 

FIGURE 1. India Gate environs before and after the March 25, 2020, lockdown, CNN Video. 
Geospatial World, April 23, 2020.
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marking the “before” and “after” to the Seemapuri crematorium extension.4 His 
images revealed not only the loss of vegetation, but smoke densities punctuated 
by glowing fires, searing tongues leaping at the multistoried building next to the 
cleared ground. Across global media platforms, horrified viewers watching the 
tragedy unfold apprehended the stench of death become quotidian. Siddiqui’s 
footage was followed by a deluge of crematoria images in global mass media 
historically particular to India’s COVID experiences. They persist as the afterim-
age—that indelible sensory impress that lingers long after the event—as Zahid 
Chaudhury noted of traumatic images.5 As such, the crematoria images function 
as a wake-up call for the death-dealing consequences of damaged air-breath.

From the standpoint of visual culture, air-breath images are the ingredients for a 
political aesthetic that tends toward environmental justice: at stake is a respiratory 
politics of air-breath. These air-breath images are heterogeneous in the sense 
they belong to different image cultures, including climatic media, drone news 
footage, feature photography, and documentary. Thematically distinct, they are 
discontinuous in form, platform, and target audience: as such, I characterize them 
as separate image clusters. Yet a logical relation between them obtains from the 
strange temporalities of catastrophes, always coming and already here. In what 
follows, I plot this relation as the formal syntax of a political aesthetic; specifically, 
a situated political aesthetic for Delhi’s COVID experience. Among the image 
clusters, the crematoria images signaling mass death operate as one of those 
“powerful cultural symbols,” as Ernesto Laclau once argued, that “quilt together” 
all others.6 This quilting involves desires and aspirations, investments that lend 
affective power to the image. And here lies the promise of the media forms that 
encode the image, as Brian Larkin elaborates in his introduction to a volume 
on the political aesthetics of infrastructure.7 Accompanying legible proprieties, 
what can images induce? I argue that they can orient spectators/viewers toward 
other times, spaces, and agencies: the haptic sense of particle-heavy air entering 
the lung in the India Gate image, for instance, is a “sensory apprehension” of 
air-breath that is not formally represented within the media form of the video 
footage. As Jacques Rancière might have it, I suggest what might be partitioned 
away from the image proper, but intuited, felt, and anticipated.8 The suggestions 
of the apprehensible are based on historical experiences, some generalizable, 
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others particular to local circumstance. The onslaught of SARS-CoV-2 on the 
lungs, to take a simple example, makes it difficult to think about air without its 
intensive articulation as breath: this is a generalizable experience arising from 
the COVID pandemic. All in all, one of the aims of this essay is to flesh out 
what is meant by a “political aesthetic” for this pandemic. This effort is spurred 
by the question: How might we understand a political aesthetic to evaluate the 
respiratory politics it mobilizes?

The question orients this critical overture toward environmental justice. This 
essay takes the form of a COVID wake by drawing inspiration from Christina 
Sharpe’s landmark In the Wake: On Blackness and Being. Mobilizing the slave ship 
as a powerful metaphor for thinking about contemporary Black experiences of 
punishment, regulation, incarceration, and death, Sharpe speaks to the afterlife 
of slavery. Black death is normative and necessary for “this so-called democracy 
[the United States],” she surmises; “it is the very ground we walk on.”9 With other 
scholars of global racial capitalism, she underscores the persistence of global 
anti-Blackness as the root of premature and preventable Black death become 
normative, fueled as it is by everything from long-term health-care inequities 
to extrajuridical murders. Sharpe’s call to a wake for the uncounted informs not 
only my collection, collation, assembly, and circulation of image clusters from 
India’s COVID experience, but my attunements to the racial and class differences 
constitutive of premature and preventable death. Later in the essay, I elaborate 
the impact of COVID infection and mass deaths on sanitation and crematoria 
workers, often from “low” castes/classes, who bore the brunt of India’s second 
wave. Elsewhere, I have pursued another wake in narrative and image for the 
uncounted migrant workers who trekked home after the draconian lockdown of 
March–May 2020.10 My reflections here complement that exploration: the smoke 
signals from crematoria are as much about environmental pollution and mass 
death as they are about workers caught in smoke densities, vulnerable without 
personal protective equipment (PPE), open to manifold hazards, standing witness 
to the collective loss.

But it is not only these circumstances that relegate particular communities to 
premature and preventable death. Scholars like João Costa Vargas and Matthew 
Flynn, among others, analyzing death at mass scale during the COVID pandemic 
have shown how “social triage” in the pandemic emergency serves as an X-ray 
for normative organizational processes and forms affecting the distribution of 
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life and death within so-called democracies.11 Certain social congeries suffering 
from long histories of biopolitical neglect are already more vulnerable to the 
viral emergence than others; in the same vein, decolonial critics have tracked 
the necropolitical impacts of racial and class inequities that shape and define the 
biological existence of historically dispossessed communities. These conversations 
frame my claims of preventable and premature death, invoking a swathe of reports 
on differentials in COVID deaths that were not just about mismanagement—as 
in Trump’s America, Jair Bolsonaro’s Brazil, and Narendra Modi’s India. By 
now there is a well-calibrated global picture of how the pandemic exacerbated 
normative necropolitics: those without long-term access to health care, nutrition, 
and housing died in greater numbers during COVID. In this regard, India’s most 
vulnerable communities are no exception. More striking is the fact that, during 
India’s second wave, no one from any class or caste stratum seemed to escape 
the clutches of virulence. This all-encompassing event fueled a ferocious outcry. 
After all, middle and upper classes and castes were dying without medical oxygen 
or access to hospital care: three of New Delhi’s biggest private hospitals ran out 
of medical oxygen in April 2021 even as similar tragedies unfolded in Mumbai, 
Amritsar, Gurgaon, Kurnool, Moradad, Jammu, and Goa, to name a few local 
disasters of the early days.12 Predictably, these impacts were exponentially higher 
for the most dispossessed.

Finally, my point of departure is India’s second wave because the event 
foregrounded differential experiences within the otherwise globally synchronous 
event. Thinking differentially articulates necessary national specificities for a 
period when nation-state boundaries firmed up, governing resource distribution, 
health policy, and infrastructural management. Further, pandemic differentials 
attend to spatially localized effects emerging with disrupted connectivity—
everything from transportation to global supply chains. While COVID was 
undoubtedly globally synchronous, the pandemic was experientially different 
in its intensities for formally or informally constituted local communities who 
had to make do with what they had where they were. In other words, even the 
historical particularity of national difference, resonant in “India’s second wave,” 
does not quite capture how the mass tragedy materialized differentially across 
the nation. The capital of the nation, Delhi, was one of the worst hit localities in 
part of because of the unavailability of direct pipeline supply to hospitals in this 
region of the country; most of the medical oxygen generating plants were located 
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in the eastern parts. How, then, to conceptualize these cascading differentials? 
What critical analytic is both capacious and incisive enough for the task? I posit 
that explorations of COVID’s “epidemic intensities” open to felt differences that, 
in turn, constitute the ground of respiratory politics.

Scholarly participation in the ongoing COVID wake recirculates images that 
qualitatively “account” for the uncounted dead as a matter of historical record; 
the accompaniment is visual analysis of what COVID image clusters convey in 
the media forms that carry them. To articulate what these forms “do” in relation 
to each other, I constellate a political aesthetic salient to Delhi’s experience of 
COVID-19. Equally, I join creatives, activists, and scholars of all cloth invested 
in tracking epidemic intensities across the world.

The City and Bird: Communities of Air-Breath

One might begin with air as an extensive planetary environment that became 
visible in COVID’s photojournalistic spreads, audiovisual documents, and 
climatic media. To begin with the latter, I draw on Yuriko Furuhata’s Climatic 
Media: Transpacific Experiments in Atmospheric Control to offer a glance at 
COVID climatic media: those scientific and journalistic techniques and 
technologies that actively mediate and shape habitable environments.13 As 
Furuhata notes, climatic media span a range that includes thermal-imaging 
photographs, charts, diagrams, and other such instruments of data visualization. 
Further still, pressing beyond conventional media objects like film, television, 
telephone, Internet and social media, Furuhata’s media encompass natural 
elements like air or water. Sky media, for instance, are ensembles of atmospheric 
matter and their machinic inscriptions. During COVID, one classic genre of 
climatic media featured clean air images. These data visualizations attempted 
to explain what happened to the earth’s atmosphere during the pandemic. 
Gathering information from two hundred continuous ambient air quality 
monitoring stations in 115 Indian cities, one coauthored paper published in July 
2020 reported a 21–47 percent decrease in several elements such as nitrogen, 
carbon monoxide, and sulfur dioxide. The researchers transcribed city data to 
present national topoi: What happened to India’s air, they wondered, after the 
March 25 lockdown? Crafted from satellite data recording the aerosol optical 
depth or the measure of aerosols (urban haze, smoke particles, desert dust, sea 
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salt) distributed within a sample column of air, the data visualizations of India’s 
air followed the conventions of the thermal-imaging photographs.14 Encoding 
an environmentally auspicious atmosphere, a bright green patch spreading 
across India, these visualizations plotted clearing air as the lockdown slowed 
industrial production and fossil fuel consumption. As I have argued in The 
Virus Touch, scientific visualizations such as these are cultural performances 
in their mobilization of extant aesthetic grammars: in this case, green as the 
globally legible coding for better environmental futures.15 Pitching the data for 
national green policies, the scientists offered the visualizations as imaginations 
of India’s air futures. But even as these images speculated on emergent national 
surrounds, the planetary viewpoint from the satellite linked India’s breathable 
air to universal air futures. Beyond tracking greener and greener air, the images 
further induced apprehensions of other times—that hoary past of “normal” 
times when industrial air sank into our lungs.

In such climatic media, we have an initial understanding of epidemic in-
tensity. Inhabiting air-breath during COVID involved perceiving storied risk 
environments stretching from lung to body to room to county to globe. COVID 
infection made the fear of air rife with pathogens rushing into lungs an all-too-
common experience. Even those who remained uninfected knew of this feeling 
from the sick and dying around them. Etymologically, intensity signifies an 
extreme stretching tight: it is a spatial notation of extensive infection topologies. 
As the air between us spreads but does not dissipate, intensity further suggests 
a piling on, an increase in volume: intensity bespeaks accumulation. Then the 
rush to render air-breath topologies calculable as risk environments: code red 
for dangerous air quality, green for breathable air. In the scientific images of 
climatic media, air-breath becomes calculable, acquiring technical valence. In 
this resonance, intensity is the measure for magnitude, degree, direction, or 
level of dilution. Air becomes comprehensible, laying ground for governability. 
But alongside this universalizing legibility, epidemic intensities index the deeply 
subjective character of acute infectious disease emergences. In the domain of 
feeling, intensity is the thickening/layering/bundling of sensations/affects; it is a 
term that translates qualitative perceptions of energetic forces between things into 
subjective experience. Breath is felt in the gasp of a lung: intensity is intimate. To 
speak of epidemic intensities, then, is to recognize layered, contiguous historical 
experiences constitutive of the global pandemic alongside the vast continuities 
of planetary infection topologies. Scientific, artistic, and popular images make 
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epidemic intensities apprehensible, scattering breath into the air, infusing air 
into breath. Something latent, something imperceptible moves between us: we 
understand it, informationally; we sense it, affectively.

This brief excursion into the resonances of intensity frames my dive into the 
particularities of Delhi’s air-breath experience. Since intensity is, finally, a compar-
ative measure or feeling, a recognition of a rise and fall in states, epidemic inten-
sities account for the differential vulnerabilities of the pandemic experience that 
are front and center in this volume on environmental justice. In terms of planetary 
topologies of air, the question of difference resides in scholarship on the varying 
toxicities of the chemosphere. Decolonial theorist Michelle Murphy’s notion of 
the alterlife directs us to probe the parameters of molecular colonialism. Even as 
molecular scales decenter any illusion of mastery over the environment, argues 
Murphy, colonial, racial, military, gendered, chemical, biological, and geological 
structures constitute molecular life. The drift of PCBs, hormones, and soils may 
be often analyzed at molecular scale, but these assemblies are made of structural 
relations: some bodies bear more PCBs depending on in which neighborhood 
you live. Right before the pandemic, the Environmental Committee of the Forum 
of the International Respiratory Societies made the case for air pollution as one 
form of health inequality and environmental injustice arising from long-term 
inadequate health-care provision, food insecurity, unregulated housing, and toxic 
water infrastructure, to name just a few factors.16 These structural forces, we might 
argue following Murphy, tune in to extensive and entangled relations: “Studying 
alterlife requires bursting open the categories of organism, individual, and body 
to acknowledge a shared, entangling, and extensive condition of being.”17 Even 
as we speculate our chemical or microbial relations, alterlife reorients us toward 
the possibility of “life otherwise,” of another kind of future. One might wonder 
what that might be for India’s COVID experience: What respiratory politics are 
afoot in imagining breathable air?

Climatic media suggests all creaturely life on the blue planet is at risk but to 
varying degrees. One genre of COVID lockdown feature photography made the 
case by folding representations of planetary media (earth and sky) into unusual 
creaturely activity. Wild or domestic livestock wandering into once-bustling 
environs induced laughter, wonder, sometimes shock. A pudgy sealion looked 
in askance at a shuttered shop; mountain goats marched down deserted streets; 
jackals howled in urban parks: the list mounted across media spreads. Such images 
espoused a familiar environmental politics: animals and birds are sentinels; their 
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fate foreshadows ours; their re-inhabitation of planetary environs can anticipate 
other futures for all living species. These images were about lockdown effects: 
stilled industrial urban life, rewilded empty highways, deserted neighborhoods, 
and abandoned thoroughfares. But reminding humans of their creaturely exis-
tence, these feature photographs were also warnings: Will we, too, disappear, 
as “they” have in the age of mass extinctions as industrial metabolism eats into 
life-sustaining environments? Beyond this obvious apprehension, this image 
cluster constellated various “communities of air,” locating them cartographically 
with captions and iconic signage. One spread in The Guardian gallery includes a 
photograph of peahens strutting about the Motilal Nehru Marg in New Delhi.18 
Consorts of the official “national bird” of India, these birds are memorable animal 
media in the archives of environmental politics. In one of Rahul Mukherjee’s 
stories on environmental controversies concerning radiation of all kinds, he 
recounts one distrustful citizen of the western India city of Jaipur who believed 
the electromagnetic radiation from cellphone towers caused his brother’s cancer. 
Even after protracted battles, he refused to believe scientific evidence of fading 
radiation. Rather, and rather poetically, it was the “return of peacocks to the 
garden” that restored his faith in emergent clean air.19 Creaturely life, in this local 
story, once more appears as sentient guardians of the damaged planet. While 
I assemble these well-crafted photographs alongside scientific visualization, it 
should be obvious that the sensuous impact of these image clusters is significantly 
different. The melancholic, sometimes funny, photographs of creatures wilding 
urban or peri-urban milieus appeal to visual-haptic senses, orienting media 
consumers toward the planetary environs; by contrast, the scientific visualizations 
reach a narrower audience trained in reading abstractions and invested in the 
evidentiary. Whatever the differences, both render invisible “clean air” aestheti-
cally perceptible—either by default (through creatures) or by color conventions.

Read together, the city and the bird come to form one part of Delhi’s 
air-breath syntax; and this was the case well before COVID. For Delhi’s urban 
pollution had been off the charts for decades. This air sensorium is the locus 
of Shaunak Sen’s prize-winning documentary All That Breathes, filmed right 
before the pandemic. Seemingly, the documentary recounts the fortunes of two 
Muslim brothers who run a modest hospital in Delhi tending to injured birds, 
ill from industrial air. But other strands of audiovisual narration—the liveliness 
of creaturely life and the brooding prospect of Delhi’s air—complement this 
human-centered story. As I have argued elsewhere, critical to the creaturely 
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world is the amped up postproduction sound: the patter of feet, the squelch of 
larger bodies, squawks and snarls, delivering an off-screen world imperceptible 
to the eye, making creaturely existence viscerally palpable.20 Visually, creaturely 
life—a snail, a turtle, a frog, centipedes and flies, monkeys, pigs—comes into view 
always in the foreground of rack focus shots. Meanwhile Delhi’s human bustle, 
built structures, and sagging infrastructure loiter as blurry background.21 The 
premiere protagonist of the creaturely world is not a friendly one: it is a ferocious 
kite swirling in the skies, adapting to but injured by Delhi’s air, eating garbage 
and reducing the city’s waste tonnage. One of the two brothers, Saud, speaks of 
the kite-human kinship as a “community of air” whose futures are inexorably 
bound, even as the visual syntax of iterative rack focus shots rolls humans, 
animals, birds, and insects into the air, water, and soil that sustains them. The 
more-than-human world is planetary but also inextricable from Delhi’s historical 
situation of industrial calamity impacting humans, creatures, and the elements 
alike—perhaps at different velocities and intensities. Sen’s respiratory politics is 
profoundly evident in the alterlife of Delhi’s communities. In strange kinships, 
difficult and tenuous, we are reminded of what Murphy names “life otherwise.”

Lung and Cylinder: COVID Breath Infrastructures

Climatic mediations of air as an extensive media environment are familiar to 
contemporary media studies.22 But accompanying these mediations are media 
intensions, as Joshua Neves characterizes them, that index COVID-19’s breath 
infrastructure, vital (the trachea, diaphragm, muscles, tonsils, lungs, mouth, and 
throat) and industrial (masks, hoses, oxygen tanks, medical equipment from the 
oximeter to the ventilator).23 In this regard, pandemic images of the air-breath 
complex take us well beyond the air quality index. Inquiries into COVID breath 
hone the analytic gaze to local infrastructures and the differential vulnerabilities 
of the otherwise synchronic global airborne disaster.

The COVID pandemic has forced us to “see” air as an all-too-transitive 
medium for the transport of SARS-CoV-2.24 Viruses lack locomotion; we know 
from epidemiological studies that viruses rely on air, water, or soil for transport, 
hitching a ride on life-sustaining environments for human and microbial life. 
This is why the air between us suddenly appeared as a dangerous medium as did 
the breath of the other—even at six-feet distances. Tied as they are to their site 
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of original production, vital media like blood, feces, or breath were avowedly 
transitive, a realization reiterated during acute infectious disease epidemics; they 
habitually breach boundaries between individuals, between populations, and 
between species. The hyphen in the “air-breath complex” signals the contiguities 
of vital media, for breathing is not just embodied inhalation, as Tim Ingold 
notes, but also vaporized exhalation.25 The idea of the “complex” further suggests 
the industrial infrastructure, those technological ensembles that regulate and 
condition air and breath; as psychological notation, the complex also implies the 
experiential dimension. The air-breath complex, then, indexes the continuities of 
a planetary medium (air) and the contiguities of a vital one (breath). We perceive 
a double movement, intensive (into the lung) and extensive (the air between 
bodies). One COVID image cluster highlighted this movement: these are the 
mask visualities that drew attention to the dynamic processes of breath becoming 
air and air becoming breath. During COVID, images of masks were global in 
their reach: one series located masking practices in particular places, especially 
cities with population densities, by featuring them in urban graffiti, billboards, 
and posters. Think Global Health’s “Art of a Pandemic” feature, for example, 
devoted the visual spread to artistic commentaries on the state of masking all 
over the world;26 in spreads such as these, the global synchrony of the COVID 
pandemic was on full display.

Moving inward, a second iconic image encoded what the mask sought to 
protect: the lungs, standing in for a vital infrastructure that includes the trachea, 
diaphragm, muscles, tonsils, mouth, and throat.27 The lung erupted as the organ 
under threat in visualizations of physiological states in scientific and cultural 
notation. Some Indian cable channels promoting folksy remedies for COVID 
infection mounted breathing exercise videos, touting culturally Hindu solutions 
to SARS-CoV-2’s onslaught on the lungs. One instructional demo featured a 
schematic of inhalation-exhalation: inhaling for measured seconds, then holding 
one’s breath and exhaling in controlled counts. The video exemplified “media 
of breathing,” as John Durham Peters characterizes them: in this case, the video 
promoted respiratory techniques culled from ancient yogic practices that train 
the body to transform air into breath.28 When the video went viral on WhatsApp 
in 2020, national news channels quickly decried its contagious misinformation. 
If such lung therapy appeared possible in the early days of the pandemic, it was 
no longer tenable once India’s medical oxygen crisis broke in 2021. And yet, 
in the midst of that later crisis, business-minded gurus such as Baba Ramdev 



34 | Bishnupriya Ghosh

persisted in touting yogic practices as ancient cures. Mocking those who gasped 
for air amid the unfolding tragedy of 2021, Ramdev pushed widely debunked 
plant-based cures for profit (more products in his Patanjali empire). “How can 
there be a shortage when God has filled the atmosphere with oxygen?” he argued. 
“Fools are looking for oxygen cylinders. Just breathe the free oxygen. Why are 
you complaining about shortage of oxygen and beds and crematoriums?”29 Now 
it is the case that systemic Ayurvedic treatments are often egregiously sidelined 
as “complementary” to allopathic medical hegemony, but that was not the most 
chilling part of Ramdev’s gambit. Rather it was his willed refutation of massive 
tragic losses that remains a spectacular instance of the necropolitical cynicism 
that had become the hallmark of the Modi regime. Ramdev’s gambit underscored 
what some saw as fear and confusion, and others as callousness and indifference, 
from an authoritarian regime.

With the air thickening with crematoria smoke and bodies floating down 
the Ganges, another prosthetic arrived in Indian mediascapes: the medical 
oxygen cylinder. This part of the breath infrastructure made visible the intense 
breakdown of its vital counterpart—those beleaguered lungs no longer capable 
of transforming air into breath. Images pouring in from Delhi forged another 
syntax: the clunky industrial cylinder as the necessary complement to the failing 
lung. As images of heaving chests and gasping mouths proliferated on global 
media platforms, grassroots relief organizations, government organizations, and 
nongovernmental organizations hustled for medical oxygen. In these efforts, 
the medical oxygen cylinder instantiated a social rupture in the extreme: those 
who could afford it, commandeered it, while others slated for preventable and 
premature death became the countless “human interest stories” in the historical 
record of loss.

There are volumes written on the medical oxygen crisis and what it tells us 
about India’s second-wave experience.30 One might argue that the social rupture 
exacerbated by the peaking crisis of the second wave is an unsurprising scene 
in pandemic histories. Global public health emergencies habitually call the 
liberal-democratic bluff that values all human life equally. Pandemics emerge 
differentially for vulnerable communities who live with the structural violence of 
endemics (tuberculosis, malaria, dengue) and long-term social inequalities. And 
when resources are scant—as we saw with ventilators in the early days and later 
with vaccines distribution—a sorting and segregating of populations ensues. In 
this sense, India’s second wave exemplifies the norm.31 India was the second most 
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affected country in world, accounting for one-seventh of the global COVID death 
burden. Yet this general paradigm cannot erase the absence of governance that 
exacerbated the crisis: Narendra Modi’s government literally went “missing” for 
three weeks with government representatives protesting there was no insufficiency 
in the national medical oxygen supply. Close allies of the prime minister such 
as the thanatopolitical Uttar Pradesh chief minister Yogi Adityanath ordered 
property seizures of those who “spread rumors” about the lack of oxygen supply.32 
Amid cascading death, the Modi regime chose to spend their resources drumming 
up political victories and religious capital. Spectacular evidence of a callous 
realpolitik surfaced in the multiple super-spreader events of April 2021 such as 
huge election rallies to contest the West Bengal State elections and the massive 
Kumbh Mela gathering (that was expected to be convened in 2022). These actions 
or lack thereof turned India’s second wave into a manmade disaster. While there 
was no accurate state data on the number of deaths during April–May 2021, a 
news report from the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation estimated the 
number of COVID-related deaths during April–May 2021 to be 650,000 (thrice 
the official number) and projected crossing one million by September 2021; other 
researchers modeling data culled from hospitals and nongovernmental agencies 
put the count at two million during this episode alone.33

In a naturalizing move, some blamed this disaster on the sudden emergence 
of an especially deadly and contagious mutation, the delta variant; moreover, 
they argued that it was the sheer scale and density of India’s population that had 
turned raging infection deadly at mass scale. The government protested that the 
demand for medical oxygen had become unreasonable: from 3,842 metric tons 
(MT) a day at the beginning of April to 11,000 MT by the start of May. This was 
compounded by innumerable logistical challenges arising from modes of medical 
oxygen delivery to hospitals such as insufficient cryogenic tankers for liquid 
oxygen deliveries, inadequate filling stations for jumbo cylinders, and the safe 
transportation of medical oxygen tankers across state lines. A deeper read of the 
medical oxygen crisis, however, locates the problem in the Modi administration’s 
selective approach to health expertise and their political commitment to private 
enterprise as the source of public goods. As early as September 2020, health 
experts had warned the administration that India’s medical oxygen via direct 
pipeline was in short supply; if COVID infections were to increase, India was 
headed toward a catastrophe. Scientists marshaled data to produce dire estimates, 
forecasts, and predictions. With donations pouring into the PM CARES Fund 
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after March 2020, in October, the administration floated tenders for the best bids 
for 162 pressure swing absorption (PSA) plants to manufacture pipeline medical 
oxygen.34 Mired in financial bids, eight months later, none of these plants were 
as yet operational.

Under these circumstances, a brisk black market emerged around the medical 
oxygen cylinder as the most-vaunted industrial commodity. Across North, West, 
and Central India, small cylinders (that mountaineers use) were selling for 
25,000 rupees ($300) in New Delhi while the standard cost was 1000 rupees 
($12). Those who could afford it bought oxygen concentrators typically priced 
at 35,000–40,000 rupees ($420–80) for as much as 100,000 rupees ($1,200). 
The yawning social chasm broadened as the cylinder became iconic of the breath 
infrastructure, encoding industrial-modern solutions to a “natural” disaster. 
Concentrating “the basic part of breathable air,” as Marjin Nieuwenhuis notes, 
the cylinder promised more than the lungs (which filter 21 percent of oxygen from 
the air) ever could; in this regard, the medical oxygen cylinder acquired the luster 
of a prized techno-fix.35 But its value was equally economic because of scarcities 
and the problem of circulation. Despite the portability of the cylinder, supply 
chain disruptions and hoarding meant the cylinders were not easy to come by—a 
difficulty increasing exponentially for low-income wage earners. As newscasters 
pondered delays, detours, and supply chain logistics, the cylinder became the 
dominant icon of the breath infrastructure, infusing its image with desire.

Arguably, the cylinder is similar to Brian Larkin’s “electricity box” as a media 
form that encodes “infrastructure”—at once a technological ensemble and a site 
of reciprocal exchange between humans and machines.36 Ordinary infrastructure 
like electricity comes into view enformed; in this regard, the electricity box is 
a media form that constitutes a relation to otherwise invisible technological 
ensembles that condition industrial-modern existence. Most importantly, media 
forms, argues Larkin, are representational and experiential: they order matter 
even as their material configurations retain a concrete thingness. As such, we are 
aware of what is encoded in a media form and what is not “in” the frame as such: 
What technological ensembles constitute the cylinder we see in a photograph? 
What reciprocal exchange enables the material cylinder and its image to emerge? 
Further, Larkin’s reading is generative because, like all infrastructure, the medical 
oxygen cylinder appears at the moment of failure. The iconic cylinder as valued 
commodity bespeaks both supply-chain failures and the malfunctioning lung. 
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Both invite a respiratory politics: a censure of absent governance that provided 
neither health care nor guaranteed remedy.

Across media streams, when the breath infrastructure was visible, it was 
at the brink of collapse, and spectacularly so, in lumbering oxygen tanks, in 
makeshift tubing, and in black fungus creeping along oxygen pipes. But in the 
midst of these images, one genre of photograph and video appeared consistently, 
intensifying semiotic resonances and affective investments in the cylinder 
image. This image cluster situated the medical oxygen cylinder in a variety of 
visual arrangements that all pointed up hoarding or scarcity. Photographs of 
cylinders stacked in storage rooms, rusty but ready, rubbed shoulders with their 
deployment in makeshift breathing outfits at Gurdwaras or in autorickshaws; a 
litany of media forms captured cylinders in transit on all modes of transport—in 
cars and taxis, clasped against bodies, rolled on carts. Like the electricity box, 
the cylinder drew attention to hitherto invisible technological ensembles and 
the logistics of delivery. Suddenly as necessary as lungs, the cylinder became the 
basis of a respiratory politics: Why weren’t those PSA plants ready? Why did the 
government mismanage medical oxygen distribution? Why was medical oxygen 
not vital commons that, in Lauren Berlant’s terms, holds and organizes “common 
life”?37 Since the cylinder could not be disentangled from the lung, it induced 
sensory apprehensions of the very conditions of life—the prana and pneuma of 
ancient yore.38 In all these ways, images of medical oxygen cylinders as COVID’s 
industrial prostheses accumulated as intense affect. When it was visually missing 
in the countless pleas for medical oxygen circulating on WhatsApp, the cylinder 
signaled differential access to health care in a nation where less than 1–1.15 
percent of the gross domestic product is consigned for the health sector.39 Those 
reliant on state-run health care found themselves consigned to premature and 
preventable death.

With unerring accuracy, Arundhati Roy described the impossible demand 
placed on the most vulnerable at the mercy of the free market for their survival: 
“At the bottom end of the free market, a bribe to sneak a last look at your loved 
one, bagged and stacked in a hospital mortuary. A surcharge for a priest who 
agrees to say the final prayers. Online medical consultancies in which desperate 
families are fleeced by ruthless doctors. At the top end, you might need to sell 
your land and home and use up every last rupee for treatment at a private hospital. 
Just the deposit alone, before they even agree to admit you, could set your family 
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back a couple of generations.”40 But who are the amorphous “they” slated for 
premature and preventable death? With the state refusal to count COVID-related 
deaths, what other indices signal “their” presence?

Smoke Signals: A Political Aesthetic of Air-Breath

One of the abiding mnemonics of India’s second wave was the rising smoke from 
raging funeral pyres. In this genre of air-breath images, two strands dominate: 
aerial shots of crematoria from drone footage, representing the scale of mass death, 
and tableaux of hazmat-suited figures, barely visible, tending to pyres. Although 
culturally articular to Hindu death rites, these images encode loss. Like the bullet 
hole or weathervane gesturing toward a killing or a change in wind direction, in 
the famed Piercean instantiation of indexical signs, the smoke from crematoria 
invites a reconstruction of actual events; it gestures toward COVID-related 
deaths at mass scale. These smoke signals gain symbolic significance because of 
government refusals of a body count; in this accretion of meanings around a core 
graphic, the index becomes iconic.41

Many of the crematoria photographs are aesthetically impressionistic, 
the smoky thickness of their texture reminding us of those who died without 

FIGURE 2. At the funeral pyre during India’s COVID second wave. 
Anindito Mukherjee, May 9, 2021 (Getty Images).
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oxygen.42 Exquisite compositions of feature photography place spectral, PPE-clad 
figures at funeral pyres in close proximity to the vivid, licking flames bursting 
toward the photographic frame (see figure 2). The figures appear physically 
consumed by flames and hollowed by grief and loss as they perform the last rites; 
the photographs are often formally haptic, enclosing viewers “in” the intensities 
of heat. Arguably, the pandemic experience would intensify the sensory-affective 
force of the photograph: that is, the experiential intensities of mass death during 
the pandemic impact the viewing experience—then and now. This is even more 
the case for Indians within the country and in the diaspora, for few were left 
untouched by the tragedy. Quilting all others, partly because of their apocalyptic 
character, the crematoria images place us at the threshold of annihilation: at the 
extinction of air-breath. From the vantage of the pathological, we are forced to 
make new norms: What will those be? What future anterior or contingent present 
is still possible? Have we truly lost air/breath as social and ecological commons?

Impressionistic as they are, these photographs often incorporate spectral 
hazmat-clad figures watching over expiration. No doubt the humanoid figures 
serve as witnesses, anonymous filters for the photojournalist-turned-documen-
tarian under conditions of informatic suppression. But they are also reminders 
of utterly hazardous labor, the smoke inhalation and risk of infection for 
those who work at the crematoria. With some crematoria recording thirty to 
forty pyres an hour at the height of the second wave, one can only imagine 
the extreme precarity of the labor despite the hazmat suits.43 If the aerial 
images established the dangerous air quality for the neighborhood, then the 
images of witness situate viewers in the midst of smoky densities, inducing 
apprehensions of the gasping lung. In this regard, the crematoria images stitch 
together a visual syntax: the city, the sentinel (as human laborer), the lung, and 
industrial infrastructure (as crematoria). While cities with urban densities (the 
air sensorium), animals or birds as sentinels (communities of air), and (entropic) 
lungs as media of breathing are globally generalizable images of COVID’s air-
breath complex, the industrial infrastructure of life (medical oxygen cylinder) 
or death (crematoria) are locally particular notations of Delhi’s second-wave 
epidemic intensities.

More importantly, further inquiry into who witnesses death tunes in to the 
question of environmental justice apprehended in this specific media form. For 
centuries, Dalit laborers have been assigned the labor of burning bodies. The 
smoke signals point to caste and class differences that define normally precarious 
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circumstance—bodily injury from risk of infection and smoke inhalation—that 
become exponentially more dangerous at the peak of an airborne acute infectious 
disease emergence. The smoke signals connect the dots: they suggest varying 
epidemic intensities for those living within the same urban environs based on 
histories of dispossession. These varying epidemic intensities conceptually situate 
these images within ongoing critiques of racial capitalism.

Conclusion

In the absence of sustained data, inconceivable as that is for a regime whose 
proudest achievement is to digitize citizenship, there is sparse investigation into 
the implications of the epidemic for Dalit and Adivasi (Indigenous) communities 
who still remain at the lowest rungs of the socioeconomic ladder. Here, Black 
death as ontological condition returns as a generative analytic. To be sure, 
anti-Blackness speaks to the singularity of the Black experience under racial capi-
talism. Yet it is a viable starting point for examining the distributions of premature 
and preventable death during COVID because those arose from decisions to let 
die built on extant historical differences—racial, ethnic, religious, sexual, and 
otherwise. In the Indian case, the lockdown decision cast migrant workers out of 
the fold of state dispensations in what I have characterized as population culling.44 
Grassroots organizations catalogued the racial contours of who died on the long 
march home. In these killing fields, the labor of sanitation (as cleaners, manual 
scavengers, and waste pickers) and at the crematorium exposed Dalit and Adivasis 
to greater pandemic risks.45 In the intensification of precarity, we see normative 
necropolitics become virulent. The analysts worry about health-care access in the 
rural pockets in India’s six hundred thousand villages where Dalits live, not to 
mention caste discrimination that lessens chances of receiving care even where 
available; black-market prices further exacerbated the deathly consequences of 
health-care access paucities.46 The crematoria work—that hazy figure as mute 
witness—compounds precarity, signaling the broadening racial divide. And so, 
the wake begins for the uncounted dead, for those at greatest risk of bodily injury 
from smoke inhalation slated for premature death.

The smoke signals, once a (preindustrial) part of the communication infra-
structure, connect photographs emerging from Delhi’s second-wave experience 
to greater COVID losses in historically dispossessed communities. In the modern 
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era, one may recall Smoke Signals (1998) was one of the earliest independent (U.S.) 
Indigenous films based on the story of famous Native American writer Sherman 
Alexie. The icon accrues resonances even as it blurs, makes illegible, who and 
what is “in” the picture. Left to our imagination, we set about the cultural work 
of apprehension as the bases for a critical respiratory politics. That politics urges 
pragmatic action: everything from policies on air pollution to meeting medical 
oxygen manufacture thresholds to more investment in health care and streamlined 
free health-care access based on income differentials. Beyond practicalities, 
thornier concerns urge concerted social action to oppose and uproot caste and 
class discrimination that has only increased with the tightening grip of the Hindu 
Brahmanical minority at the helm of Modi’s India. The arc toward environmental 
justice is in sight: it points toward the labor of the political aesthetic.

The visual syntax for India’s second wave serves up a warning: city + bird 
+ lung + cylinder = smoke signals. It should fill us with apprehension. At an 
eschatological threshold, smoke compels intuition: the quivering awareness that 
there is no longer a guarantee that the mediums that sustain us will survive for 
the damage we have wrought is catastrophic. We are out of breath, as indeed, 
out of air.
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Fueling Toxicity
Fast Fashion, Air Pollution, and Slow Violence

Savannah Schaufler

As I write this essay, I am reminded of my experience in Nicaragua, 
where I watched the delivery of large bulks of clothing, presum-
ably from Western charity bins. This experience allowed me to 
understand that clothing is not just a commodity or an expression 

of identity. It carries narratives of superiority and colonial power, intertwined 
with the global phenomenon of fast fashion. And it opened my eyes to the 
hidden power dynamics at play, where some regions bear the burden of waste 
and pollution while others enjoy the consumption of cheap fashion.

The global fashion industry, with its relentless demand for rapid production 
and consumption, has led to a staggering ninety-two million tons of clothing 
ending up in landfills worldwide, leaving behind a trail of negative social and 
environmental consequences.1 This essay uses the Kantamanto Market in Accra, 
Ghana, as an example to explore the realities of textile toxicity and the far-reach-
ing implications of the fast-fashion industry. Regardless of the location of their 
original entry to the global market, many textiles eventually find their way to 
this bustling secondhand market. Here, masses of clothes from clothing bins 
and charity collections mainly from the United States and countries in Europe 
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are sent for resale and reuse. While the United States and Europe aim to recycle 
their fast-fashion textiles, Ghana bears the brunt of various aspects of pollution. 
Mountains of worthless and mainly inferior-quality clothing, consisting of plastic 
fibers that cannot be reused and resold, are incinerated at dumpsites near the 
Kantamanto Market, polluting the air with noxious fumes.2 The incineration of 
clothing is a major contributor to air pollution, especially due to the synthetic 
chemicals and dye toxins used in the manufacture of clothing.3 As the fashion 
industry thrives on rapid production and consumption, it poses significant eco-
logical threats to human and planetary health. However, to understand the roots 
of this ecological crisis, it is necessary to venture back to the Industrial Revolution, 
which transformed clothing production and consumption, establishing the textile 
industry as a cornerstone of the economy.4 This transformative period, marked by 
the invention of the sewing machine and other technological advances, including 
the development of nylon, the first fully synthetic fiber, by American chemist 
Wallace Carothers in 1935, and the creation of polyester by British chemists John 
Rex Whinfield and James Tennant Dickson in 1941, reshaped the landscape of 
clothing production and consumption.5 Polyester, which gained popularity in 
the 1970s, was established as a symbol of progress, contributing to the era’s shiny 
suits and establishing itself as a cheap fabric.6 Prior to these innovations, clothing 
and textiles were crafted through artisanal processes, albeit with significant labor 
intensity, making new clothing a privilege of the upper classes.7 At the same time, 
this technological evolution revolutionized labor patterns and prompted im-
provements in transportation and communication systems, thereby democratizing 
the availability of clothing.8 By the mid-nineteenth century, fashionable clothing 
was affordable to citizens of various backgrounds, sparking an unprecedented 
boom in clothing production and eventually replacing durable garments with 
disposable ones.9 This development marked a significant turning point in the 
history of fashion and its environmental consequences.

This essay explores the fast-fashion industry’s disruptive impact on social, 
economic, and ecological factors, particularly its contribution to air pollution. 
The term “fueling toxicity” highlights how the fashion industry’s processes and 
practices exacerbate air pollution, posing threats to the environment and human 
health. It will unfold in roughly two parts: First, attention will be drawn to the 
theoretical framework in which this exploration is embedded. This involves 
introducing the “actor-network theory” (ANT), a conceptual framework crucial 
for understanding the web of relationships and dependencies involved in the 
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globalized production, consumption, and disposal of clothing. ANT functions 
not merely as a framework but as a guiding philosophy for interdisciplinary 
methods. This approach, derived from science and technology studies, helps to 
decipher the multiple relationships at play within the fast-fashion system. ANT, as 
both a conceptual and methodological tool, serves two essential purposes: first, it 
extends the analysis beyond individual actions to encompass the broader network 
of people and elements that collectively shape the fast-fashion system, and 
second, it uncovers previously unnoticed actors, networks, and historical patterns 
involved in the secondhand clothing business that often remain overlooked in 
the Global North. The application of ANT allows us to move beyond simplistic 
understandings of waste as a consequence of human behavior, recognizing how 
various actors contribute to the fast-fashion industry’s toxic waste problem. 
Drawing on ANT as well as on the concept of “waste regimes” put forward by 
sociologist Zsuzsa Gille, the essay examines the production and consumption of 
fast fashion as an interconnected network of actors and explores the globalized 
waste of clothing and its impact on the environment.10 “Waste regimes” address 
the materiality of waste that is embedded in and shaped by social relations, power 
asymmetries, and economic processes.11 The second part engages with toxic 
embodiments through examining how exposure to toxins intertwines with time, 
space, and the body, particularly in relation to the colonial legacies and power 
structures that shape the fast-fashion industry.12 Therefore, it explores how these 
temporal worlds and scapes manifest in the realities of aerial health disparities 
among diverse populations, emphasizing the concept of “slow violence” proposed 
by environmental humanities scholar Rob Nixon as a lens to identify the hidden 
power dynamics at play.13

Using these methodologies, I aim to explore the intricacies of fast fashion, 
its connection to air pollution, and the structures of harm and inequality it 
perpetuates. By examining the realities of different populations, I intend to 
contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the environmental, social, and 
ethical dimensions entangled within the toxic threads of secondhand clothing. 
While secondhand clothing is often seen as a resource for low-income countries, 
it is important to recognize that it can also pose significant environmental and 
health challenges, effectively becoming a form of toxic waste. In terms of the 
language used in this essay, it is important to acknowledge that the notion of 
“we” has long been attributed to the entirety of humanity, a collective respon-
sible for the state of the planet.14 However, embedded within this seemingly 
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universal narrative are layered power dynamics and disparities that often remain 
unaddressed. Conventional discourse on the climate crisis, through its use of 
the terms “we” and “us,” assumes an equal distribution of responsibility and 
overlooks the nuanced influences of power structures.15 This essay acknowledges 
the homogeneity of this “we,” using it not as a sweeping generalization but as a 
means to engage with readers. In this context, the “we” becomes a reference to 
Western-oriented, industrialized nations and stakeholders enmeshed in practices 
like outsourcing and the secondhand textile industry. This perspective illuminates 
the fact that culpability for the environmental crisis is not universally shared; 
rather, it is concentrated within specific spheres defined by historical legacies 
and economic systems.

Yet, before discussing the secondhand clothing business and its role in shap-
ing multiple realities of aerial health, it is essential to acknowledge my position 
and perspective within this context. While the Kantamanto Market in Ghana 
serves as an example to discuss the complexities of the secondhand clothing trade, 
I have not personally visited the market. The information presented in this essay is 
solely derived from online sources, academic references, and scholarly works. My 
analysis of the issues surrounding the fast-fashion industry and the globalized sec-
ondhand clothing trade, as exemplified by the Kantamanto Market, is not limited 
to Ghana alone. The challenges of constant overproduction, waste colonialism, 
and environmental injustices extend beyond this particular market, reaching other 
countries as well. I recognize that my perspective as a researcher is shaped by my 
background and positionality. As a white female early-career researcher from an 
upper middle-class Austrian society, I aim to approach this topic with sensitivity 
and awareness of the historical and structural power dynamics at play in the 
globalized fashion industry. By acknowledging my point of view, which includes 
recognizing that I am myself also part of the problem as a consumer contributing 
to the fast-fashion industry, I want to facilitate a broader conversation about the 
need for sustainable and equitable practices in the global fashion industry, and to 
contribute to a better understanding of the environmental and social complexities 
inherent in the fast-fashion and secondhand clothing trade. Despite this, it is 
important to emphasize the diverse and multiple lived realities of individuals who 
deal with the consequences of excessive clothing waste and work in and around 
the market.16 In the following sections, the convergence of various nodes of waste 
and its acting entities will be explored, guided by a theoretical framework that 
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addresses the ramifications of the toxicity and materiality of used clothing, with 
a particular focus on its connection to air pollution.

Theoretical Framework: Nodes of Waste Relationality

The secondhand clothing market transcends mere resource utilization for certain 
actors; it also encapsulates a complex interplay of violence and toxic waste. Explor-
ing some conceptual frameworks used by scholars working with ANT, along with 
critiques and concepts such as sociologist Zsuzsa Gille’s “waste regimes,” allows 
us to delve deeper into the multifaceted (socio)economic, structural, ecological, 
and colonial aspects of the secondhand market. Recognizing the involvement of 
numerous actors in this process, a critical examination of everyday life, particularly 
within Western and industrialized nations, gains significance.17 This is crucial 
as the interconnectedness of the natural world and humanity is undeniable, 
resulting in reciprocal influences, both positive and negative. However, within 
the realm of political ecology, this interconnectedness also unveils pressing 
issues, such as extensive waste generation, social inequality, and injustices.18 
Acknowledging the ubiquity of waste in everyday life, regardless of location or 
social constructs, is essential to understanding waste as a concept in itself. Waste 
serves as a constant companion. Nevertheless, as environmental engineering 
scholar Eva Pongrácz notes, “Waste is a value concept, culturally constructed and 
subjective to the individual, be it the observer or the deposer.” The value ascribed 
to waste fluctuates depending on one’s circumstances, geographic position, 
cultural identity, and interpretations. Thus, waste, as it relates to humanity, 
defies objectivity, intertwining closely with subjectivities.19 Sociologist Martin 
O’Brien further examines the value of waste within social contexts and the power 
structures it encompasses.20 According to him, waste is not solely a product of 
disregard; it is also subject to a sophisticated interplay within the web of public 
and private networks. O’Brien’s insights shed light on the multifaceted nature 
of waste, where what one group discards as excess can hold value for another.21 
This assertion, however, requires critical examination through the lens of colonial 
structures and power imbalances. In the context of the secondhand industry, the 
saying “one man’s meat is another man’s poison” finds resonance.22 Waste from 
more affluent societies, discarded like excess, becomes a resource for those in less 
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privileged circumstances. This juxtaposition reveals the power dynamics that 
Western nations maintain over less industrialized countries. This power enables 
them to offload their waste, thereby avoiding the responsibility of managing 
it within their own borders. Unfortunately, this process not only impacts the 
natural environment; it imposes a heavy toll on the inhabitants of these recipient 
nations. The influx of waste engenders a cycle of exploitation and environmental 
degradation, where what is discarded as unwanted in one place becomes a source 
of harm and injustice in another.

Humanities scholars such as Massimo De Angelis, Marco Armiero, Zsuzsa 
Gille, Max Liboiron, and Gay Hawkins have explored the complex intersections 
of waste, pollution, and colonialism. Their contributions, like De Angelis 
and Armiero’s conceptualization of the “Wasteocene,” which navigates the 
socioecological dynamics of power and toxicity, can give rise to narratives about 
marginalized communities and neglected environments.23 Gille’s concept of 
“waste regimes” considers an intertwined, global relationship of waste through 
the lens of social institutions and conventions, its perception and politicization.24 
Liboiron’s incisive study of pollution’s colonial dimensions offers a de- and 
anticolonial perspective, reshaping the conventional understanding of pollution.25 
And moreover, Hawkins’s exploration of disposability provides insight into a 
fundamental element of modern capitalist systems.26 Through their scholarly 
contributions, these researchers have brought to light the complex historical, 
social, and environmental dimensions that weave waste, pollution, and colonial 
power into a nodal network. However, in the context of the networks and diverse 
actors involved in the fast-fashion industry, especially in the redistribution of 
textile donations or “waste,” a more precise theoretical framework becomes 
essential.

ANT offers here an interdisciplinary perspective, which envisions the world 
as a complex network interweaving humans, objects, ideas, and concepts. This 
theory embraces and contemplates the influence of more-than-human actors 
within this complex framework.27 The main point of ANT lies in the convergence 
of different elements, culminating in more or less coherent actors, that constitute 
its main study.28 ANT perceives agency as a distributed performance that arises 
from the interplay between various entities, encompassing both human and more-
than-human.29 Exploring the practices that emerge in diverse locations, spaces, 
and over time, ANT identifies the entangled dynamics of human and more-
than-human entities that enable (inter)actions.30 This theory proves particularly 
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useful in exploring the impact of networks on the realm of space, bridging the gap 
between nature and society, and revealing how materials significantly shape the 
world.31 As outlined by sociologist and psychologist Bruno Latour, ANT rejects 
traditional dimensional thinking and adopts a “nodes” perspective, according to 
which each entity has an equal number of dimensions and connections, negating 
the need for proximity/distance as the sole determinant.32 Latour argues that 
one network is not larger or smaller than the other; instead, each network varies 
in length and intensity of connections.33 Within ANT, it is essential to redefine 
the notion of actors, as it extends beyond purely human agents. Here, an actor 
represents a semiotic definition, signifying something with the capacity for action 
or agency attributed by others.34 Rather than being the instigator of action, an 
actor-network serves as the dynamic destination of a vast array of entities.35 
ANT’s claims go beyond macro and micro distinctions, while scholars, such 
as Zsuzsa Gille, critique this view and argue for the analytical independence of 
these levels.36 In her work, Gille seeks to merge the Marxist concept of the mode 
of production with ANT’s concepts, collectives, and sociomaterial formations 
to construct a macrotheoretical framework for studying the interplay between 
waste and society.37 While maintaining the separation of macro and micro 
perspectives, Gille retains the emphasis on material concreteness in ANT for the 
specific purpose of theorizing waste. For Gille, waste exists within a cultural and 
hybrid context, encompassing both human and more-than-human elements.38 
Consequently, Gille situates her concept “waste regimes” within the context of 
waste, asserting that the solution lies in shifting levels of abstraction rather than 
altering analytical perspectives.39

In her explorations, Gille operates at the macro level, analyzing the pro-
duction, circulation, and transformation of waste as a concrete material. This 
approach is concerned with the social institutions, referred to as regimes, that 
determine the perceived value of different types of waste or resources. Regimes 
also govern the production and distribution of waste. By considering social 
relationships and material interconnections, the concept of “waste regimes” 
addresses questions related to waste production, representation, and politics. 
This approach fosters an understanding of the economic, social, and cultural 
underpinnings of particular forms of waste, as well as the underlying rationale 
for their production.40 Such interconnections resonate with the dynamics 
observed in the secondhand clothing industry, where economic, social, and 
cultural structures intertwine with waste generation, politics, production, and 
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distribution. Thus, the secondhand textile industry finds a suitable theoretical 
framework within the concepts discussed in this section, allowing for a careful 
analysis intertwined with sociopolitical considerations.

Toxic Narratives and Colonial  
Dynamics of Clothing Waste

Consumers in the Global North are encouraged to transcend the mere act 
of discarding their old clothes and donate them, aiming to avert resource 
depletion. Aligned with charitable organizations, the collection systems eagerly 
advocate for donors to generously contribute their unwanted and old clothing, 
thereby providing support to the “underprivileged and needy.” However, this 
display of charity is often limited by the constraints of convenience.41 This 
discourse on textile recycling practices has a strong resonance in northern 
Europe and is influencing the emergence of public policies that aim for an 
environmentally and socially sustainable use of textile resources and waste.42 
Nonetheless, while recycling and donating are praised as an ethical behavior 
to inspire benevolence, its impact on the subsequent market exchange in this 
second life remains rather marginal.43 Remarkably, a disturbing “out of sight, 
out of mind” attitude prevails among various actors, who seem to ignore the 
far-reaching implications, geographical distribution, and socioeconomic 
impact of trade dynamics in less economically advanced countries.44 Ghana, 
alongside other countries, including India, Malaysia, Pakistan, Kenya, and 
Cambodia, plays a pivotal role in the global import of secondhand clothing 
intended for resale and reuse, and the Kantamanto Market in Accra stands as 
the central hub.45 Flourishing within the city’s informal economy, this market 
specializes in the trade of used clothing primarily sourced from Western 
countries. An astonishing 15 million kilograms of clothes exchange hands on 
a weekly basis, culminating in a staggering annual total of approximately 150 
million kilograms.46 The operations at Kantamanto, employing around thirty 
thousand individuals, involve various tasks, ranging from cleaning and repairing 
to recycling and selling the imported garments.47 Nevertheless, the fact that a 
significant portion, estimated at 40 percent, eventually finds its resting place 
in landfills is a poignant reminder of the devastating waste generated by the 
fast-fashion industry and its attendant negative environmental consequences.48
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At the same time, there seems to be a parallel decline in African textile 
production.49 Thus, the Kantamanto Market not only serves as a commercial 
outlet, but also embodies the pressure to align with contemporary clothing 
aesthetics, frequently dismissing traditional clothing as “inappropriate.”50 In this 
context, the Ghanaian term “obroni wawu,” signifying “dead white man’s clothes,” 
takes center stage.51 The term alludes to the perception that the clothes found 
at the Kantamanto Market, once owned by (deceased) white individuals, carry 
connotations rooted in colonial legacies and the asymmetrical power dynamics 
propagated by white supremacy.52 This translation highlights the disconnect 
between Ghanaians and the garments they acquire, underscoring that these 
clothes were never intended for them to wear and were never tailored to their 
needs. Rather, they are perceived as commodities accessible primarily to white 
individuals.53 Yet the seemingly altruistic practice of donating clothes in Western 
countries demands critical scrutiny through a colonial lens, particularly within 
the domain of the secondhand clothing market. This market often perpetuates 
a toxic narrative of allegedly helping the “poor and needy” individuals in Africa 
with hand-me-downs, obscuring the reality that countries in the Global South 
bear the burden of clothing waste due to structurally oppressive systems.54 While 
the consumption of low-quality fast fashion surges in the Global North, the 
repurposing of used clothing as commodities for the Global South perpetuates 
ongoing dependency structures between these spheres, fostering persisting 
inequality in these nations.55

In these nodes of relationships explored within ANT, the concept of “toxic 
timescapes” plays a crucial role in illustrating the unequal distribution of en-
vironmental burdens across different communities and regions.56 Within the 
ANT framework, “toxic timescapes” emphasize the temporal dimensions of the 
environmental impacts generated by human and more-than-human actors. Envi-
ronmental injustices frequently subject specific populations to disproportionate 
exposure to toxic substances and hazards, thus exacerbating the repercussions of 
“slow violence” on marginalized groups.57 This paradigm focuses on the interplay 
of time, space, and bodies in relation to toxic exposure. Rooted in environmental 
humanities, “toxic timescapes” portray the insidious impact of environmental 
hazards and toxic substances on both humans and more-than-humans over 
extended periods. The complex interconnections between toxicity and pollution, 
visible through the prism of power dynamics on individual and collective levels, 
pervade human and more-than-human spheres. “Toxic timescapes” emphasize 
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that exposure to toxins and pollutants is not merely a spatial concern but is deeply 
entwined in time. “Toxic timescapes” highlight the temporal dimensions of 
environmental degradation and how the effects of toxic substances unfold over 
time, leaving a lasting imprint not only on concrete spaces, but also on landscapes 
and communities more broadly. A relationship emerges between these timescapes 
and the environmental challenges arising from the advances of industrial civi-
lization, exemplified by the fast-fashion phenomenon and the material flow of 
textile waste.58 Here, the concept of “slow violence” posited by Nixon employs 
the gradual and often imperceptible violence perpetuated by environmental 
destruction and toxic contamination across temporal and spatial dimensions.59 
“Toxic timescapes” cast a light on the disparate distribution of environmental 
burdens across communities and regions, whereby environmental injustices 
result in specific populations bearing an unequal burden of toxic substances 
and hazards, intensifying the impact of “slow violence” on marginalized groups 
and bodies.60 In alignment with these perspectives, environmental and political 
geographer Thom Davies engages with the notion of “slow observation,” an 
endeavor borne from years of immersion into a place, unfolding through time.61 
This concept elucidates how communities dealing with pollution internalize the 
lived reality of ongoing environmental hazards.62 Davies interweaves the idea of 
“toxic timescapes” with ethnographic observations within an industrialized region 
in Louisiana, casting light on the precarious intersectionality of time, space, and 
corporeal existence amid a landscape of industrial pollution.63 “Toxic timescapes,” 
therefore, recognize that environmental harm and the impact of toxic elements 
on airscapes and landscapes, as well as human and more-than-human health, are 
not static or confined to a specific moment but manifest themselves as dynamic 
processes over time. This perspective is crucial for understanding the long-term 
effects of environmental pollution, particularly when situated in the context of 
the intertwined relationships between historical legacies, power structures, and 
the ongoing activities of various actors in the network. These connections are 
equally pertinent to the exploration of the colonial and asymmetrical power 
structures manifested within the domain of fast fashion and the trading of 
low-quality garments at the Kantamanto Market. As posited by environmental 
humanities scholars Ilenia Iengo and Marco Armiero, the presence of toxic 
substances and narratives has the profound ability to accumulate within both 
human and more-than-human bodies and imaginaries, subtly shaping the nature 
of individual and collective existence.64 Particularly concerning narratives that 
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mirror societal disparities, injustices, and the interplay of asymmetrical power 
relations, the transformative journey of once-valued garments takes a poignant 
turn, evolving into mere commodities for buyers, only to culminate in what can 
be termed as toxic waste.65 This transformation serves as a conduit, carrying 
with it the narratives of toxicity and socioenvironmental injustices, which span 
multiple temporal realms, as described by Iengo and Armiero: “the biological, the 
personal, and the collective, including both humans and more-than-humans.”66

Herein, Nigerian-American writer, photographer, and art historian Teju 
Cole’s definition of the “white savior complex” finds resonance, encapsulating 
the phenomenon where individuals from the Global North, predominantly of 
white origin, perceive a calling to engage in developmental, educational, or aid 
endeavors within countries of the Global South.67 This context reintroduces the 
concept of “white saviorism,” allowing donors to feel a sense of empowerment, 
seemingly contributing to environmental well-being and upholding ethical 
principles on a human scale. Amid this perspective, narratives of toxicity remain 
muted or altogether imperceptible, obscured by the portrayal of donations in 
Western countries as commendable acts sanctioned by commercial and industrial 
players and stakeholders. However, it is imperative to acknowledge the prevailing 
reality of an unjust world in which Western countries and nations incessantly 
produce, consume, and discard at the expense of others.

Toxic Fumes and Airborne Plastics

The preceding discussion on “toxic timescapes” offers insight into the gradual ac-
cumulation of hazardous substances within the environment.68 These substances, 
once introduced, endure, affecting ecosystem, human, and more-than-human 
well-being over time and space. Pollution thus embodies a form of contamination 
defined by the interplay of origins, chance occurrences, and resulting effects.69 
Initiating a cascade of degradation and disruption within the balance of the 
environment, pollutants can be identified as substances introduced into the 
environment—encompassing materials, particles, biological contaminants, and 
microorganisms.70 Significantly, while natural events can cause pollution, the 
prevailing undertone of the term implies an anthropogenic origin.71 One mani-
festation of pollution is air pollution—a phenomenon that extends to the realm 
of the atmosphere and encompasses a critical facet of environmental degradation 
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that is closely linked to human and more-than-human health.72 Air pollution, 
which consists of gases, liquids, or solids released into the air, comes from a 
variety of sources, including fossil-fuel combustion, vehicle emissions, industrial 
activities, open burning of waste, and construction.73 Certain pollutants, such as 
particulate matter (PM), carbon monoxide, ozone, nitrogen dioxide, and sulfur 
dioxide, pose health hazards and are of great concern. Alarmingly, World Health 
Organization (WHO) data shows that almost the entire global population (99 
percent) is exposed to air that exceeds recommended quality standards, illustrat-
ing a disturbing picture of widespread exposure to pollutants. It is noteworthy that 
air pollution tends to be more prevalent in low- and middle-income countries. 
Thus, air pollution involves the alteration of the composition of indoor and/or 
outdoor air by various pollutants, which represents a deviation from the natural 
atmospheric equilibrium.74

Equally relevant is the phenomenon of open burning of waste, which is 
emerging as one of the most hazardous sources of toxic aerosols in the environ-
ment.75 Beth Gardiner, an American environmental journalist, paints a vivid image 
of smoke ascending in the air: “The smoke rises from thousands of fires, hundreds 
of thousands. Millions. Soot. Black carbon. The same particles that sicken the 
body, now heading toward the sky. . . . The effects, in an atmosphere already 
tipping out of balance, powerful enough to cause clouds to form and to disperse 
them. To alter the weather.”76 Her words capture the gravity of the situation in 
which the substances that affect our health are rising into the sky, causing a cascade 
of consequences. As she describes, it becomes clear how unbalanced the natural 
world has become, illustrating the interconnectedness between anthropogenic 
extractivism and its impact on nature. This alarming reality is supported by World 
Bank projections indicating that global solid waste generation will escalate to 3.4 
billion tons per year by 2050.77 The conventional disposal paradigms of municipal 
waste management include practices such as collection, recycling, composting, 
landfilling, and incineration.78 However, in less industrialized and economically 
stable countries, small-scale open burning or unregulated landfilling dominate as 
two commonly used solutions.79 Approximately 41 percent of the world’s annual 
waste is disposed of through open burning.80

Focusing on the Kantamanto Market in Ghana, a significant amount of 
discarded clothing meets its ultimate fate on open lands or in dumping sites.81 
The impact of this practice may not be immediately apparent, but the unregulated 
burning of these garments poses significant risks to people working in these 
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environments, particularly in terms of air pollution.82 The majority of these 
garments are made of synthetic materials such as acrylic, polyester, nylon, and 
viscose, which have a negative impact on the environment.83 The production 
and processing of these materials also involves the use of chemicals, dyes, and 
plasticizers, making them a twofold threat: jeopardizing both environmental 
integrity and the well-being of those involved in their production, use, and 
disposal.84 The burning of predominantly synthetic fiber–based clothing adds 
to the air pollution and negatively impacts human health by polluting the 
atmosphere with microplastic fibers and a mixture of toxic and noxious fumes.85 
This concern is further supported by the study conducted by environmental 
engineer Luís Fernando Amato-Lourenço and colleagues that underscores the 
presence of microplastics in the very air that we breathe.86 Consequently, the 
act of inhaling these microplastics can potentially lead to their accumulation 
in human lung tissue.87 It is important to note that the origins of these airborne 
microplastics are diverse, but microplastic fibers from a wide range of synthetic 
textiles are predominant. Workers exposed to these conditions are at increased risk 
of developing a variety of lung diseases.88 Additionally, the exhaust gases resulting 
from burning and incinerating, including CO2, intensify the multifaceted 
environmental and health risks that are inseparably linked with air pollution.89 
Weather phenomena, such as wind currents, can act as vectors to disperse these 
plastic fragments across the atmosphere, contributing to the dissemination of 
plastic particles in the airscapes.90 Extended exposure to air pollution, including 
microplastics, has been correlated with respiratory, cardiovascular, and assorted 
health conditions.91 In addition, the presence of plastic particles in the air 
exacerbates existing environmental concerns and increases ecological disruption 
within local ecosystems.

Amid the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic, air pollution has further 
implications for individual well-being and flourishing. Research demonstrates 
that air pollution presents a substantial risk factor contributing to adverse 
impacts on the cardiovascular and respiratory systems, including infections 
such as pneumonia and influenza.92 Notably, particles suspended in the air can 
act as carriers for pathogens, thereby promoting the spread of diseases. This 
includes air pollutants such as PM2.5 and PM10, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide, 
carbon monoxide, and ozone, which can impair the respiratory system through 
inhalation and worsen susceptibility to respiratory virus infections.93 Concern-
ing the transmission of SARS-CoV-2, organic chemist Antonio Frontera and 
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colleagues have proposed that a setting characterized by elevated levels of airborne 
pollutants, coupled with specific climatic circumstances, may enhance the period 
during which viral particles remain airborne.94 Aligning with this, economist 
Mario Coccia underscores the role of specific air pollutants, notably PM10 or 
ozone, in shaping the transmission dynamics of COVID-19.95 However, a deeper 
exploration of this topic is essential to understand the correlations between air 
pollutants and COVID-19 spread. Nonetheless, it is likely that fine particulate 
matter concentration is not the sole environmental factor involved in the spread 
of SARS-CoV-2. Various environmental factors such as size and composition of 
atmospheric particulate matter as well as meteorological conditions including 
wind velocity, humidity, and temperature play a role.96 It can be said, however, 
that already marginalized communities residing in areas afflicted by elevated air 
pollution levels are even more vulnerable to respiratory illnesses.

The implications of these interactions extend far beyond the immediate 
context of the Kantamanto Market and the global secondhand textile industry 
as the complex links between pollution, plastic waste, and the secondhand 
clothing market are explored. The intertwining of environmental degradation, 
health concerns, and socioeconomic dynamics underscores the urgent need for 
comprehensive and sustainable solutions. In addressing the far-reaching effects of 
pollution from the uncontrolled incineration of discarded clothing, particularly 
those made of synthetic fibers, it is important to recognize the gravity of the 
challenges.

Conclusion

Driven by the unbridled need to produce and consume rapidly, the global 
fashion industry has dumped an estimated ninety-two million tons of clothing 
into landfills worldwide. A microcosm of the paradoxes of this industry is the 
Kantamanto Market, a bustling hub where millions of kilograms of discarded 
clothing from the Western world find new life. Here, used clothing is either resold 
or tossed into nearby dumpsites, where incineration produces toxic fumes and 
contributes to local air pollution and other environmental and health problems. 
Closer exploration of this nexus reveals a picture of interconnectedness, power 
dynamics, and systemic inequalities. Reflecting on the unjust and colonial 
narratives embedded in the secondhand clothing market transforms the meaning 
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of clothing. It goes beyond being merely a means of expressing oneself or prac-
ticality, and becomes a symbol of historical injustice, bearing the imprint of 
domination and colonial influence. In this light, the notion of “fueling toxicity” 
takes on a particular sharpness. It describes the mechanism by which various 
actions, structures, and entities within the secondhand clothing trade amplify 
environmental and societal harms.

The theoretical framework on which this essay is based allows us to under-
stand the intricacies and entanglements of this global industry. ANT reveals the 
stage on which networks of human and more-than-human entities interact in the 
patterns of production, consumption, and disposal. It is a multilayered account 
in which “waste regimes,” in their hybridity, determine the fate of once-valued 
garments. Through the lens of ANT, waste can be seen as both a material reality 
and a cultural construct, a notion viewed through the prism of privilege and 
colonialism. This complex interplay of toxicity and colonialism finds definition 
in the concept of “toxic timescapes,” where the “slow violence” of pollution inter-
twines with temporal patterns that encompass marginalized communities.97 This 
is the perspective from which the Kantamanto Market presents itself, revealing 
the unequal burden of pollution suffered by those who are often forgotten in the 
narratives of the pasts, presents, and futures. Here, once-cherished garments are 
transformed into toxic substances, and narratives of white saviorism and alleged 
goodwill merge with histories of environmental injustice. Air, once a source 
of life and vitality, becomes a medium carrying the burden of waste, plastics, 
and chemical toxins. The fumes from incinerated garments contribute to the 
ongoing crisis of air pollution, affecting environmental systems and human and 
more-than-human well-being and flourishing.

In this discussion of intertwined issues related to the toxicity of fast fashion 
and the secondhand industry, one thing is particularly clear—it demands atten-
tion. This essay aims to point a finger at the ecological impacts of fast fashion, 
the trade dynamics perpetuating inequalities, and the colonial legacies, not to 
assign blame, but to foster a better understanding that many issues of the climate 
crisis are embedded in colonial power dynamics, hierarchical structures, historical 
narratives, and injustices that fuel toxicity. It is more about promoting mindful-
ness through awareness—a discussion that calls for reflection, consciousness, 
and collective engagement for change. The intertwined web of consequences 
resulting from unregulated and constant pollution and textile waste underscores 
the undeniable connection between our choices as consumers, the material life 
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cycle, and the well-being of the environment. The lessons that can be drawn from 
the Kantamanto Market and the global secondhand clothing trade extend far 
beyond its immediate boundaries and reflect the shared responsibility that we 
all bear for the health of our planet and for justice in our societies.
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Anthropogenic Climate Change

Jeevan Stephanie Kaur Toor, Tagaaq Evaluardjuk-Palmer, and Josée G. Lavoie

There are roughly sixty-five thousand Inuit in Canada, with many in 
Inuit Nunangat, the northernmost part of Canada, including fifty-three 
communities in four regions: Inuvialuit, Nunavut, Nunavik, and 
Nunatsiavut; an increasing population lives in southern Canada.1 

Historically, Inuit have lived off the Land,2 harboring strong relationships with 
the environment, living and nonliving entities that inhabit their surroundings. 
This sentiment is captured by the above quotation by Sheila Watt-Cloutier, 
an Inuk from Nunavik who is an advocate for Inuit social and environmental 
issues. However, recent generations of Inuit communities have undergone swift 
cultural changes due to interactions with explorers and more recently from the 
detrimental actions of the Canadian government (e.g., relocation, residential 
schools). Traditionally, Inuit have adapted to their environment; however, recent 

Inuit culture is inseparable from the condition of their physical surroundings. . . . 
Environmental upheaval resulting from climate change violates Inuit’s right to practice 
and enjoy their culture.

—Sheila Watt-Cloutier, The Right to Be Cold
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transitions have occurred too quickly.3 For example, Inuit youth suicide rates are 
now ten times those of non-Indigenous counterparts.4 While this is not solely 
attributed to climate change, it highlights the existence of detrimental impacts.

Exploration of Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (Inuit knowledge) makes apparent 
reasons for strong connection to the environment. Briefly, it is related to a 
traditional way of life that is lived in symbiosis with the Land. However, impacts 
of colonialism on the historical environment directly affect qanuinngitsiarutiksait 
and now are being exacerbated by climate change. Thus, these issues need to be 
considered together. Historically, it is known that global temperatures fluctuate. 
“Anthropogenic climate change” refers to changes in weather that are more rapid 
and occur due to human action. Due to global warming patterns the Arctic is at 
the forefront of these changes, with temperatures rising at quadruple the global 
average rate.5 Thawing of permafrost releases greenhouse gases such as methane 
and carbon dioxide, contributing to an enhanced change in climate.6 For Inuit, 
climate change has led to unpredictable weather patterns, for example, more rain, 
thinner ice, and warmer temperatures.7 Inuit are especially susceptible to impacts 
of changing climate due to their close relationship with the environment, which 
is an essential protective factor for qanuinngitsiarutiksait.

Globally, there are 350 million Indigenous individuals who have strong 
connections to their environments, undermined by their experience of colonial-
ism.8 This is not to homogenize Indigenous people around the world, or even 
in Inuit Nunangat; the literature points out that there are differences in culture, 
environment, and impacts of climate change. Rather, this demonstrates that this 
work has applications for other communities, and this perspective emphasizes 
the notion of the interconnected world in which we live.

Methodology

This exploration is based on a review of the literature, supported by a research 
team working on Inuit health in Winnipeg, connected to Elders and Inuit-based 
organizations. The three authors of this essay bring a wealth of experience and 
perspective. Jeevan Toor, a PhD student at University College London exploring 
issues of Inuit health and well-being, had the idea to explore the interaction 
between health and environment from an Inuit perspective due to conversations 
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with the community around the importance of the environment for Inuit wellness 
and the need to address health from an Inuit perspective, rather than biomedical 
ones. Prior to starting her PhD, Jeevan worked as a research assistant with a 
team in Winnipeg (on “The Qanuinngitsiarutiksait Project”—joint research 
between the University of Manitoba and a community-based organization), 
which allowed her to situate this research with the appropriate individuals from 
the outset. Tagaaq Evaluardjuk-Palmer is an Inuit Elder who lived near Pond 
Inlet on a traditional camp, first moving to Manitoba in 1980. Tagaaq is part of 
the Inuit Elders Executive Council on the aforementioned project. The research 
topic was discussed with Tagaaq to ensure its relevance to the community, and 
then discussions around Inuit knowledge, concepts, and understandings provided 
the basis for this exploration. Jeevan and Tagaaq worked collaboratively, where 
Jeevan Toor presented each draft to Elder Tagaaq until they were both satisfied 
with the outcome. Jeevan then worked with Josée G. Lavoie, a professor at the 
Indigenous Institute of Health and Healing (University of Manitoba) and 
principal investigator of the above mentioned project, to gain her perspective on 
this exploration. This guidance was sought as Dr. Lavoie has worked with the Inuit 
community for many years and has gathered a wealth of experience in this setting.

Due to constraints in traveling, findings are not from fieldwork, so a semi-
ethnographic approach was adopted. This was done through three aspects:

1. framing research through Inuit concepts gained from conversation with 
Elder Tagaaq,

2. a literature search on Google Scholar to form the data, and
3. framing of sections with Inuit poetry or quotations from conversation or 

the analyzed literature.

This approach was taken as it allows somewhat for the richness of the anthro-
pological qualitative approach to emerge and aligns with the importance of oral 
formats in Inuit culture. Specifics of this semiethnographic data collection are 
explained below.

Literature from the last twenty years was found using Google Scholar, 
through the following search terms: “Inuit health and climate change,” “Inuit 
environment and health,” and “Inuit climate change adaptions.” It was sorted 
thematically by manually highlighting relevant information on climatic impacts, 
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climatic adaptations (relating to mental health, food and water insecurity, disease, 
ice-related accidents, persistent organic pollutants), and proposals to move 
forward (split into government, policy, and research).

It was anticipated that full poems from Inuit authors could be included to 
frame the various sections within the material; however, due to copyright issues, 
this was not possible. Instead, excerpts of these poems have been included, and 
they will be discussed in the sections they are included. Two excerpts are from 
the contemporary poet Taqralik Partridge who is from Nunavik. Partridge is a 
spoken-word poet, and the poetry had not been written down until recently. The 
collection of poems referenced here was published in 2020. Partridge is also an 
artist, writer, and curator taking inspiration from the surrounding world of Inuit 
issues and poses questions that should be considered by all. Original formatting 
of these poems was preserved to reflect how the poems would be if they were 
spoken. The other poem is from a collection of Inuit poetry collected by Knud 
Rasmussen (Greenlandic-Danish explorer, 1879–1933) and translated by Tom 
Lowenstein in 1973. While the included poetry is from the past and present, 
similarities can be found in the poets’ connection to the environment.

Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit, Being  
Healthy, and the Environment

Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ) translates as “that which Inuit have known all 
along,” encompassing Inuit worldview through stories, teachings, and myths 
linking the past and future together, a “living’ knowledge.”9 Often, IQ has been 
sidelined by Western research, as it was not recognized as “scientific” enough, that 
instead focused on biomedical approaches.10 IQ is metaphysically different from 
Western knowledge; therefore comprehension in the context of Inuit culture, 
history, and beliefs is needed.11 At the basis of IQ is Inuit maligait, four “laws” 
by which Inuit live: “Working for the common good and not being motivated 
by personal interest or gain, living in respectful relationships with every person 
and thing that one encounters, maintaining harmony and balance, planning and 
preparing for the future.”12 Cultural laws and communal laws also exist as an 
extension of these principles.13 A foundational belief of IQ rests in a profound 
relationship with nature and the connection it provides to their environment. 
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For example, animals were not driven to extinction when Inuit beliefs prevailed; 
when Western influence predominated muskox and whales were hunted to 
near extinction.14 This idea of connection to the surrounding environment is 
captured in the excerpt from Taqralik Partridge, “i can tell you how we sat low 
in canoes / or slept curved against the hull of a peterhead / on long trips up or 
down the river/ or out into the bay.”15 The excerpt is from the poem titled “after 
an argument” where memories of a childhood spent sleeping on trips across the 
water are explored. Due to interconnected beliefs, qanuinngitsiarutiksait cannot 
be understood without IQ; to fully conceptualize qanuinngitsiarutiksait, deeper 
insight into the Inuk is needed.16

Inuit Notion of the Person

Pool and Geissler argue that personhood is understood culturally in various ways; 
personhood is not an artifact of the brain but is one of “life and experience.”17 
Personhood is a dialogue between the projection of society onto the individual 
and the individual forming their location in society. More fitting for this context 
is the concept “complex personhood,”18 allowing emphasis on more than the 
individual; for example, family, community, the ancestors, and the environment 
become more prominent (ecocentrism). This allows a shift from Western em-
phasis on individuality to understanding a more complete notion of the person, 
which is closer to Inuit philosophy.19

Thus, Inuit conceptions of personhood, belonging, and identity lie in their 
strong relationship with the environment. If this relationship is lost, Inuit are 
left with a weakened sense of health and well-being, consequently weakened 
qanuinngitsiarutiksait. While connection to the Land is key in maintaining 
qanuinngitsiarutiksait, and therefore Inuk personhood, other factors are also 
integral: for example, cultural practices such as eating specific foods, speaking 
one’s language, and having a strong sense of community.20 Gombay suggests 
that colonialism created “colonised identities” as local norms defining aspects 
of personhood conflicted with colonizers’ views of being and colonizers viewed 
Inuit as “uncivilised,” lacking the qualities and benefits of Western personhood 
and consequently lacking citizenship.21 Colonialism, past and present, continues 
to disrupt Inuit personhood and consequently identity and belonging. Attributes 



78 | Toor, Evaluardjuk-Palmer, and Lavoie

maintaining Inuit personhood, identity, and belonging have been impacted 
by colonialism, disrupting an Inuk’s core personhood, and continue to be: for 
example, the modern biopolitical approach to Inuit, as explored by Stevenson.22 
This colonial disruption to identity and by extension personhood is further 
impacted by anthropogenic climate change. These disruptions impact Inuit 
qanuinngitsiarutiksait. Negative climatic impacts on the environment could 
possibly be triggering an environmental trauma response rooted in colonial 
treatment of the environment, now being brought to the surface because of 
climate change. The literature has begun to explore the disconnect between Inuit 
and the environment, due to climatic impacts, but does not yet link historical and 
wider environmental aspects, which we consider imperative for understanding 
the basis of these issues. Further work is needed to explore the suggestion of an 
environmental trauma response, as this was out of the scope of this research.

Through ethnography, d’Anglure unravels Inuit oral history, mythology, 
and cosmology to understand Inuit notions of being and belonging in the world 
and how these are at the heart of Inuit identity.23 These findings reinforce the 
idea that Inuit qanuinngitsiarutiksait is affected by relationships with the world 
around oneself. Although the relationships occur from and to an Inuk, this does 
not mean a person should be the center of the world, but rather that one should 
live in balance with the cosmos; reinforcing that in this context of health and 
well-being is intimately connected to the larger environment.

Qanuinngitsiarutiksait

The use of the concept qanuinngitsiarutiksait pays homage to the cultural context 
of this exploration and acknowledges that Inuit concepts of good health differ 
from biomedical concepts and that past explorations have not embraced Inuit 
concepts. Insights reported here are based on conversations with Elder Evalu-
ardjuk-Palmer. Qanuinngitsiarutiksait roughly translates as “good health and 
well-being,” referring to a holistic all-encompassing idea of health, for example, 
well-being of the household, health of the person or Land. The main facets 
around qanuinngitsiarutiksait can be broken down into physical health, mental 
health, as well as cultural, spiritual, and environmental connection. It should be 
noted that these categories are somewhat arbitrary, but a necessary breakdown 
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for those unfamiliar with Inuit knowledge. This concept also refers to tools 
used for health, for example, eating traditional foods, knowledge of traditional 
language, community connection, being on the Land, and having a strong sense 
of identity. Elder Evaluardjuk-Palmer conveyed the sentiment that research needs 
to involve Inuit in the process, to ensure a broad understanding, rather than just 
investigating an issue or aspect. Another Elder, Taamusi Qumaq, suggested that 
good health and well-being means to “live without worry, being able to move on 
the land with ease . . . hunt animals and eat the food they provide, and visiting 
and taking pleasure in the company of family and loved ones,”24 reinforcing that 
qanuinngitsiarutiksait encompasses factors of one’s larger social setting, such as 
family, nature, and community.

In contrast, biomedical ideas of good health and well-being are based upon 
Descartes’s concept of mind-body dualism; now there is the suggestion that 
health and well-being are more of a multifaceted experience.25 This nuance is 
demonstrated as the World Health Organization defines health as “a state of 
optimal physical, mental, and social well-being, and not merely the absence of 
disease and infirmity”;26 however, this does not take into account that the “social” 
aspect of health varies in different contexts. Mehta takes this distinction further, 
suggesting that physicians are unaware of the historical groundings of biomedical 
practice, therefore causing further harm in treatments.27 The biomedical view does 
not allow for connection to cultural identity and spiritual health to be included 
in such definitions, and therefore in treatment. Acknowledging that disconnects 
exist between Inuit knowledge and Western approaches allows recognition of 
more than one way of knowing or understanding the world, integral for work 
aiming to situate itself in a decolonized realm, allowing production of “legitimate 
knowledge.”28 In a sense, biomedical beliefs are actually cultural constructions 
themselves, and the legitimization of projecting these beliefs onto others perpet-
uates colonist knowledge.

Environment, Avatittingnik Kamatsiarniq

Although the environment is part of the “Inuit determinants of health,” it is 
mostly disregarded in non-Indigenous contexts.29 Importance of the environment 
is emphasized in the quotation by Elder Evaluardjuk-Palmer, where she suggests 
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the idea of environmental stewardship to underpin Inuit attitudes toward the 
environment: “We lived on the land, off the land, for the land . . . What we took 
we put back . . . My parents only took what they needed and lived for today.”30 
Some anthropologists and geographers have engaged with this concept as 
an avenue to guide health-related research, with anthropologists specifically 
grappling with ways in which power affects interactions between humans and 
their environment.31 Geographers suggest that the environment “refers to the sum 
total of conditions which surround man at a given point in space and time.”32 
The subdiscipline of health geography suggests that the concept of “landscape” 
should be used to explore health-environment interactions as it encompasses 
“diverse and converging layers of history, social structure, and built environment 
at particular sites.”33 These perspectives are helpful to begin to comprehend 
interactions between health and environment.

As highlighted by anthropologists and geographers, Land is an important 
concept to grapple with in health-related research. Also, as explored above, Land 
is an integral part of maintaining qanuinngitsiarutiksait. Indigenous authors 
have described the Land as “everything: the identity, the connection to our 
ancestors, the home of our nonhuman kinfolk, our pharmacy, our library, the 
source of all that sustains us,” where the soul and the Land and people are likened 
to be part of an interconnected web with no hierarchy between people and the 
environment.34 These understandings are held by Inuit, as health and well-being 
are positively impacted by being on the Land and carrying out associated activities 
such as hunting, fishing, going to family cabins.35 Connection to the Land is 
described by Inuit as “defining who we are” and that “people are not only from a 
particular place, but they are also of the place, that is their identities, well-being, 
livelihoods, histories and emotion-spiritual connections are emergent from the 
lands on which they live.”36

Thus, environment (and by extension Land) is a facet of the Inuk experience. 
Niewöhner and Lock theoretically encapsulate the connection between envi-
ronment and the person from an anthropological position through the concept 
“situated biologies,” suggesting that the environment can influence “environment/
human entanglements.”37 This concept emerged from the term “local biologies” 
that suggests health is impacted by the material body. Using “situated” instead 
of “local” implies that it is not just personal biological makeup that impacts the 
individual but also the environment. Further, the term “situated” acknowledges 
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that not only local factors impact the body, which is increasingly apparent in our 
global world. This builds upon Haraway’s “situating knowledges,” that it is social, 
political, historical, and economic aspects that structure and restructure the body; 
they are in constant flux, allowing bodies to be in a state of “becoming.”38 This 
ontological caveat is wholly applicable to help to unpack relationships between 
qanuinngitsiarutiksait and the environment.

Perhaps more fitting is the Inuktitut concept of “avatittingnik kamatsiarniq,” 
which can be seen to some degree to combine perspectives explored above. This 
concept was shared by Elder Evaluardjuk-Palmer who stressed the importance of 
understanding environment from an Inuit perspective. Avatittingnik kamatsiarniq 
roughly means an all-encompassing situation of someone in their surroundings, 
where one is aware of the habits of the Land and acts toward it with care and 
respect. The person is not the most prominent feature in the Land, but rather 
part of an interconnected web of its surroundings. Elder Evaluardjuk-Palmer 
noted that other aspects such as policy, government, and research are now part of 
avatittingnik kamatsiarniq, hence their inclusion later. For Inuit, one is connected 
to and part of the cosmos; thus comprehension of historical context is necessary 
to understand issues of adverse qanuinngitsiarutiksait.

Historical Environment

Colonialism refers to imperialist actions based on capitalist expansionist ideals, 
where the dominant society utilizes their power to attain benefits.39 The following 
excerpt is from Taqralik Partridge’s poem “Colonisation Is a Pyramid Scheme”: 
“Next, you’ll say they’re one of you. The ones that made it this far. / Not the top 
of the pyramid but close. Close enough to get the gold / watch. Close enough to 
lead the pep rally. Close enough that you / can see yourself in their movements. 
And now your job is done.”40 In this poem, the process of colonialization 
toward Inuit is explored with witty remarks and is likened to a pyramid scheme. 
It is suggested that even if an Inuk had followed the Western way of life, they 
would have never quite got to the “top” of the pyramid, but that it would have 
been alright as it would have been deemed a Western success. This comparison 
could be likened to capitalism and the hierarchy of society; indoctrination into 
a wage-based economy, reliance on welfare and Western foods, and assimilation 
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into a different way of life are also covered. Hinting toward the creation of Inuit 
stereotypes in relation to colonial and subsequent racist ideology is mentioned, 
too, as can be understood through, for example, the “lazy Inuk.”

Inuit first experienced interactions with Europeans from explorers and 
whalers in the sixteenth century; in the latter half of the twentieth century the 
Canadian government introduced policies affecting Inuit way of life through 
sedenterization, forced relocation (some distances similar to Toronto to Miami), 
implementation of a monetary system, and residential schools.41 Residential 
schools impacted children through loss of connection to culture, language, and 
community, with the last school for Inuit closing in 1996.42 Forced relocation 
ensured Inuit no longer lived their nomadic lifestyle, with families moved to 
overcrowded matchbox housing with few facilities; mortgages had to be paid, but 
monetary jobs were uncommon. Thus, indoctrination began into a Western way 
of life and a dependency on social welfare.43 The Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
killed 1,200 sled dogs (used for hunting), officially to stop spreading disease, but 
implicitly to “encourage” Inuit to stay in settlements, deepening their reliance 
on government handouts as hunting for food then became difficult. Actions 
such as this have been attributed to a policy of assimilation for gain of Canadian 
territorial rights in the high Arctic.44

Colonialism set the foundations for capitalism, an ideology based on mon-
etary growth leading to industrialization and consequently climate change.45 
Davis and Todd link colonial actions to broken connections between mind, 
body, and Land.46 The concept of an “ecological paradox” applies, as at first mis-
treatment of the environment leads to economic growth, but then this growth 
comes at the cost of health and the environment.47 Note that positive impacts 
from this growth are only experienced in certain places, and negative impacts 
from this growth are not experienced equally, that is, temperatures rising to a 
higher degree in the Arctic and subsequential impacts. Thus, anthropogenic 
climate change links to impacts to the avatittingnik kamatsiarniq, rooted in 
colonial actions, negatively impacting qanuinngitsiarutiksait. Recent literature 
found that aspects of wellness, for example, kinship and culture, were negatively 
affected by welfare/settler colonialism and that there were intersections 
between the effects of colonialism and aspects of coping with climate issues.48 
Thus colonialism, and subsequent welfare/settler colonialism, is responsible 
for the impact of and Inuit response to climate change and for anthropogenic 
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climate change, ultimately impacting Inuit qanuinngitsiarutiksait. Using 
anthropological and geographical theory as a foundation, built upon with 
Inuktitut concepts, a holistic understanding of qanuinngitsiarutiksait comes 
to fruition that gains distance from biomedical models of health. Without 
interdisciplinarity that wholly considers Inuit knowledge, we cannot fully 
comprehend these problems at hand.

Climatic Impacts on Qanuinngitsiarutiksait

Literature suggests that the main impacts of climate change on qanuinngit-
siarutiksait are related to mental health, food insecurity, rise of diseases, water 
insecurity, ice-related accidents, and persistent organic pollutants. For clarity, 
these issues will be investigated separately, but their interconnection should be 
noted. Interconnection of climate-related impacts are highlighted by a domino 
analogy:

It’s all the pieces, like dominoes, all touches each other. I mean everything you do, 
[our] Inuit way of life and our way of thinking is all intertwined and interconnected 
[to the environment]. So, something as significant as changes in the temperature, 
and in snow and rain and that kind of thing, it’s all going to have a ripple effect.49

It is important to highlight that literature does not mention any benefits from 
these climatic changes, exemplified by an Inuit hunter stating, “the weather has 
changed, and has changed for the worse.”50 The idea of experiencing joy from 
the elements of the environment is explored in one of Rasmussen’s poems, titled 
“Moved,” collected from an Iglulik Inuk woman named Uvavnuk: “The sky’s 
height stirs me. / The strong wind blows through my mind . . . carries me with 
it . . . I shake with joy.”51 Given this historical account of a positive emotion 
associated with being on the Land and aligning with more recent perspectives, 
the importance of an Inuk being in the physical environment is seen to be a 
visceral connection.

Adaptations to climate change will be discussed, demonstrating resilience, 
centering Inuit voices and initiatives, moving from deficit-orientated research; 
however, as many issues are relatively new, adaptations do not always exist.
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Mental Health

Spending less time on the Land has led to feelings of anxiety, depression, 
anger, and frustration. Changes to ice reliability, which is becoming thinner 
or where open water remains for longer periods of time, are due to warming 
temperatures, resulting in “feeling trapped” or “like a caged animal.”52 Durkalec 
and colleagues found interviewees saying if they could not go onto the Land 
they would “have no health,” “can’t breathe,” “be lost,” and “their appetite and 
mind would go.”53 In Nunatsiavut, visits to the health clinic for mental health 
issues increased after a period of warmer weather, and when temperatures 
cooled visits were less frequent;54 one health practitioner noted, “when people 
can’t get out . . . we see a difference in the counselling part: people are more 
agitated . . . because they’re just not getting off on the land.”55 Literature 
noted spending less time on the Land negatively impacted Inuit sense of 
identity through being unable to do culturally based activities and engage with 
traditional knowledge,56 impacting feelings of self-worth and productivity. 
This is exemplified by a hunter who said:

If . . . people can’t be going to the cabin . . . hunting and . . . going on the land, then 
. . . [we] start to see a community shifting, not knowing what they’re supposed to 
be doing . . . not knowing what your self-worth is, not knowing what you should be 
doing with your time.57

Studies found that spending less time on the Land has led to increased 
ideations of suicide and use of drugs and alcohol. In Rigolet, an interviewee stated, 
“people get bored . . . turn to drinking and drugging.”58 Community cohesion 
has been impacted by spending less time on the Land, impacting mental wellness, 
with an interviewee stating, “cohesiveness is usually a common denominator of 
outdoor-based activities . . . it’s sort of somewhat fragmented [because of climate 
change]. The cohesiveness that now bonds the community could be jeopardized 
because what else are you bonding on?”59

Not spending time outside means more time at home, which some found 
stressful due to many people in a small space: “people felt like they were getting in 
each other’s way more, in a way that they previously hadn’t experienced.”60 Lastly, 
studies suggested less time on the Land increased attention to historic trauma:
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If you are able to find some sense of worth in yourself . . . able to start unconsciously 
healing from those wounds . . . if for some reason you are not able to do something 
that makes you feel good . . . then those tragedies . . . [are] still there, and then 
they’re magnified because they come more to the surface because you’re not feeling 
personal strength.61

However, when more time is spent on the Land, interviewees expressed 
feeling “more relaxed, calm and peaceful, as well as healthier and happier.”62 One 
interviewee encapsulated the benefits of spending time outside as “much a part of 
our life as breathing . . . so if we don’t get out then . . . it’s like taking part of your 
arm away . . . you’re not fulfilled. . . . It’s just like taking medicine.”63

Access to mental health services in Inuit Nunangat is inconsistent, as West-
ern-trained practitioners generally come to communities for a limited time. Or 
people rely on telehealth, and practitioners may know little of the culture.64 While 
telehealth services can be useful, for example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
it poses issues for those without reliable Internet (inaccessible to many),65 or for 
those who feel more comfortable with in-person conversations. Solutions could 
include more Inuit training in health-care programs, located in the north, that 
are Inuit-centric, or training practitioners extensively in the cultures in which 
they are working. Practitioners need to be aware of the impacts of changing Land 
on mental health, which could be included in their training.66 Drug and alcohol 
abuse require a holistic approach, addressing all facets of health.67 Land-based 
programming, successful in nurturing youth wellness, should continue.68

Food Insecurity

Traditional “country” foods benefit Inuit economically, culturally, and nu-
tritionally, nourishing mental and spiritual health and community cohesion 
through hunting, harvesting together, or sharing food according to prescribed 
rules of mutual care.69 This sentiment is demonstrated by one interviewee: “I 
love that [country] food, it’s really healthy . . . it’s good for your body and your 
spirit. . . . You feel good about going out on the Land and being able to do 
that.”70 However, climatic changes have altered vegetation growth, migration 
patterns and ocean acidification levels, melting ice coinciding with seal births, 
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which leads to high mortality, caribou preferring areas with more snow in 
winter and cooler areas in summer, thinner caribou due to less vegetation, 
caribou drowning when crossing thinner ice, and fewer berries found with less 
flavor.71 Changes exacerbate existing issues of food security; a 2018 publication 
shows food insecurity rates in the Arctic were eight to ten times higher than 
the rest of Canada, and data from 2008 show 70 percent of houses in Nunavut 
have dealt with food security issues—the highest rate globally for an Indigenous 
populace in an advanced country.72

Watt-Cloutier relates Inuit’s preference for country foods: “country food 
connect[s] us to water, land, to the ‘source’ of our life,” and not eating them is 
a “spiritual loss.” Hunting teaches valuable skills such as “patience, boldness, 
tenacity, focus, courage, sound judgement and wisdom, very transferable to the 
modern world that has come so quickly.”73 Ostapchuk and colleagues explained 
the link between food and personhood, through identity, as follows: “cultural 
identity is partly what you eat . . . part of identifying with being Inuit is eating 
[country foods].”74 Positive health benefits from traditional food are noted 
through intake of essential vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants, with less refined 
carbohydrates, saturated fat, and sodium.75 General well-being through consump-
tion of traditional foods has meant people “feel warmer, [it] relaxes the body, 
causes less stress, makes them feel more full, causes less bloating.”76 Kirmayer and 
colleagues found general feelings of discontent when country foods were not 
eaten, such as “weakness, lassitude and tiredness . . . irritability, uncooperativeness 
. . . depression.” Another said, “Inuit eat mainly meat because it has blood in it 
and that helps . . . the person [to] be in better health . . . It’s visible even on the 
cheeks, the cheeks were redder . . . in the past.”77

Consumption of store-bought foods has increased due to the demand of 
the market economy, where the nine-to-five work week, Monday to Friday, 
interferes with harvesting activities that depend on the weather; the loss of skills 
associated with residential schools and weather changes also impact harvesting 
and hunting. Purchased foods are twice as expensive or more as in the rest of 
Canada.78 Healthy items are available but are even more expensive, leading 
to higher consumption of processed foods.79 This dietary shift, along with 
spending less time on the Land, has been linked to higher noncommunicable 
conditions such as diabetes, high blood pressure, obesity, and cardiovascular 
issues.80 An interviewee stated:
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People are eating processed meat and salt and additives . . . the rate of diabetes has 
jumped really high. . . . Thirty years ago . . . I do not think there were any diabetics 
in town. Now there’re lots,” with another stating, “there’s a higher increase of obesity 
. . . heart disease . . . high blood pressure and heart attacks and strokes and I think 
that it is related to food.81

Adaptation has been demonstrated in Arviat through use of community 
greenhouses to grow fresh produce, using seaweed as fertilizer, and community 
freezers to store and share successful hunts.82 In Kugluktuk hunters have revised 
their courses to reflect changes in migratory patterns, and Elder-youth mentorship 
initiatives have been implemented to help convey traditional knowledge of 
hunting practices that can then be adapted to specific climate needs.83 However, 
further investment needs to be put toward resolutions and strategies to lower 
costs of food.

Diseases

More rain, less snow, and warmer temperatures have contributed to spread of 
disease in the Arctic.84 A parasite from the Amazon, Toxoplasma gondii (causing 
flu, vision issues, neurological problems, and stillbirth, and passed to fetuses in 
vitro), is spread either by felids traveling to the Arctic from oocysts discharged 
in water via north-traveling currents, infecting fish and entering the Arctic 
aquatic food chain, or from migrating animals infected in the Amazon region. 
Both hypotheses are caused by climate change, as oocysts reach the Arctic from 
changing currents due to warming temperatures, or migratory animals have 
changed routes due to climate changes.85 Further, increased Arctic water levels 
have allowed gastrointestinal pathogens, particularly Helicobacter pylori and 
Campylobacter, to be transmitted more in recent years causing gastritis, ulcers, and 
gastric cancer.86 In Cambridge Bay and Kugluktuk, these pathogens were found in 
muskox, making them inedible.87 Lack of infrastructure in water-testing systems 
has led to underreporting of these diseases, as many pathogens are transported 
in water.88 Increase of these diseases is associated with climate change, therefore 
testing capacities need to increase, and practitioners need an up-to-date knowl-
edge of rates, treatment, and mitigation measures that are culturally appropriate. 
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Research into modes of transmission and the impact these pathogens have on 
these communities needs further investigation.

Water Insecurity

Most Canadians have access to drinking water, but not in Inuit Nunangat, as not 
all communities receive consistent water distribution.89 Communities receive 
water via water tanks or aged pipe structures from the 1950s, which leak, causing 
lower pressure and wasted water. Unreliability of clean water means boil water 
advisories are frequent; trucked water is dependent on deliveries that are often 
unreliable, directly contravening the United Nation’s human rights resolution 
on access to clean water.90 The government prefers trucked water, due to low 
construction and maintenance costs, but running costs are high.91 As with food 
insecurity, climatic changes exacerbate existing issues of water insecurity. In a 
previously unknown event in Iqaluit in 2019 water pipes froze, due to changes 
in temperature, and the city spent $33,000 to thaw pipes, which took two weeks, 
leaving those who relied on this distribution without water.92 Those using piped 
water (often coming from nearby lakes or reservoirs) find provision unreliable 
due to warming temperatures, which melts permafrost under water sources 
leading to evaporation; in Hopedale in 2015 the school and health clinic closed 
due to low water reserves.93 Traditionally water was collected from the Land, 
but sources of water are drying up. As noted: “There are a lot more brooks that 
dried up. And there are a lot more ponds that are drying. I notice when I go out 
on the land . . . to where we used to get water maybe twenty-five years ago . . . the 
brooks there are really dried up now.”94 Preference of the traditional practice of 
collecting water from the Land has been expressed, with one person saying they 
would collect water from brooks during Land-based activities, then take it back 
to the community, and another saying:

I don’t drink [tap water] unless it’s an emergency—I would drink a glass then, if I 
had no water here and the store was closed and I couldn’t get up to the brook. Well, 
then I’d sip on a little bit. Mostly if I have to use that water, I’ll boil it first.95

The literature notes that water availability is expected to vary via season, but 
in recent summers it has been harder to collect water.96 An interviewee stated:
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I started noticing about five years ago. Out around our cabin where we go in the 
summertime what used to be ponds are now mud holes [and] when there is less water 
it’s closer to the ground so it might be boggier and dirty. . . . If you have ample water 
supply you’ll get it from a running brook which will be healthier.97

Due to an unreliable and inaccessible water supply, attributed to infrastruc-
ture and climatic issues, many rely on buying bottled water, which is extremely 
expensive; some have filtered water systems, but this too is becoming unaffordable. 
Further, rising gas prices have been identified as an issue for those who prefer to 
collect water from the Land.98 Preference for Land water must be recognized as 
valid, and the drying up of natural sources of water needs to be addressed. Until 
then, filtered and bottled water must be economically and readily accessible, with 
investment for better infrastructure.

Ice-Related Accidents

Ice is essential for traveling; climate change has led to thinner ice and a new 
problem of less predictability of which ice is safe, as traditional knowledge was 
normally sufficient.99 Transmission of traditional knowledge has been negatively 
impacted by residential schools and by Inuit’s need to engage with a diversity of 
activities that compete with their time, such as school and wage employment. 
Rates of injury and death while traveling on the Land have increased, and search 
and rescue incidents have increased.100 This issue is exemplified by the following 
account:

My neighbour . . . had fallen through the ice on a hunting trip; . . . he pulled himself 
out of the water and, in soaking wet clothes, dug himself into a snowdrift for 
insulation; . . . he spent nearly two days that way before he was found. Both his legs 
were already frozen, so they had to be amputated.101

Loss of ability to travel on the Land impacts mental wellness, food security, and 
connection to culture as well as safety.

Adaptation to this new reality has been shown by technological initiatives. 
For example, synthetic aperture radar remote sensing, combined with traditional 
knowledge, has been developed to identify safeness of ice. Cambridge Bay hunters 



90 | Toor, Evaluardjuk-Palmer, and Lavoie

have found this useful and suggest it could be developed into maps and used 
in schools to teach children how to go out on the Land.102 Another initiative, 
SmartICE, uses a similar idea and works in collaboration with Inuit to provide 
this service.103 Due to Internet and reception issues, experienced frequently in 
the region, maps should be downloaded before travel and available on lower 
bandwidths.104

Persistent Organic Pollutants

The impact of persistent organic pollutants (POPs) on qanuinngitsiarutiksait 
is another issue affecting Inuit. POPs originate from harmful manufactured 
chemicals, such as plastic and polychlorinated biphenyls, that impact the nervous, 
reproductive, and immune systems.105 These pollutants have also been found 
to cause cancer and birth defects and often act as disruptors to the endocrine 
system.106 Even though the Arctic does not produce these chemicals, it is more 
susceptible to them due to the grasshopper effect, as the chemicals evaporate in 
warmer airs in the southern hemisphere and come to colder regions in the form 
of rain or snow, acting as a chemical sink for anthropogenic substances.107 POPs 
are then transmitted to Inuit through consumption of aquatic animals, through 
the process of bioaccumulation, as pollutants are soluble in fat (e.g., seal and 
whale blubber).108 These chemicals can transfer from mother to infant through 
breastfeeding and from the spread of the pollutants across the placenta.109 
Watt-Cloutier recalls that when members of her community began questioning 
if they should give up breastfeeding or eating country foods, “the threat to our 
country food struck [her] at a deeply visceral, emotional level.”110 She highlights 
this problem was not “about politics, but rather about families, parents, children 
and grandchildren—and our right to lead our lives and continue the strong 
traditions of our hunting culture.”111

During the 1980s this topic was much discussed, as for the first time the 
connection from these pollutants was made; after great advocacy, the Stockholm 
Convention was implemented in 2001 to combat use of these contaminants. 
Following this legislation there was a decline in these chemicals in the Arctic; 
now, increased temperatures are melting ice and thus releasing trapped pollutants 
into the atmosphere.112 Once again Inuit will have to question whether the foods 
of their homeland are safe to consume, as stated by Watt-Cloutier in the 1980s:
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The last thing we need at this time is to worry about the very country food that 
nourishes us, spiritually and emotionally, poisoning us. . . . This is not just about 
contaminants on our plate. This is about a whole way of being, a whole cultural 
heritage that is at stake. . . . [The] process of hunting and fishing, followed by the 
sharing of food, . . . is a time-honoured ritual that binds us together and links us 
with our ancestors.113

Concentrations of POPs in Inuit mothers’ breastmilk are now higher than 
those in southern Canada. These pollutants contribute to diabetes, respiratory 
infections, and decreased weight and height in infants.114 It has also been sug-
gested that exposure to these pollutants can affect rates of cardiovascular disease 
due to higher rates of cholesterol.115 However, this could also be due to higher 
reliance on store-bought food items and lower rates of exercise, as explored earlier. 
While the impacts of this issue are seen more significantly in the Arctic, lack of 
attention to mitigating POPs still affects the planet as a whole as effects further 
afield are not presenting yet. Attention to the interconnecting aspect of this 
issue was highlighted by Watt-Cloutier: “an issue that concerned the survival of 
Arctic peoples, and indeed the health of all people around the world. A poisoned 
Inuk child, a poisoned Artic, and a poisoned planet are all one and the same.”116

Solutions need to be found to stop the release of these trapped chemicals into 
the atmosphere or to break down the chemicals, coping strategies implemented 
at the receiving end of their impacts, and a ban of future use of these chemicals. 
Due to pollutants’ lengthy half-lives, it will take numerous years for the envi-
ronment to recover, and often the harm of various chemicals is not known until 
after they are released back into the atmosphere when the negative impacts are 
seen—intervention at this point is too late.

The Arctic Council has paid less attention to this in recent years, and the 
climax of this campaign was the signing of the Stockholm Convention. This 
lack of attention is compounded by the United States still declining to ratify 
the convention.117 However, the Inuit Circumpolar Council is still working on 
this issue in partnership with other international governing bodies such as the 
United Nations.118 In 2023 the United Nations announced a treaty to be the first 
“global plastic pollution treaty.”119 Actions such as these are the starting point for 
addressing the issue of POPs again.

However, policy is only one side of this issue; Boyd and Furgal have high-
lighted that the ways in which the impacts of POPs are communicated to Inuit 
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communities needs to be well thought out.120 For example, there is no Inuktitut 
phrase that equates to “chemical contaminant.” In the past those conveying 
information about this issue have often not placed emphasis on the benefits (e.g., 
cultural, spiritual, general wellness) of eating country foods, while just relaying 
the complex scientific message, leading to confusion. Sometimes there has been 
lack of trust in those communicating these messages, due to the suspicion of 
undermining of Inuit culture stemming from colonial legacies. Therefore, commu-
nication of POPs needs to be created in collaboration with Inuit. Further, studies 
relating to POPs did not tend to consider other determinants of health that could 
contribute to poorer health outcomes in infants, such as nutritional deficits and 
respiratory illnesses; while it is acknowledged that this is a complex issue, all facets 
should still be addressed to gain a complete picture of the challenges presented.

Where Do We Go from Here?

Inuit have been adapting to the avatittingnik kamatsiarniq since time imme-
morial; now with human-induced climatic changes, compounded by lasting 
colonial impacts, the historical environment needs to be addressed. Wider 
issues of government approach, policy legislation, and research methodology in 
this sphere need to be reconsidered as systematic problems feed into the wider 
discussion of climate change and qanuinngitsiarutiksait.

Government

The first Indigenous minster of justice and attorney general, Jody Wilson-Ray-
bould, noted that overall government practice was to not pay adequate attention 
to Indigenous issues. Wilson-Raybould states that “government practice for 
generations was to deny, delay, distract when it came to Indigenous issues.”121 
She comments that the Trudeau administration had strong rhetoric with little 
substance, a focus on keeping the party in power, a lack of understanding of 
what decolonization, reconciliation, and a nation-to-nation relationship means 
in practice, a lack of willpower to focus on Indigenous issues, an approach of 
“we know better” in relation to Indigenous issues, and allowing “politics of 
exclusion to exist.” She sums up this administration as being “focused on power 
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and partisanship and so little interested in principle . . . that was more image that 
substance,” and points out that this government can make significant changes that 
are enacted quickly in situations of crisis—as shown through the COVID-19 
response. However, the “government does not see the dire reality that many 
Indigenous peoples live in as a crisis.”122 Often, government attention toward the 
Arctic is on economic development through resource extraction, even though this 
does not allow for sustainable maintenance of the environment, and historically, 
mining projects have failed to implement maintainable economic improvement 
in Inuit Nunangat.123

In the context of climate change, the “Pan-Canadian Framework on Clean 
Growth and Climate Change” and “A Healthy Environment and a Healthy 
Economy” are governmental reports addressing issues of health and climate 
change.124 While Indigenous people, including Inuit, were referred to through-
out, they were not directly involved and did not provide insight into these 
recommendations.125 Trudeau’s visit to Nunavut was two years after he became 
prime minister, reflecting the lack of support this region receives.126 Now, focus 
is on the Arctic in relation to climate change only because melting ice makes 
the nation more accessible to foreign threats, mirroring an attitude that saw 
relocation of Inuit in the 1950s—suggesting possible military presence in the 
Arctic again.127 Watt-Cloutier highlights the perpetual misunderstanding in 
politics of the importance of climate change in the Arctic, exemplified by the 
Canadian delegation’s refusal to include the Arctic in discussion at the Conference 
of the Parties in 2003, even though she was trying to highlight that the Arctic is 
the first place to show changes in climate, and that without action the rest of the 
world would follow.128 This attitude, although from a government over twenty 
years ago, represents a government genuinely uninterested in a nation-to-nation 
relationship, and missing the urgency of understanding the climate crisis.

To fully understand problems Inuit face in this context, federal and pro-
vincial government needs this on their agenda, but before policy is designed 
and support given they must ensure that they have an in-depth understanding 
of IQ, Inuit personhood, and implications of the colonized identity. Impacts of 
climate change on qanuinngitsiarutiksait are interconnected and multifaceted, 
and it could be argued that Inuit are more vulnerable to these impacts due to 
underlying socioeconomic inequalities, such as high food prices, poor housing, 
water provision, and facilities to keep up with the rise of diseases. Lack of attention 
to these basic provisions contributes to systemic racism, or “environmental 
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racism,”129 and helps to perpetuate settler colonialism. Wilson-Raybould suggests 
the administration has taken the stance that the right to self-determination, and 
therefore self-government, is negotiable; arguably self-determination is the first 
step toward decolonization, reconciliation, and a nation-to-nation relationship.130

Policy

To remedy issues of qanuinngitsiarutiksait in the context of climate change, policy 
needs to be situated in a decolonized framework where structures in southern 
Canada are not copied, but rather adapted to particularities of those living in 
the Arctic; where revival of Inuit governance occurs through insights from the 
community and collaboration takes place between the community and those 
enacting policy. There is also a sense of urgency to acting on this matter as policy 
and large-scale change take time to implement. Watt-Cloutier only hopes that 
by taking action now toward climatic impacts that we have a chance of reversing 
the harms done to our planet: “at this late date our job is to build movements, 
ones powerful enough to force the policy changes that give us our only hope of 
catching up with physics.”131

Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK), the representative body for Inuit in Canada, 
suggest collaboration between Inuit and those with access to contemporary cli-
mate data, allowing for a coordinated response influenced by IQ.132 This approach 
has begun to be used, for example, SmartICE or the greenhouse initiative, but 
more needs to be done to fully encapsulate this approach. Alfred and Corntassel 
propose that for change to come about, “shifts in thinking and action” need to 
occur.133 Shifts include, but are not limited to, revisiting the 1984 Health Act, 
greater focus on IQ, and qualitative data.

For context, the 1876 Indian Act does not directly apply to Inuit, but to other 
Indigenous groups in Canada, but the attitude of the Canadian government 
toward Inuit is rooted in these thoughts. Lack of direct mention to Inuit in this 
act further exemplifies how this community has been disregarded. In regard 
to treatment of Indigenous people in Canada Wilson-Raybould describes the 
existence of this act as “segregationist, colonial and racist,” suggesting that it is 
because of “ignorance, fear, greed, and lack of will” that it still exists, and if it 
continues to exist “there will always be institutionalised, systematic racism in 
Canada with respect to Indigenous people.”134 The Canada Health Act is the 
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bedrock of health policy, with its objective to “protect, promote and restore the 
physical and mental well-being of residents of Canada and to facilitate reasonable 
access to health services without financial or other barriers.”135 However, federal 
commitments to enacting policy assisting in health and well-being issues of Inuit 
is “limited” as there are no specific requirements that define “federal obligations 
towards Indigenous peoples.”136 Those in the Arctic often receive poorer standards 
of health care informed by southern models—as seen from treatment of respira-
tory syncytial virus in infants. Ultimately to achieve equity and maintenance of 
qanuinngitsiarutiksait these key pieces of legislation need to be revisited where 
IQ and Inuit voices inform practice.

Policy appears to be driven by economic quantitative data; however, it can 
be difficult to quantify issues such as the emotional response to climate change 
and the importance of Inuit knowledge and perspective.137 Thus, for issues such 
as this attention needs to focus on qualitative data, such as ethnographic works 
that allow profound findings to surface, or adaptation of quantitative measures 
to be wholly applicable to this context. For example, ethnographic works from 
d’Anglure and Stevenson give insights on Inuit life, traditions, and issues that 
would not be evident from quantitative data. Comprehension to this level of 
detail is integral for the enactment of policy and legislation.

Researchers

Inuit have experienced a complicated history with researchers due to lack of 
consultation and consent, attributed to an approach based on colonial hierar-
chies.138 Over the past few years research in Inuit Nunangat has become more 
of a partnership, for example, links being made between academics and Inuit 
with projects tackling priorities in the community.139 Although a participatory 
approach has been used for research, often this is limited to consultation, and 
findings are not communicated back to the community.140 The short and simple 
quotation of “nothing about us, without us” encapsulates the collaborative way 
in which research should be approached.141

ITK suggest five areas for productive and just research to take place: “advance 
Inuit governance in research; enhance ethical conduct of research; align funding 
with Inuit research priorities; ensure Inuit access, ownership, and control over 
data and information; build capacity in Inuit Nunangat research.”142 Further, 
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they suggest there are issues with funding processes for Inuit-related research, as 
most funds are given to those in southern Canada or outside Canada, and that 
Inuit are limited in the funds they can access due to measures put in place by the 
federal government.

Methodologically and theoretically, a shift is developing in this field, and 
researchers should take it into consideration. For example, the way Liboiron 
footnotes and cites Indigenous scholars and the way in which “Land” is cap-
italized when it indicates a primary relationship (rather than being used in 
a general sense) should be considered, as used here, given the importance of 
acknowledging sources and connection to the Land.143 Further, a shift is needed 
in how topics related to Inuit are labeled and discussed, as previous literature 
tends to focus on what has gone wrong rather than what is going well and the 
ways in which self-determination can be attained. Tuck suggests that rather than 
thinking of Indigenous people as broken or damaged, a fuller representation 
of the community should be taken into account, based on resilience, taking a 
strengths-based approach, allowing a shift from deficit-oriented research,144 an 
approach attempted here.

Conclusion

Improving Inuit qanuinngitsiarutiksait requires holistic self-determination; this 
comes from acknowledging that colonial legacies still affect Inuit today, that 
approaches to research, government, and policy need to be reconsidered from a 
strengths-based approach, with acknowledgment of existing problems. This can be 
done by working in collaboration with Inuit, acknowledging and understanding 
Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit, recognizing that issues are interconnected and should 
not be viewed in isolation, taking into consideration the importance of the 
Land and its associated benefits, taking a cross-disciplinary perspective, not 
separating the mind and body in approach, acknowledging the value of qualitative 
approaches, and ultimately, commitment from the government for improvement. 
Future research needs to be located in qanuinngitsiarutiksait, Inuit knowledge, 
and Inuit methodologies and be Inuit-led; lack of attention to these facets can be 
seen to perpetuate ignorance and continuation of the colonial mindset. Addition-
ally, researchers should aim to think in a cross-disciplinary manner, allowing for 
nuances and greater insights to come to light. While these considerations should 
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be taken into account, a paradigm shift in approach and thinking is needed for 
substantive positive change to happen. Jody Wilson-Raybould says that “change 
takes courage, including the courage to break away from the old ways of doing 
things that are not achieving the needed results.”145

Finding ways to adapt to current climatic realities through innovative 
solutions is a noble endeavor and may provide solutions to other issues too 
(e.g., the greenhouse initiative helping with rising costs of foods in the Arctic 
and SmartICE assisting with transgenerational teachings of the Land); the aim 
should not be to accept a worsening climate, but rather to commit to reversing 
anthropogenic climatic impacts so that Inuit and other Arctic Indigenous groups 
have “the right to be cold.”146 Exploration has also demonstrated that the impacts 
of climate change are compounded by existing socioeconomic disparities and the 
long-lasting impacts of colonialism. To be clear, this is not to say that Inuit in 
urban settings cannot achieve qanuinngitsiarutiksait, but the scope of this study 
is to investigate climatic impacts in the Arctic; further research should engage 
with the impact of climate change and the ways in which this narrative impacts 
urban Inuit.

Overall, the issue is not just about Inuit in the Arctic; it is about recognizing 
that the impacts of climate change occur in the Arctic first, that Inuit have been 
impacted from climate change earlier and to a greater extent than the rest of 
the globe. They have served as an early warning beacon, and our humanity has 
been lacking. Now, as citizens of an interconnected globe, acting for Inuit clearly 
equates to acting in our own interest, as well as assisting those who have been 
affected most acutely.
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COVID-19 and 
Socioenvironmental 
Sustainability
Grassroots Strategies of Autonomy and Healing 
among and between the Ngigua in San Marcos 
Tlacoyalco, Puebla-Mexico

María Cristina Manzano-Munguía, Guillermo López Varela, and María Sol Tiverovsky Scheines

In Mexico and around the world, Indigenous communities faced COVID-
19 in multiple and fragmented ways; local responses represented the first 
approach to a pandemic emergency among and beyond their communities.1 
Here we want to emphasize how COVID-19 triggered Ngigua grassroots 

constructions related to, but not limited to, sustainability and socioenviron-
mental balance with their practice of traditions.2 Specifically, we look at how 
socioenvironmental practices revive the use of traditional medicine. Detailed 
information about rituals and the use of medicine plants is not addressed due 
to its sacred character. Out of respect, we only mention the types of activities 
performed during COVID-19 and the grassroots responses to the use, selection, 
and care of medicine plants. Thus, we look at the rain ritual and the sowing of 
rain while caring for the community jagüey, a natural water reservoir, where 
grassroots practices served to overcome the effects of COVID-19 among the 
Ngigua community (see figure 1). This water-collection method was widely used 
among land-based communities throughout Mexico. Periods with heavy rain 
were usually the high peak for their use. Today, this is still practiced and has the 
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same use but different meanings, which was worth exploring in our research. In 
other words, Indigenous populations implemented grassroots strategies that are 
seen as revitalization processes of their traditional ways to relate with diseases 
and their environment.

Manzano-Munguía and López Varela conducted fieldwork over two periods, 
in March and October of 2021. This included but was not limited to informal 
conversations, “deep hanging out,”3 and interviewing key community members 
such as Elders, organic intellectuals (professors, students, and community lead-
ers), and families. In the academic unit of San Marcos Tlacoyalco, the university 
population included 219 students, and the vast majority were women (approx-
imately 72 percent), of which 18 percent were mothers (statistical information 
provided by the Intercultural University of the State of Puebla). Our participants 
(n=4) lived within the limits of the municipality of Tlacotepec of Benito Juárez 
including San Marcos Tlacoyalco and San José Buenavista. During our first season 
of fieldwork in March 2021 we were able to witness the contribution and relevance 

FIGURE 1. The Ngigua region. Google Maps (with modifications by López Varela).
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of educational performance in theater representations during the learning 
process and in language revitalization projects at the university level. Under the 
direction of Dr. López Varela, students (BA language and culture) undertook 
community liaison projects with enthusiasm and portrayed their traditions and 
their connections with Mother Earth through documentaries. We also annotated 
in our fieldwork diaries different cultural events (e.g., Santujni–Day of the Deaths, 
workshops, artistic performances), healing ceremonies, and academic activities 
at the Intercultural University of the State of Puebla. For example, the students 
at San Marcos documented the performance related to the water collection in 
the jagüey: Tenchrua Ni Jinda ThueNcaa.4 Manzano-Munguía and community 
members produced a documentary titled Kiense ja’ an ná | ¿Quiénes Somos? | 
Who Are We?5

In this study, the concept of organic intellectuals relates to Gramsci, and we 
recognize the leadership of Ngigua student intellectuals who achieve changes 
to the prevailing social order through their unique position of understanding 
their social conditions from below and acting as “functionaries” of the complex 
superstructures.6 The organic intellectual is therefore forged from the bottom 
up—“from the structural base upwards”—and through political “participation 
in practical life, as constructor, organiser, ‘permanent persuader’ and not . . . 
[a] simple orator.”7 Moreover, we witnessed how the Ngiguas re-created the 
use of medicine plants, baskets of solidarity, and the use of the jagüey through 
the support and wisdom of their Elders.8 Our fieldwork during the COVID-19 
pandemic ignited, in a very provocative way, a rethinking and conceptualizing of 
grassroots constructions of care, support, revitalization, and endurance among 
community members in times of crisis.9 To clarify, and in concurrence with Erik 
Wolf, our anthropological research began “with immersion in local experience 
and local knowledge,” but still the “locals” remained the “other” in our research.10

It is important to note the composition of the student population at the 
Intercultural University of the State of Puebla: 72 percent self-identify as 
women, and 30 percent have already experienced motherhood. Their double 
role as intercultural students and as mothers precisely creates the bond for 
understanding the implications of motherhood and the sociocultural processes 
that may affect their territories and their care for nature. In this text, we 
wanted to underline the importance of the companions in the elaboration of 
a critical agenda of socioterritorial governance. Thus, our participants included 
two married women and the other two unmarried; however, all four of them 
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PARTICIPANTS FROM THE LANGUAGE AND CULTURE  

AT THE INTERCULTURAL UNIVERSITY OF THE STATE OF PUEBLA

NAME AGE MAIN ACTIVITY SOCIAL STATUS PLACE OF ORIGIN

Pamela Díaz 20 Student and worker 

(mother)

Single San Marcos 

Tlacoyalco

Renata Gómez 22 Student and worker 

(mother)

Married San Marcos 

Tlacoyalco

Xóchitl Ramón 20 Student and worker 

(mother)

Single San José 

Buenavista

Julieta Mayoral 23 Student and worker 

(mother)

Married San Marcos 

Tlacoyalco

Information provided by Guillermo López Varela (2022).

experienced motherhood. We interviewed four female students currently 
pursuing their undergraduate degree in language and culture (see table), and 
most of them were involved in community projects as well as maternity. As 
noted, two students are single and the other two are married, and most of them 
are currently living in San Marcos Tlacoyalco with only one student from San 
José Buenavista. Our sample is significant given the patterns we were able to 
find across the experiences of our four participants in understanding healing 
and their bonds with their territories and bodies.11 Moreover, the greater 
presence of women in our ethnographic research also corresponds to the fact 
that our region is characterized by medium migration rates. One in four Ngigua 
households migrate to the United States, and all households have at least one 
family member who migrates internally to the cities of Puebla, Tijuana, Los 
Cabos, La Paz, Nuevo Vallarta, Cancún, Playa del Carmen, and Mexicali. The 
men in this community are construction workers who tend to establish dynamic 
migratory circuits. Similarly, studying in the Ngigua context is considered a 
waste of time because gender roles for men see them as providers; so studying 
implies the impossibility of working and earning the necessary income to 
support their households. Therefore, women make up most of the student 
population. In addition, since the program of study is language and culture, 
there is a belief in the community that the graduates will be teachers within 
the community; from the perspective of the world of care, it is women who 
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exercise these roles of educating the new generations. Historically, men have 
not yet been involved in the work of community care. It is women, from the 
multiple spaces they live, who undertake this journey from the awareness of 
their body they inhabit, a body indissolubly linked to the territory.

Here we want to note the following pertaining to the use of critical inter-
culturality. In our reflection, critical interculturality is a transversal axis to fight 
inequalities in all aspects of daily life. Our experience accompanying the processes 
of defense of the territory, culture, language, and life of the Ngigua culture has 
helped us to understand different ways of strengthening the mechanisms of 
participatory and inclusive deliberation in their territories and learning tradi-
tional knowledge. There is a diversity of horizons in resistance that strengthen 
the linguistic and cultural autonomy of Indigenous people, making visible the 
failure of the cultural hegemony of national states in the praxis. At the heart of 
Ngigua cultural autonomy, nature is not a resource, object, or input that exists 
to be exploited. On the contrary, for the Ngiguas of San Marcos Tlacoyalco, in 
San José Buenavista, and any part of the Ngigua territory, a good living with all 
that surrounds it implies the collective joy of coinhabiting in synchrony and 
symbiotically with all that exists.

Consequently, we privileged the local experience and knowledge in under-
standing environmental sustainability from below rather than from above.12 
Bellfy noted how a “respectful relationship, developed over the millennia,” 
referring to Indigenous people of the Great Lakes between the U.S. and Canadian 
territories: “their relationship with the natural world . . . understanding that if 
human beings take care of the environment, the environment will take care of 
them. . . . The entire relationship can be summarized as harmony and balance, 
based on respect.”13 As David McNab accurately puts it, “Indigenous knowledge 
comes from the Land. Indigenous people view their Lands and Waters, indeed 
all of Nature as the conjoining of Mindscape and Landscape.”14

However, the environment has been disrupted historically from its balance 
due to capital interests, the exploitation of natural resources, humans as consum-
ers, and how “Nature is being consumed.”15 In a crudely provocative way, Ward 
Churchill invites Indigenous and non-Indigenous readers, activists, government 
officials, academics, students, and the public in general to realize that “humanity 
is killing the natural world and thus itself.”16 “Postindustrialism,” as Churchill 
refers to it, is the cause of the destruction of the environment and the natural 
order.17 What Bellfy refers to as the “technological people” have destroyed the 
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environment and continue to do so in a brutal and extended manner.18 N. Scott 
Momaday calls for restoring traditional practices to gain equilibrium between 
humans and nature.19 What seems to have been lost over the years is respect 
for the animal (buffalo) used for medicinal purposes; in the end, it was almost 
extinguished by the colonizers’ exceeded hunting practices. In other words, 
Momaday remembered his grandmother told him of attending the last Sun Dance 
ceremony held annually among the Kiowa (north and west of the Wichita Range 
in Oklahoma). It was closely intertwined with “the restoration of her people in 
the presence of Tai-me . . . [the latter refers to] a vision born of suffering and 
despair. Take me with you Tai-me said . . . the sacred Sun Dance doll symbol of 
their worship.”20 The Kiowa Sun Dance was closely related to the buffalo hunt, 
their medicine tree, and their warrior spirit. As Momaday expressed it, “the last 
Kiowa Sun Dance was held in 1887 . . . [but] the buffalo were gone. In order to 
consummate the ancient sacrifice—to impale the head of a buffalo bull upon 
the medicine tree—a group of old Kiowa men bartered for a buffalo in Texas.”21 
This was the last Sun Dance ceremony carried out. Here we want to emphasize 
the revitalization processes of traditional medicine in times of need and disease 
and the embedded practices among the Kiowas.

As Alexander Lesser, a cultural anthropologist, accurately noted: “the eco-
nomic stability and security of the Indian tribes vanished” with the disappearance 
of the buffalo herds. Instead “want and hunger” prevailed.22 Within this scenario, 
the revival of the Ghost Dance encouraged the belief of the return of “the buffalo 
and old Indian ways,” the ruin of the white man, the fulfillment of the Christian 
precepts of living in brotherhood rather than the experiences of intertribal 
warfare, and their reunion with their deceased ancestors.23 One of Lesser’s major 
contributions was to demonstrate how Indian identities survived and revived 
despite systematic attempts to assimilate them into the European scheme. For 
instance, the Pawnees (Plains Indians) survived “after two hundred years of geno-
cide or forced assimilation, [and] stubbornly persist[ed] in maintaining [their] 
American Indian identity.”24 Relatedly, the environment is closely entwined with 
the social, political, and economic contexts historically driven by and closely 
related to Indigenous constructions and understandings of the environment. 
McGregor noted “traditional ecological knowledge” where the major interest, 
according to Aimée Cree Dunn, was not only the “revitaliz[ation of ] the old 
ways, . . . but it also involve[d] learning the values for protecting the land and 
all our relations in the present and future.”25 Here we explore the revitalization 



Socioenvironmental Sustainability | 113

process of two traditional practices due to COVID-19, but before we launch 
into further details, we need to look at how Ngiguas experienced the pandemic.

Living the Pandemic

In 2022, Mexico’s National Council of Evaluation for Social Development 
Policy (CONEVAL) reported that 46.8 million people lived in poverty, with 
four states accounting for the highest levels: Chiapas, Guerrero, Oaxaca, and 
Puebla.26 The latter included 54 percent or 3,626,900 people living in poverty.27 
The CONEVAL measured the following poverty markers across the country: 
health services, education, housing, electricity, sewer and water services, social 
security, and safety. During the pandemic, it was relevant to access health-care 
facilities as well as medications, as earlier treatment saved lives. However, in many 
cases achieving this was not feasible. The pandemic made the challenges faced by 
Indigenous communities visible at the national level: most of them had to break 
the confinement and work (e.g., in the fields, service industries, construction, 
and as jornaleros [laborers], among others).

As mentioned in an earlier work,28 the structural problems of the health 
system in Mexico (funds for personnel, medications, and access to health services) 
were clearly present through the lack of infrastructure needed in rural areas for 
COVID-19 patients and their health-care providers. The lack of ventilators and 
the need for intensive care units, medications, doctors, and health personnel 
illustrated the social and economic inequalities across the country. The state of 
Puebla represented one of the leading states with a higher number of Indigenous 
deaths (n=128) in December 2020.

Moreover, the lethality rate of COVID-19 among Indigenous people in the 
state of Puebla, as well as the critical vulnerability index within the municipalities 
of the Ngigua region, was around 32.5 percent.29 In Puebla, 31 percent of deaths 
due to COVID-19 did not have any comorbidity, and 69 percent had at least one 
of them: hypertension and/or cardiovascular diseases (30 percent), diabetes mel-
litus (24 percent), and/or obesity (15 percent).30 Adding complexity, the Ngigua 
region in Puebla is an area with a high, very high, and critical vulnerability index, 
where demographic, health, and socioeconomic dimensions converged to make 
its inhabitants vulnerable to and prone to die of COVID-19.31 Consequently, 
we looked at the Ngigua community to illustrate the increasing challenges, 
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necessities, and local responses endured by Indigenous communities during 
confinement.

From the Ground Up: Grassroots Constructions

The policy implemented by the government of Andrés Manuel López Obrador, 
president of Mexico, on March 22, 2020, halted all activities considered 
nonessential including, but not limited to, government offices, educational 
institutions, restaurants, entertainment centers, parks, and recreational ac-
tivities, as well as hotels and tourist attractions. Moreover, students faced the 
challenge of distance education where poverty limited the use of and access to 
internet and electricity services. This in turn meant a complete failure to access 
educational programs. Rural areas represented one of the major challenges for 
accomplishing distance education. Consequently, the pandemic also revealed 
Indigenous students’ educational challenges where “only 44.3 percent had a 
computer, 56.4 percent had access to internet, and 44.6 percent used a computer 
as an educational tool.”32

Families living in San Marcos and other rural areas had to continue with their 
jobs and household endeavors. Quite often this meant breaching confinement. 
For instance, seasonal farm workers (jornaleros) continued working in Sonora and 
Baja California, those in the services areas in Los Cabos, Monterrey, Tijuana, and 
Playa del Carmen, and construction sector workers in the United States in North 
Carolina. Community members also reached out to family or friends who lived 
in the United States and Canada for money as their income abruptly changed. 
Thus, some of the students at the Intercultural University faced confinement as 
laborers, students, and mothers.33 We now turn to examine Ngigua grassroots 
community initiatives, which represent the care, healing, and affection needed 
within the community during the first and second waves of the pandemic (spring 
2020 and winter 2021). In other words, the production of roots and bonds were 
based on the values of use and not on a market economy as commodities;34 the 
pedagogies were not subsumed to capital, patriarchal, and colonial relations in the 
sociocultural region of Ngiguas. In the following paragraphs, we want to demon-
strate how grassroots strategies of autonomy developed into socioenvironmental 
sustainability projects where the use of traditional medicine expressed the care 
of bodies and thus environment sustainability practices unfolded.
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Medicinal Plants and Environmental Sustainability

Earth is for us our mother, who gives life, who feeds and embraces us. We belong to 
her; that is why we are not the owners of any land. Between mother and children, 
the relationship is not related to property, but rather a sense of belonging. Our 
mother is sacred, and because of her, we are sacred too. The Earth as territory is ours. 
Each one of the elements of nature provides a specific function that is necessary for 
everything, and this concept of integration is present in each aspect of our life. It is 
neither possible to separate the atmosphere from the ground nor from the soil. It is 
the Earth a total space. It is from within this territory that we learn to give sense to 
equity. . . . Because the living species, it is like that because the Earth is life. For us, 
the Ngiguas, the Earth is not something that we can divide into small huts; rather 
it is something essential, with all its parts, with all that exists in nature, with all that 
produces within it, and in relation with its knowledge.35

The cultural topographies of the Ngigua body teach us that we cannot think 
about embodiment and the processes of subjectivity attached to them without 
understanding territorialities as symbolic appropriations of what we inhabit and 
what inhabits us. The corn seed has a word and a memory, the ant, the cloud, 
the morning dew, the colors of the sunset, and the silence that crosses the starry 
sky. There is nothing that exists in the Ngigua culture that is not told how it was 
born. What anthropologists, such as Alicia Barabas, have called ethnoterritories 
are ways of inhabiting the experience of existing without commodifying (market 
value) or objectifying the life that surrounds us.36 Ngigua cultural, therapeutic, 
medical, and traditional health practices teach us that nature (e.g., medicine trails, 
backyard medicine plants), others dialogue, and the memories of our ancestors 
can never be commodified. Therefore, healing in the Ngigua context goes through 
the experience of protecting the plants that are the memory of the grandmothers 
who transmit their knowledge through dreams, weavings, and the memory that 
inhabits the words that are pronounced when accompanying those who suffer. 
This is unlike the urban experience, where the cure comes through the act of 
buying medicines and medical consultations, where there is never an awareness 
that if the plants cease to exist, everything will cease to exist.

In the community of San Marcos Tlacoyalco there were aesthetic-political 
and sociocultural resistances from the Ngigua culture that were strengthened, 
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paradoxically, within syndemic contexts: the thengijna chooni naa ko naa ni 
(mano vuelta) or the thi tenkininxini sincheeni (promesa) as true pedagogies of 
the communitarian apapacho,37 which in turn meant a criticism to extractivism 
in all its forms. Mano vuelta (hand in return) is a practice commonly known 
among Indigenous communities across Mexico. This practice includes, but is 
not limited to, working without receiving any payment. Promesa has a similar 
meaning to mano vuelta where a nonmonetary return is expected in exchange 
for work, a community activity, care, providing food or resources. An apapacho 
is a Nahuatlism used in different regions across Mexico. It refers to the process of 
being together and keeping closer. These activities fed a reflection situated within 
the paradigm of the Ngigua communality in diverse horizons, such as the use of 
medicinal plants while being in the temazcal (a site made of adobe utilized for 
taking a hot bath with medicinal plants, usually linked to healing purposes and 
the sacred, whose use is dated before colonization), the request for rain (e.g., the 
jagüey), the baskets of solidarity around the guajolote (turkey), and the dance 
or the care of the jagüey that inhabit the region. These pedagogies to a greater 
extent healed the bodies/territories of Ngiguas during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
producing the care of affections, of rootedness and bonds, attached to the values 
of territory and environment.

The pedagogies addressed relate to care and connect with their diverse 
forms of life within their community. Their vision is neither anthropocentric 
nor reductionist about their surroundings. When Ngiguas’ wise women and 
healers undertake therapies to heal an illness, it usually relates to understanding 
what inhabits the bodies/territories of those who are sick and seeking attention. 
The healers emphasize that only by healing the territories it is possible to heal 
the bodies. From them we heard for the first time the enunciation of bodies/
territories, since there is no distinction in Ngigua that separates these two forms 
of existence. Throughout the ethnographic fieldwork, we were able to understand 
that our bodies get sick because the territory is getting sick. For this reason, the 
community teachers emphasized the importance of the territory being inhabited 
not only by human beings but also by a wide range of life-forms that must be 
preserved and with whom we must learn to walk and talk in spirit and as living 
species. The ancestors, the nonhuman presences or owners of the mountain, the 
rain, and all that lives (the chinentle), the beings that are both animal and human 
(the nahuales), and the messengers of the forces that sustain life (the xantilles) 
are involved in the delicate balance that exists between the living and the dead. 
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FIGURE 2. The chain of hills in San Marcos Tlacoyalco. Gabriela Hoyos Cansino, 2021. Copyright 
permission to publish this photograph from the research project entitled “Multiculturalism and Multilingualism: Indigenous 
Return Students within the Intercultural Education in Mexico. Towards the inclusion of a multilingual and pluricultural education 
among Indigenous return migrants at the Intercultural University of the State of Puebla, San Marcos Tlacoyalco.” Financed by the 
Vicerrectoría de Investigación y Estudios de Posgrado (VIEP-BUAP 2020–2023). Principal Researcher Dr. Manzano-Munguía.

The COVID-19 pandemic revived the grandparents’ concerns to understand 
that the climate is changing and, as they told us, the earth also needs to rest and 
human beings need to do something to restore the balance that we have broken 
with everything that exists, lives, speaks, and walks. Therefore, in the Ngiguas’ 
cultural horizons, the cure for a disease can never be thought of as an individual 
entity but always as a collective one. It can never work as a consequence of 
physiological factors alone but always includes psychosomatic aspects. As we 
mentioned, when people in the community get sick it is because something 
in the territory is also unbalanced, but they also care for the sick including the 
community who safekeeps and takes care of those in need. From a political ethic 



118 | Manzano-Munguía, López Varela, and Tiverovsky Scheines

of collective care, everyone is aware that neither illness nor health is eternal and 
we always need others to survive.

Thus, the care for and use of medicine plants represent a revival process of 
taking back their roots, where the role of wise men and women in the millenary 
Ngigua culture is related, historically, to the ritual mediation established with 
the hills. The mountains and mountain ranges are the origin of culture and 
community life (see figure 2). The shamans performed rituals for the rainy 
season, as water is a scarce natural resource in this semidesertic environment. The 
community organizes themselves to clean the hills and ravines; they are also food 
providers for those who enter and clean the hills. As one Elder mentioned: “not 
everyone could enter the hill, only the right ones because not everyone has the 
gift to do the work that was done and most of them are men. For this reason, they 
stopped practicing the knowledge they had because there are no longer shamans 
with the same courage to do it.”38

The work of rain pediment or cleaning of the hills and mountains is per-
formed by men due to the belief that several vital processes prevent women from 
performing this type of work. For example, a woman who is breastfeeding or 
pregnant or has her menstrual period cannot perform this type of activity. Nor 
when they have performed work that implies that their bodies have “warmed 
up,” such as making tortillas or using medicinal therapeutics. There is a sexual 
division of labor that prevents women from performing this particular work. It 
is considered there are heavy days such as Tuesdays or Fridays when these tours 
cannot be done because the owner of the mountain can lose people. Likewise, 
asymmetrical relations have been perpetuated in their community so that only 
men can do these activities, which invites us to think about Ngiguas’ sociocultural 
practices under antipatriarchal keys and also to question the wise men and women 
about the implications of this sexual division of community work and bonding 
projects.

Located at the heart of a protected reservoir, community members, Elders, 
and students conducted community-bonding projects connected with their 
culture, environment, and relations (see figure3). As Mzinegiizhigo-kwe Bédard 
stated for Indigenous people: “Revitalizing the old ways by learning the tradi-
tional knowledge of our Native . . . ancestors and adapting it to today.” 39

In terms of acute economic and health vulnerability, such as COVID-19, the 
recovery of Ngigua biocultural landscapes for the strengthening of community 
health and well-being is currently being deployed. In the following paragraphs, we 



FIGURE 3. Trails of medicine plants in San Marcos Tlacoyalco. Iván Romero Serrano. Copyright 
permission to publish this photograph from the research project entitled “Multiculturalism and Multilingualism: Indigenous 
Return Students within the Intercultural Education in Mexico. Towards the inclusion of a multilingual and pluricultural education 
among Indigenous return migrants at the Intercultural University of the State of Puebla, San Marcos Tlacoyalco.” Financed by the 
Vicerrectoría de Investigación y Estudios de Posgrado (VIEP-BUAP 2020–2023). Principal Researcher Dr. Manzano-Munguía.
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illustrate some of our findings through the work of students at the Intercultural 
University of the State of Puebla campus San Marcos who are currently under-
taking different community projects that have a positive impact on the health 
and well-being of community members, and also provided written consent to 
publish their photos and to include the data collected during their interviews.

One example is the Ngigua intercultural community recipe book that 
connects the defense of their territory and social cartographies that document 
various organizational processes of their ethnoterritories in Puebla. Recently a 
community herbarium illustrated their medicinal, edible, ritual, and therapeutic 
plants with a focus on scientific dissemination. It also included universal 

FIGURE 4. Social, emotional, and experiential mapping of San Marcos Tlacoyalco. 
Children and youth of San Marcos Tlacoyalco and San José Buenavista, 2021–22. Copyright written permission 
to publish this photograph was granted to Dr. Guillermo López Varela, research professor at the Intercultural 
University of the State of Puebla, campus San Marcos Tlacoyalco; he is also a community liaison.



FIGURE 5. Botanical collage, 
“Bio-cultural Ngiguas Landscapes 
Workshop.” Children and youth of San 
Marcos Tlacoyalco and San José Buenavista, 
2021–22. Copyright written permission to 
publish this photograph was granted to Dr. 
Guillermo López Varela, research professor at 
the Intercultural University of the State of Puebla, 
campus San Marcos Tlacoyalco; he is also a 
community liaison.

FIGURE 6. Fragment of a 
community herbarium. “Bio-
cultural Ngiguas Landscapes Workshop.” 
Children and youth of San Marcos 
Tlacoyalco and San José Buenavista, 
2021–22. Copyright written permission to 
publish this photograph was granted to Dr. 
Guillermo López Varela, research professor 
at the Intercultural University of the State of 
Puebla, campus San Marcos Tlacoyalco; he 
is also a community liaison.
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access to knowledge for Ngigua children and youth and the encouragement 
of early scientific vocations (see figure 4). Here the emphasis is on their 
grandparents and wise men who threshold the care of Ngigua embodiments 
and territorialities. The ethnoterritories and the ritual practices performed 
implied the balance between healthy bodies and the care of the territory 
through socioenvironmental practices such as the cleaning of the hills and the 
rituals for waterfalls.40 Specifically, during the peak periods of the pandemic, the 
curanderas (healers) were continually sought to perform a ritual and provided 
medicine plants to the individual who lost his or her balance (health) and 
suffered from frialdad or a cold (see figure 5).

The curanderas hold the knowledge for healing and restoring the balance in 
one’s health. For instance, the quebrantamiento (feeling broken) is when you receive 
un aire (a blow) and “the tendons of the body move or perhaps a bone moves or 
you shake hard from a blow.”41 The curanderas have the gift of healing. They know 
what type of medicine plants to use to heal the body of the person who is suffering 
from rompimiento (brokenness). Growing with and among nature included 
knowing your territory and its surroundings, Elders, shamans, and curanderas, as 
well as organic intellectuals, and knowing the type of plants available for healing 
and health restoration. Mother Earth is the provider of the gift of life (see figure 6). 
The curanderas “heal children and adults who suffer from sickness; there are two 
types of sickness, when they turn purple or white. That is when they use all kinds 
of [description of the plants used] . . . and water . . . composed also of spirit water, 
then they put it on the body of the sick person; . . . they call their spirits when they 
are scared.”42 The figure about the community herbarium (see figure 6) serves as 
an illustration of the type of medicine plants that are available throughout the 
healing paths trails (senderos medicinales). Some medicine was used to cure and 
restore health after COVID-19, and in other instances, the curanderas performed 
their rituals, including but not limited to the use of the temazcal to restore their 
health and balance. The use of water while being inside the temazcal was closely 
related to the request of rain and the use of the jagüey.

The Request for Rain and the Preparation of the Jagüey

The challenges the Ngigua face in the semidesert area of Puebla due to water 
stress in the Valley of Tehuacán led their ancestors to carry out rituals related 
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to the care of the Ngigua ethnoterritories and embodiments.43 One example is 
worth noting: the jagüey as life provider within the communities (see figure 7).

To understand these rituals, it is relevant to look at their collective scale, the 
scenario of the new community pedagogies implemented, and their historical 
resistance to the multiple energy extractivist projects deployed at San Marcos. 
This is exemplified by the student brigade of the Teatro histórico Ngigua, Xra 
Juinche’e xan (Ngigua Historical Theater) where their performance depicted 
the consequences and dimensions of extractivism and the importance of their 
translation into political aesthetic language.

Every January 1, as the work of the Ngigua Historical Theater Community 
Company demonstrates, in the community of San Marcos Tlacoyalco a ritual 
is performed that includes the burying (sowing) in the jagüey at the center of 

FIGURE 7. The community jagüey, San Marcos Tlacoyalco. Iván Romero Serrano. Copyright permission 
to publish this photograph from the research project entitled “Multiculturalism and Multilingualism: Indigenous Return 
Students within the Intercultural Education in Mexico. Towards the inclusion of a multilingual and pluricultural education among 
Indigenous return migrants at the Intercultural University of the State of Puebla, San Marcos Tlacoyalco.” Financed by the 
Vicerrectoría de Investigación y Estudios de Posgrado (VIEP-BUAP 2020–2023). Principal Researcher Dr. Manzano-Munguía.



124 | Manzano-Munguía, López Varela, and Tiverovsky Scheines

the community a jar with sacred water. The small jar must be accompanied by 
white candles decorated with ribbons and white flowers. It is also customary 
to bring water from the Aljojuca Lagoon in Puebla and the La Mixteca Lagoon 
in Oaxaca.

All these jars are buried in the middle of the jagüey and at the foot of it, 
with the belief that it will conserve water throughout the year and will ignite 
community life. In addition to the ritual work in the community’s navel jagüey, 
the ravine from which the water flows directly from the mountain must be made 
ready. When asked how the people from San Marcos Tlacoyalco prepared the 
ravine, Elder don Miguel Sánchez Damián noted:

It consists of cutting mesquite branches and pitchforks to bury both sides of the 
ravine and then to put the branches between the pitchforks so that when the rain 
begins the water pours into the jagüey without garbage, stones, branches or any other 
plants that it drags from its path. For the community of San Marcos Tlacoyalco it 
was their most effective water filter system so that it [the water] arrives clean to the 
jagüey. This type of filter was placed at various points in the ravine, and the last one 
was left at the gate of the jagüey for the filtration and purification of water. This work 
was done in the month of February.44

Subsequently, on the elaboration of community filters used during the Ngigua 
agricultural cycle, Ramón and Mayoral explained:

In the community of San Marcos Tlacoyalco during the month of March, the 
preparation of the jagüey begins. When they finished placing the filters in the 
ravine, they proceed to do the work in the jagüey. It consists of performing tasks to 
measure; they used a stick to measure the width, length, and depth of the task. They 
[also] used a shovel, a pick to dig, and to carry the soil they used a basket, which 
they made themselves.45

When the tasks described were carried out, the Ngiguas elaborated a “flower 
ritual” that consists of the following:

In the first rain the people wait in the neighborhood for the column at the edge; . . . 
from there they waited until the jagüey received the water that came from the hill, 
they threw . . . [different plants] in order to . . . , they also threw . . . as a symbol of 
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joy and also to warn the people who are in the church to . . . as a symbol of thanks 
and joy for the rain. This ritual is performed after the first rain.46

If the rain has been very scarce, they are delayed, and especially before the 
agricultural cycle begins in the so-called request for rain to the deities of the 
hill a shaman carries out this ritual. This activity begins on December 9 with 
the cleaning of the ruakanchrje hill Yolotepec and ends on December 24 at the 
Cerro Colorado (Red Hill) or jna jatse. The offerings to the hill deities consist of 
different natural items. The shaman carries items that are used to illuminate the 
caves where the Elders (male) go to clean, approximately three hundred meters 
deep; they carry spoons to mark their way back. These spoons serve as a return 
guide from the unknown to the known and from the known to the unknown. 
Around December 24, a great celebration is held at Cerro Colorado:

They take casseroles with mole, barbacoa, tamales, but all this food is prepared without 
salt, especially for the deities of the hill; the male is called chanincle, female is called 
chanincla and the porter. It is decorated, as if it was a party; they coexist among the 
deities of the hill; also the people who go coexist among them outside the cave with 
music and food. The people leave the place; after a few days they return to pick up 
the dishes they brought the food [in]; they pick up the dishes, they bring them back, 
and those dishes are kept for the following year.47

If after this ritual it does not rain, as in the present year when they are 
narrating their experiences, they visit the hill again to perform the same ritual. It 
should also be performed on June 15 so that the crops are harvested or later with 
the danger of snow. Finally, the healer and his companions deliver the report of the 
work done during the rain petition to the hill. The shaman and his companions 
arrive at the community; the population goes out to wait, with food to share, 
and celebrate the work performed. They arrive at the presidency of the auxiliary 
board, and there on the floor another ritual is performed and other people leave 
those items at the hills of San Marcos Tlacoyalco to bring rain to their town.

On the use of traditional medicine in the context of rituals of healing as a 
Ngigua ethnoterritorial ritual, Renata Gómez stated:

Finally, the [items] that are removed when they cleaned the caves, the auxiliary 
president is in charge of [disposing of the items] in the community [location]. This 
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ritual has been performed every year since pre-Hispanic times. It stopped being 
practiced approximately thirty to fifty years ago. That is why the rain feeding the 
land is no longer sown, as it only depends on rainwater.48

The water heals; this is an important element for creating a balance between the 
community and the environment. This natural resource connects in multiple 
and complementing manners among and between Ngiguas. During COVID-19, 
specific rituals such as the one described briefly took place, but none of them 
called upon health restoration through water use (excessive washing of hands 
and clothes plus other public or common areas being disinfected). Our work 
represents just an example of the complexity lived from March 2020 until 
restrictions were lifted during the spring of 2021.

Conclusion

As we have previously reported, the production of practices that intensify 
the care of human bonds with other forms of life is significant and in need 
of an explanatory matrix of the daily life of the Ngigua people living in the 
region of Puebla. Through the evocation of rituality contextualized in a festive 
agricultural cycle that embodies practices linked to rain rituals and medicine 
plants, we accounted for the importance given by the Ngigua communities 
to the care provided in relation to the environment, the revival of their tradi-
tional knowledge practices, and the restoration of health within their bodies. 
Grassroots Ngigua constructions on the uses and effects of medicinal plants, 
rituals, shamans, and curanderas for their significant labor during the peaks of 
the pandemic (COVID-19) illustrate what ritualized environmental knowledge 
means while asserting the use of local resources for healing during this medical 
emergency. In other words, the community of San Marcos Tlacoyalco revived 
their grassroots healing knowledge and practices based on their use of medicine 
plants and healer practice in the face of COVID-19. Their stories of healing 
and autonomy are worth noting and are a path to learning. Here nature is 
being consumed for healing purposes and the restoration of health in times 
of COVID. Further research is needed to include the perspectives of the 
biomedical personnel and their healing paths during the COVID-19 pandemic 
at San Marcos. Also, studies need to reflect community initiatives based on 
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traditional healing practices versus biomedical strategies for health restoration 
and healing practices at the local and national level.
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The Stop Cop  
City Movement
Environmental Racism, Community Policing,  
and Necropolitics in Post–COVID-19 Atlanta

Juan M. Floyd-Thomas

It took fifty-seven gunshots to fatally wound Manuel Estaban “Tortuguita” 
Páez Terán and jumpstart an ad hoc albeit growing environmental justice and 
abolitionist movement. The killing of Páez Terán, a queer, Indigenous-Vene-
zuelan environmental activist, by Atlanta police officers on January 18, 2023, 

has been viewed by many supporters as brutal retaliation for their activism to 
protect a heavily forested area in Atlanta’s southwestern section.1 According to 
The Guardian, Páez Terán’s murder sadly became the first time in modern U.S. 
history an environmental activist has been shot and killed by police officers during 
a protest.2 Demonstrations and vigils were held in several cities in the United 
States and internationally in reaction to the shooting. Many organizations have 
condemned the killing, and it has even prompted some members of Congress to 
call for an independent investigation of the events surrounding Páez Terán’s death. 
Meanwhile, there has been a months-long siege by forest-dwelling protesters 
to prevent the construction of this facility derisively called “Cop City” by its 
opponents as well as stop the imminent devastation to the woodlands surrounding 
the proposed training center.
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Several months prior to this fatal incident, protesters had been engaged in a 
prolonged conflict over a massive police training facility that the city planned to 
build in this area. The Atlanta Police Foundation and the municipal government 
proposed the project (its official name being the Atlanta Public Safety Training 
Center), a $90 million police training facility, slated to be erected on an eighty-
five-acre campus located on the outskirts of the city proper. Notably, the Cop City 
campus is designed to serve as a state-of-the-art mock-urban space replete with 
homes, convenience stores, and even a faux nightclub in the heart of a forest. As 
a result, this development scheme has drawn the ire of an eclectic combination 
of nearby residents, police reform activists, environmentalists, and even advocates 
for the homeless in an urban area desperately in need of greater infrastructure 
and social services.

In many regards, the Stop Cop City movement is a sort of synthesis of recent 
social movements in the United States and elsewhere. Like Occupy Wall Street 
over a decade ago, Stop Cop City features a strategically localized encampment 
against the neoliberal nexus of state and corporate power hellbent on imposing 
austerity on incredibly underserved and disenfranchised citizens of color. Akin 
to the NoDAPL movement at Standing Rock, the standing public gathering of 
protesters takes the form of an infrastructural barricade against the unrelenting 
expansion of statist and corporatist power. It also operates as an unabashedly 
outspoken climate defense of the Weelaunee Forest—once home to the Muscogee 
Creek peoples—in a metropolis with the greatest density of tree canopy of any 
major urban area in the United States. Most importantly, like the Black Lives 
Matter (BLM) uprisings circa the summer of 2020, this movement confronts 
the uniquely racialized history and inherently racist scope of policing in the 
United States as the most immediately deadly manifestation of the carceral state. 
An amalgamation of recent history only partly explains the almost incredible 
intensity of the backlash the organizers and protesters have faced. Although 
their violent interactions with the Atlanta Police Department have been quite 
alarming, it is the escalating levels of overreach by city and state government 
officials—especially acts of opaque decision-making, illogical policies, abusive 
practices, vindictive charges, and malicious prosecution—enacted with the clear 
intention to quash potential dissent that, in turn, could result in ruined landscape 
and ravaged lives.3

While the metropolitan government accepted the proposal to build Cop 
City, this mobilization was occurring at a particularly fraught moment in the city’s 



The Stop Cop City Movement | 133

recent history. On the one hand, the Cop City proposal emerged in city hall while 
perceptions of urban crime were mounting in 2021. The movement against Cop City 
in Atlanta began simultaneously as a campaign to derail efforts by the metropolitan 
and state governments toward overpolicing in response to a perceived spike in 
urban crime in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic while it is also a struggle 
to defend the Weelaunee Forest against decimation. Moreover, while much of 
the city is still reeling from the impact of huge BLM protests in the summer of 
2020 sparked by the murders of George Floyd, Rayshard Brooks, and others at 
the hands of law enforcement agents, the land designated for this new police 
outpost was originally named by the Muscogee Creek, an Indigenous population 
forcibly displaced by white settlers and the U.S. federal government from the 
land in the early 1800s during the infamous Trail of Tears. Some years later this 
area became the site of the notorious Old Atlanta Prison Farm on 1,248 acres 
in southeast Dekalb.4 During a “Week of Action” in early 2023 meant to bring 
the construction of Cop City to a halt, a disturbance erupted out of a planned 
demonstration among hundreds of activists. The protestors engaged in property 
damage of construction infrastructure around a security outpost set up by police. 
Police responded, rushing to Weelaunee’s People Park, where many participants 
in the Week of Action were attending a music festival in honor of Tortuguita. 
The fight came to a head when hundreds of activists breached the construction 
site, burned police cars and construction vehicles, and damaged property at the 
site. Since that confrontation and subsequent encounters with local and state law 
enforcement, this has resulted at the time of this writing with the arrest of more 
than fifty protesters, with more than half of these individuals being charged with 
committing acts of domestic terrorism.

Focusing on Atlanta’s history over the last fifty years, this essay looks closely at 
the continued patterns of residential segregation, many of which exist in current 
legislation and regulatory policies despite the common beliefs that overtly racist 
policies had been dismantled as vestiges of the past. Drawing on social science 
research, policy analysis, and archival materials, the essay reveals the longue durée 
of the impact Atlanta’s racial hypersegregation has had on its populace of color, 
from urban deforestation to toxic pollution to police brutality. Beginning with 
an analysis of this current political moment, the essay seeks to move beyond 
simply describing and decrying urban problems. Lastly, this is an exploration 
of how and why this grassroots struggle to preserve a forest on the outskirts of 
Atlanta became an unlikely new battleground in debates over neoliberal policies, 
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residential hypersegregation, environmental racism, community control, and 
criminal justice reform is the main thesis of this essay.

From Plantations to Playground Cities: White Flight, 
the Right to Comfort, and the Paradox of Black 
Atlanta in the Contemporary Neoliberal Imagination

Although Atlanta has undergone numerous challenges and changes in many ways 
as it has transformed itself to meet the shifting reality of the contemporary world 
to become the so-called Black mecca, it is notable that the city’s eventual shift by 
no means dismantled many white Southerners’ resistance to racial desegregation 
and unwillingness to embrace social progress entirely. This situation is best 
exemplified in the nagging persistence of “the plantation” as a perennial site of 
popular tourism and cultural memory in the metro Atlanta area. Captured most 
famously in both the literary and film versions of Gone with the Wind, Atlanta’s 
outsized legendary status as a renowned city largely rests on the resilience of 
the white supremacist culture of the slaveholding planter elite dominant during 
antebellum South era. Atlanta expanded dramatically both immediately before 
and throughout the duration of the U.S. Civil War. Despite being such a relatively 
“new” city within the antebellum American context, its strength becomes 
quickly clear: while other cities still thrive on shipping and agriculture, Atlanta 
rapidly modernized and adapted itself to support the Southern slavocracy’s war 
mobilization effort by rapidly becoming the manufacturing and industrial hub of 
the Confederacy. However, from the names of residential subdivisions and major 
thoroughfares throughout the city to the large number of “plantation-themed” 
destination weddings and historic tours, the myth and mystique of the Old South 
has been a thriving cottage industry in this “New” South despite (or possibly 
because of ?) its decades of Black political leadership and economic clout. In many 
respects, it is staggering to witness how the perceived gentility and grandeur of 
plantation culture has persisted quite doggedly alongside the so-called “religion 
of the lost cause” within the contemporary white Southern racial imaginary.5 
Ultimately, this mythic vision of Atlanta has represented a tacit complicity of a 
certain contingent of white natives and tourists alike to reclaim the city’s failed 
promise as a sort of Confederate utopia either overtly or covertly.
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Emerging from the murky haze of Jim and Jane Crow segregation, Atlanta’s 
local power brokers during the peak of the civil rights era reassured wary capitalists 
from far and wide that, unlike the tumult tearing apart many cities throughout 
the U.S. South in their transition from grotesque racist acrimony to greater 
racial harmony, their city was still safe for business. Wealthy white moderates, 
Black leaders, and white officials agreed that profit and progress didn’t have 
to be mutually exclusive—if the city gradually desegregated in an incremental 
fashion and remained economically stratified, then full-blown racial strife could 
be kept at bay.

Despite best intentions, this blithely cheerful albeit ahistorical image of the 
city hid a deep-seated pattern of racist terrorism grated onto neoliberal policies. 
As historians Andrew J. Diamond and Thomas J. Sugrue have argued, “In the 
United States, it has been impossible to separate structural arguments about 
markets and privatization from moral, political, and cultural frameworks that 
create, reinforce, and perpetuate racial ideologies and inequalities.”6 For instance, 
white homeowners went to extreme lengths to avoid having Black neighbors, 
including threatening prospective buyers and even, on several occasions, bombing 
their own homes. Through the 1970s and beyond, droves of whites fled this feared 
incursion for suburbia, convinced that a Black takeover was imminent. In fact, 
there were so many white residents who fled Atlanta for the suburbs during the 
1960s and 1970s that the city earned another, even more poignant nickname: 
“the city too busy moving to hate.”

Challenging the conventional wisdom that white flight meant nothing 
more than a literal movement of whites to the suburbs, this essay argues that 
it represented a more important transformation in the political ideology of 
those involved. In White Flight (2005), historian Kevin Kruse provides a crit-
ical reappraisal of racial politics in modern America in which he explains that 
segregationist resistance, which failed to impede the civil rights movement, 
prompted widespread white suburbanization in Atlanta and elsewhere. Seeking 
to understand segregationist thought and action on its own terms, Kruse moves 
past simple stereotypes to explore the meaning of white resistance to preserve 
the world of segregation and even perfect it in subtler and stronger forms. In a 
provocative revision of U.S. history of the post–Second World War era, Kruse 
demonstrates that traditional elements of modern conservatism, such as animosity 
toward the federal government and faith in free markets, underwent important 
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transformations during the postwar struggle over segregation. Likewise, white 
resistance gave rise to several new conservative causes, like tax revolt, charter 
schools, tuition vouchers, and privatization of public services. Within the 
context of modern American politics, Kruse identifies how the sociopolitical 
journey of southern conservatives infused their vision of white supremacy into 
the origins of white suburbia. In accounts of the rise of modern conservatism 
and the New Right, a range of political languages and ideas—consumer rights, 
homeowners’ and property rights, meritocracy, entrepreneurialism, individualism, 
freedom—were crowded under the umbrella of “white flight.” Moreover, seen 
from another perspective, this phenomena also could be read as symptomatic 
of the cross-fertilization of white supremacist viewpoints and neoliberal values 
within U.S. political culture.7

Beginning with the election of Maynard Jackson in 1974, Atlanta has had 
an uninterrupted streak of Black mayors. This has been the most visible emblem 
of Atlanta’s rebirth as a Black mecca and a global city. Nevertheless, to the 
astonishment of many, Black stewardship brought prosperity. Black cultural 
and educational institutions became ascendant, and Black wealth was more 
commonplace there than in almost any other American metropolis. As with 
other metropolises of comparable size and status during this stage of late phase 
capitalism, Atlanta has escaped the urban death spiral of the past half century 
associated with the decline of older, more traditional agricultural and manufac-
turing industries by largely reinventing itself around knowledge and tech-based 
industries like banking/wealth-management services as well as lucrative forays 
into music, television, film, and sports entertainment. While the United States 
is becoming more diverse, the opposite has been happening in many American 
cities over the past two or three decades. During this period, numerous city gov-
ernments have invested sizable sums of money into public infrastructure projects 
such as parks, transportation hubs, eateries, entertainment venues, and the like 
in order to attract more residents even as developers have built new upscale 
residential buildings.8 In Beyond Plague Urbanism, Andy Merrifield documents 
how modern metropolises globally had been plagued by social injustices and 
economic inequalities long before COVID-19 upended urban life everywhere. 
Merrifield delves into this zone of urban pathology and asks what successive 
lockdowns and exoduses, remote work and small-business collapse, redundant 
office space and unaffordable living space portend for our society in cities.9 Even 
looking beyond the trauma of the Trump years and the tragedies incumbent to 
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the COVID-19 pandemic, the process of American urban deindustrialization 
has been long and uneven.

Terms such as “deindustrialization” and “postindustrial” are deeply, innately 
contested since most cities continue to serve as home to trade and manufacturing 
on some level. Yet between the end of World War II and the early twenty-first 
century, cities that once depended solely upon manufacturing as their lifeblood 
increasingly began to diversify their economies when faced with the larger 
global, political, and demographic transformations of this historical epoch. 
Manufacturing centers in New England, the mid-Atlantic, and the Midwest 
United States were soon identified as belonging to “the American Rust Belt.” 
Meanwhile, Atlanta proudly claimed its primacy as the proverbial capital of 
the “New South.” Steel manufacturers, automakers, textile fabricators, and 
countless other industrial behemoths that once dominated urban landscapes as 
economic and sociocultural mainstays closed their doors as factories and workers 
followed economic and social incentives to leave urban cores for suburbs, the U.S. 
South, the Sunbelt, the Pacific Northwest, or even traveling offshore to foreign 
countries thanks to global trade agreements. Remaining industrial production 
became increasingly automated, resulting in significant declines in the number 
of factory jobs. Metropolitan officials faced with declining populations and tax 
bases responded by adapting their assets—in terms of workforce, location, or 
culture—to new economies, including warehousing and distribution, finance, 
health care, tourism, leisure industries like casinos, and privatized enterprises 
such as prisons. Faced with declining federal funding for renewal, they focused 
on leveraging private investment for redevelopment. Deindustrializing cities 
marketed themselves as destinations with convention centers, stadiums, and 
festival marketplaces, seeking to lure visitors and a “creative class” of new residents. 
While some postindustrial U.S. cities such as Atlanta clearly have become success 
stories of reinvention, many others have struggled to escape oblivion.10

While downtown areas in U.S. metropolises were seriously challenged prior 
to the COVID-19 global pandemic, their fate in the post-pandemic world has 
left them as “wounded renditions of their once-robust selves.”11 Years after the 
pandemic lockdowns closed many workplaces, entire office suites remain vacant 
and gathering dust. Empty commercial real estate is steadily losing value, which in 
turn is pulling down the municipal tax revenue for many cities nationwide. In the 
COVID-19 pandemic’s earliest phase, the presumed duration of “remote work” 
was predicted to last only a few weeks or even a couple months. But currently it 
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seems abundantly clear that a hybrid workplace with some modified combination 
of in-person and remote work will have an inevitable impact on urban life for 
years to come. Additionally, the decreased volume of daily foot traffic by fewer 
downtown shoppers during the pandemic accelerated an already pronounced 
overall downturn trend in employment within the urban core. In writing about 
the future of cities, author Dror Poleg describes how the evacuation of occupants 
from downtown office buildings will invariably have knock-on transformative 
effects on the larger political economy of urban America concerning finance, 
work, real estate, and technology.12 Although many public mass transportation 
systems have gravitated toward somewhat costly yet greener technologies, many 
municipal governments also face deep fiscal challenges because fewer commuters 
using mass transit on a routine basis equates to less transit revenue to reinvest 
in more ecologically responsible infrastructure. The cumulative impact of these 
interrelated factors has led some urban planners and economists to worry about 
the impending challenge of an “urban doom loop” potentially unravelling the 
social fabric of modern America.13

As cities continue wrestling with myriad problems associated with life 
in the post–COVID-19 pandemic era, urbanists Edward Glaeser and Carlo 
Ratti in the New York Times propose a new paradigm for urbanity, namely the 
“playground city.” On a global scale, it has been imagined since the 1970s that 
the pathway of dynamic economic growth and successful urban revitalization 
vis-à-vis street-level, seamless public infrastructure—restaurants, scenic parks, 
theaters, music halls, and public squares—would be through sites of pleasure.14 
When describing what the idea of the playground city is, Glaeser and Ratti say, 
“the Playground City differs from the industrial or the office city because it is 
focused on the jobs of everyday life.” Furthermore, they contend future visions of 
cities ought to embrace a transition “from vocation to recreation” and make cities 
more vital and fun in which to live.15 Cities should “attract the rich and talented,” 
reconfiguring neighborhoods into walkable safe spaces with lots of amenities.16

While the model of the playground city has some useful and even utopian 
ideals embedded within it, Glaeser and Ratti’s analysis ignores the endemic nature 
of sociocultural, economic, and structural problems rooted in historical inequity 
confronting urbanization, which the “playground” concept could make worse. 
For example, viewed in the context of Atlanta as playground city in tandem with 
the creation of Cop City, perceived crises have included the threat and reality of 
mass uprisings against police violence, extreme and racialized income inequality 
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and displacement, corporate media narratives in the wake of the 2020 uprisings 
that threatened the image of the city as a safe place for capital investment and de-
velopment, and a municipal secession movement—white flight—that threatened 
to rob the city of nearly half of its tax revenue following the uprisings. Atlanta 
as a “city of forests” would be transformed/deformed from a woodland paradise 
into a playground city of office parks, luxury condos, and shopping malls in 
accordance with the “right to comfort” for white citizens. In their 2016 workbook 
Dismantling Racism, Kenneth Jones and Tema Okun provide a lucid definition 
of the “right to comfort” as an internalized mode of white supremacy stated as 
“the belief that those with power have a right to emotional and psychological 
comfort. . . . I have a right to be comfortable, and if I am not, then someone else 
is to blame.”17 In her article, “The Cost of White Discomfort,” Brittany Packnett 
Cunningham writes:

Entering public spaces all but guarantees some discomfort in a country unashamed 
of its violently ineffective systemic responses to housing and mental health crises 
among its residents. There, each of us, whether we care to or not, are forced to come 
face to face with the unkept promises of the democratic experiment. The privileged 
get to merely observe the nightmare of poverty and despair instead of live it, and 
when their discomfort grows too great, they take matters into their own hands.18

From Backwoods to Backstreets:  
Metro Atlanta’s Urban-Rural Divide  
and the Racial Geopolitics of Urban Space

By late May 2020, barely two months into the global COVID-19 pandemic, a 
discernible shift in natural phenomena had swept over the city. For instance, 
when stay-at-home mandates were finally imposed, the once congested highways 
and byways of one of the nation’s most overcrowded cities were emptied of any 
sign of traffic for days on end. Consequently, the dense layer of smog hovering 
overhead had begun to dissipate, and residents could see the whitening of the 
clouds with the naked eye. In addition, many residential green spaces, backyards, 
and other wooded terrain had transformed quickly into impromptu wildlife 
preserves wherein deer, raccoons, wildcats, and even coyotes roamed freely with 
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bored indifference toward humans while sizable flocks of birds canvassed the 
skies overhead with a bravado that would put the cinematic musings of Alfred 
Hitchcock to shame.

Like other cities around the nation, office space in Atlanta’s dense downtown 
areas even several years after the pandemic’s peak impact remains below full 
utilization, as workers spend more days working from home and many businesses 
struggle to adapt to this new commercial paradigm. The same goes for weekday 
ridership on the city’s MARTA public transit system, previously one of the 
more renowned and reliable in the southeastern U.S. region. What happens to 
American cities if they are no longer the place to which people commute each 
weekday? Undeniably, there’s a great deal that city leaders can learn from each 
other about reimagining cities during this latter phase of the pandemic. Consid-
ering these factors, this essay ultimately seeks to explore the great and growing 
need for civic leaders, urban planners, community organizers, and other major 
stakeholders to discuss some of the key problems Atlanta and other cities have 
faced during pandemic recovery; negotiating actionable solutions, the possible 
role of federal intervention, the uniqueness of interrogating and interpreting this 
post–COVID-19 pandemic and post–BLM protest moment in history become 
all the more important.

Considering NASA’s recent determination that the scale and scope of the 
global heat waves during the summer of 2023 make this the Earth’s hottest year 
on record since at least 1880, it may be useful to discuss how Cop City will lend 
to worsening the “heat island” effect in the metro Atlanta area. As defined by the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, the “heat island” effect is a climate disaster 
wherein urban areas experience higher temperatures than outlying areas because 
hard, dry human-made structures such as buildings, sidewalks, roads, parking 
lots, and other infrastructure absorb and reemit the sun’s heat more than natural 
landscapes such as lawns, forests, and water bodies. Moreover, urbanized spaces, 
where these inorganic structures are densely concentrated and green spaces are 
increasingly scarce, become islands of hotter temperatures relative to outlying 
areas. Included in the EPA’s list of factors that contribute to the creation of heat 
islands are reduced natural landscape in urban areas, the inherent properties of 
urban building materials, the geometry of urban landscapes, and heat generated 
from human activities. There’s no doubt the construction and daily operation 
of the Cop City facility will involve all the aforementioned factors that, in turn, 
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only will hasten the impact of the heat island effect’s higher temperatures, less 
shade, and reduced moisture on Atlanta within coming years.19

Although this is not an explicit dimension of the Stop Cop City movement, 
there needs to be consideration about how the unfettered spending on policing 
vis-à-vis Cop City is diametrically opposed to approaches to public health care in 
metro Atlanta. For instance, when the growing outbreak of the novel coronavirus 
made its way to the United States in early 2020, Atlantans were dying by the 
hundreds at that point and numerous sectors of the global economy ground to 
an absolute halt. Atlanta mayor Keisha Lance Bottoms got into a very public 
fight with Governor Brian Kemp over the stay-at-home order and mask mandate 
she wanted to impose, despite Kemp steadily receiving urgent warnings from 
various public health officials, most notably from Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, which has its headquarters in Atlanta.20 Eventually even Mayor 
Bottoms and her family had to quarantine themselves when they tested positive 
for COVID-19.

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution editorial board highlighted how the 
closure of the Atlanta Medical Center is merely one example of the Georgia 
public health-care system failing under Gov. Brian Kemp and risking Georgians’ 
health and well-being. The Atlanta Medical Center was the sixth hospital to shut 
down under Kemp’s gubernatorial tenure even amid the active menace posed by 
COVID-19. And yet Kemp still adhered to austerity measures deeply popular 
among conservative ideologues that ultimately led him to refuse expanded 
Medicaid, thus preventing Georgia from accessing billions in federal funds to 
help support struggling municipal and state hospital systems and blocking five 
hundred thousand eligible Georgians from accessing affordable health care. 
Moreover, the AJC editorial board piece also notes that, under Kemp and his 
fellow Republicans, nearly 1.4 million Georgians have no health insurance, an 
uninsured rate of 14.5 percent, the 2nd highest in the nation and 50 percent higher 
than the national average.21 However, community advocates and health policy 
experts say that the hospital closures in Atlanta exemplify systemic inequality 
that will disproportionately and most deleteriously impact low-income and 
BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of Color) communities. The closures are not 
unique, but rather they are part of a much larger pattern of urban hospital closures 
across the United States. Over the past few decades, rural hospitals also have 
been disappearing at an alarming rate. Notably, inner-city health-care facilities 
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in Chicago, Philadelphia, and Washington, DC, also were shuttered circa 2019. 
However, at the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic, residents in the surrounding 
poor, predominantly BIPOC communities were left reeling from the cumulative 
loss of these key bulwarks of the civic healthcare safety net.22

Likewise, Wellstar Health System closed its Atlanta Medical Center by 
November 1, 2022. According to the Lown Hospitals Index for Social Responsi-
bility, Wellstar’s Atlanta hospital was ranked the second best healthcare provider 
in Georgia for patient inclusivity, based on the local community’s demographic 
metrics such as racial, socioeconomic, and educational levels. Wellstar Atlanta 
Medical Center was one of few hospitals caring for a disproportionately high 
number of patients from lower-income communities and communities of color, 
making this facility an outlier in arguably one of the most racially segregated 
hospital markets in the nation. Without question, hospital closures of this sort 
had a considerable impact on the metro Atlanta area. Losing one of the most 
inclusive, socially responsive hospitals statewide in this fashion posed even 
greater challenges to the region’s perennially fragile public health infrastructure. 
Most germane to this discussion, Wellstar Atlanta Medical Center faced one of 
the highest COVID-19 burdens when upwards of 10 percent of all its hospital 
beds were occupied by COVID-19 patients for nearly the entire first year of the 
pandemic. Comparably, other nearby hospitals passed this ominous threshold 
during less than half the time they did. As current Atlanta mayor Andre Dickens 
commented, this wave of hospital closures “will have deep and reverberating 
consequences for the half a million residents of Atlanta and the hundreds of 
thousands of visitors and commuters to our city each day.”23 Despite the selective 
outrage of the city’s panicked and paranoid white elites, it seems evident that a 
better path to public safety in metro Atlanta might depend more on expanding 
the city’s public health infrastructure instead of building Cop City.

The role of infrastructure development in geopolitical concerns of local 
public health and ecological factors is likely to be at the core of new forms of 
strategic contestation among citizens, corporations, and the state across the 
coming decades. This is a rare historical moment, one where the rise of a great 
power coincides with a wave of global infrastructure building and city shaping. 
Without question, the infrastructural patterns laid down today will shape the 
lives of millions of people over the coming decades, if not centuries. This moment 
connects geopolitical power, economic relations, ideological visions, and material 
forces in ways that presage and configure a weltanschauung as well as a historical 
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epoch, which is why the foothold established by the Stop Cop City activists is 
so vitally important.24

Moving away from loosely defined urban theories and contexts, the racial 
geopolitics of urban space approach argues that it is time to start learning from 
and compare across different “contested cities.” It questions the long-standing 
Eurocentric academic knowledge production that is prevalent in urban studies 
and planning research. Targeting previously ignored stories or misconstrued 
data, racial geopolitics of urban space as an analytical frame offers an in-depth 
understanding of the worldwide contested nature of cities in a wide range of local 
contexts. Even more, it suggests an urban ontology within the U.S. context that 
moves beyond the urban West and North as well as adding a comparative-rela-
tional understanding of the contested nature that Southern cities such as Atlanta 
are developing in a literal sense. To be sure, it is quite probable that Atlanta will 
be more exemplary than exceptional in this regard.

By way of illustration, Jonathan Rokem and Camillo Boano’s edited volume 
Urban Geopolitics: Rethinking Planning in Contested Cities (2018) seeks to 
further define and explore the expanding world of cities across interconnected 
scales, moving away from a deterministic view of the incommensurability of 
cases from diverse regional settings and extending the comparative research of 
urban difference.25 A key attribute governing the geopolitics of urban space more 
generally is that it is not a theory-based approach—there is no singular urban 
geopolitical grand theory or theories per se. Instead, the geopolitics of urban 
space focuses on “quality of life” issues via localized case-study analysis with a 
present-oriented, grounded (pun fully intended) outlook while remaining keenly 
aware of “glocal” (the fusion of global and local) realities of contemporary urban 
life with the interactions of international relations and statecraft. Inevitably, it 
uncovers the mundane, messy technologies of power relations in cities and their 
connections with global, national, and regional scales of political violence and 
spatial control.26 On another level, the geopolitics of urban space as an emerging 
field of interdisciplinary study aims to bring geopolitics into the mainstream of 
urban studies to enhance an understanding of cities as contested nexus points of 
social, spatial, and political change. Underlying the field’s various contributions 
is the argument that different kinds of contested cities are increasingly similar 
due to ethnic, racial, and class conflicts revolving around issues of housing, infra-
structure, participation, and identity, among others. As both a discipline and a 
discourse, racial geopolitics of urban space adopts a postcolonial comparative and 
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relational perspective while it calls into question the long-standing Eurocentric 
approach in urban studies that focuses on methodological regionalism and 
assumes incommensurability as well as asymmetrical relations.27

If You Love This City: Black Civic Leadership, Black 
Lives Matter Protests, and the Genesis of Cop City

The elements of the Stop Cop City movement—the histories upon which it 
draws, what it is fighting against and for, and whom it is bringing together as 
well as how—have given it tremendous staying power despite extraordinary odds. 
Local leaders as well as residents often proclaim Atlanta as “a city in a forest,” with 
a thick canopy of trees covering nearly half of the land. The ecosystem depends 
on this foliage, and activists say that the deforestation required to build the 
facility will harm air quality, hasten climate change, and contribute to flooding 
in predominantly poor and working-class Black and brown communities. 
Once upon a time, to boost its profile as a city of the future, the metro Atlanta 
government’s urban planners and promoters bragged about the city’s four vast 
woodland areas as the “lungs of Atlanta.”28 In addition to rupturing arguably the 
largest uninterrupted green spaces in Atlanta, the proposed development of Cop 
City will force residents into closer proximity to toxic pollutants, waste, and even 
chemicals associated with the detonation of explosives and other munitions that 
would be routinely used on the site, which will likely degrade the air, water, and 
land on which myriad living creatures depend. Moreover, the Stop Cop City 
activists argue that unchecked police violence itself constitutes an environmental 
hazard detrimental to the overall welfare of civilians.

While Cop City’s scale and ambition are remarkable enough, the project 
also evokes the many public dramas regarding the place—both literally and 
figuratively—policing inhabits within major metropolitan areas of the nation. It 
is transparently a reaction to the urban uprisings of 2020, prompted by George 
Floyd’s murder, as well as the subsequent demands to “defund the police” by 
many activists and organizers of the progressive Left. Considering this, Cop City 
must be viewed just as much as a direct rebuke to this recent political activism 
around police brutality as it is an effort to stem the rising tide of crime in a 
quotidian sense. So, while the facility is extraordinary in its scope and potential 
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impact, the construction of Cop City also fits quite neatly into the conventional 
albeit unrelenting logic that the only means to foment “law and order” is via the 
expansion of police funding and police power. It functions further to allay the 
fears of Atlanta’s wealthy Buckhead district, home to much of the city’s white 
corporate and political elite. One must keep in mind that, fearing the rest of 
the city’s alleged deterioration during the multiple crises of 2020, Buckhead’s 
well-heeled denizens openly threatened to secede to form their own municipality. 
Thus, the establishment of Cop City promises to assure the city’s affluent residents 
and real estate developers that their property will be protected should anything 
remotely like the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests happen ever again.

In many ways, a critical flashpoint for this conflict occurred on a sunny 
Wednesday in November 2020 when Atlanta mayor Keisha Lance Bottoms 
walked into the Atlanta City Detention Center. More than a generic press 
event, Bottoms visited this facility with the intention that it would serve not 
merely as a photo op but also as a victory lap showcasing her administration’s 
accomplishments prior to her departure from city hall. Standing at a podium 
inside the hulking, water-stained concrete structure that looms over Peachtree 
Street with slits for windows and floors consisting of a threadbare mix of shabby 
linoleum and run-down brown carpet, the mayor stared tearfully at those gathered 
in the thoroughly well-worn building. Mayor Bottoms would later reveal that 
her administration successfully forged a deal remaking a portion of the building 
into a “Diversion Center,” which, according to the facility’s website, provides 
“immediate services instead of arresting people for activities related to extreme 
poverty, addiction, or mental health 24 hours a day, 7 days a week” and thus “help 
reduce Atlanta and Fulton County’s reliance on jail for public order issues stem-
ming from quality of life concerns.” Most impressively, the advocates for this new 
center predict that this operation “will reduce the number of people struggling 
with these issues from entering the city and county’s jails” with “the potential to 
divert 10,500 jail bookings (10% of bookings) annually from the Atlanta City 
Detention Center and Fulton County jail.”29 From the city’s first mayor, Moses 
Formwalt, to the pioneering generation of Black mayoral leadership by the likes 
of Maynard Jackson and Andrew Young, Atlanta has had many notable mayors 
throughout its history who have led Atlantans through growth and change over 
the years.30 To what extent does Atlanta genuinely serve as an exemplar of “New 
South” urbanization (race relations, regional prominence, real estate, resource 
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management, racial realignment of electoral politics, etc.)? What does more than 
a half-century of Black mayoral and police leadership in Atlanta mean within a 
white conservative Southern regime?

In the wake of Mayor Bottoms’s inauguration to the highest elected office in 
America’s so-called Black mecca in 2018, Governor Brian Kemp and his fellow 
GOP leadership in Georgia’s state legislature barely gave her time to breathe 
before launching multiple attacks on her administration. One of the earliest 
threats was an effort to pass legislation for the state of Georgia to take control 
of the Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport, the city’s crown jewel. 
That effort disappeared once it became clear that Republicans lacked the political 
will for the protracted battle such an endeavor would entail. But much of her 
time in office was also marred by a series of unprecedented and unparalleled 
cries: She faced a cyberattack against the city,31 a continued federal investigation 
into her mayoral predecessor, Kassim Reed, a rapidly growing global pandemic, 
and an increasingly volatile, potentially violent climate surrounding the 2020 
presidential elections.

The summer of racial justice protests was further intensified when twenty-sev-
en-year-old Rayshard Brooks was shot and killed in the parking lot of a Wendy’s 
restaurant by an Atlanta police officer on the evening of June 12, 2020. More than 
anything else, Bottoms had been castigated publicly for how she responded to the 
city’s unexpected rise in violent crime with the onset of the global COVID-19 
pandemic.32 It turned out that the killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis two 
weeks earlier would escalate the challenges facing one of the most competent, 
nimble, and lucky big city mayors in recent memory. Though Bottoms was able 
to circumnavigate a wide array of potentially massive pitfalls while in office, it 
was the issue of criminal justice that most grievously frustrated her political fate. 
Promoting the notion of Atlanta as a haven for Black excellence in the heart of 
the Deep South was also the leitmotif of her political ascent. In the summer of 
2020, however, this once exceptional city looked just like the rest of the nation: 
an emotionally beleaguered and morally outraged populace at war with itself. 
After the online video of George Floyd’s murder by four Minneapolis police 
officers went viral around the globe, there were contrasting scenes on display 
during the twenty-four-hour news cycle of peaceful protesters marching by the 
tens of thousands proclaiming “Black Lives Matter” on the one hand, and raucous 
rioters smashing downtown storefront windows and setting police cars ablaze on 
the other. When grappling with this in her beloved hometown, Mayor Bottoms 
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was visibly shaken by this turmoil as she took to the media airwaves to deliver a 
speech intended to calm her fellow Atlantans. “This is not a protest. This is not 
in the spirit of Martin Luther King Jr. This is chaos,” Bottoms said. Furthermore, 
the mayor stated, “When Dr. King was assassinated, we didn’t do this to our city. 
So, if you love this city—this city that has had a legacy of Black mayors and Black 
police chiefs and people who care about this city, where more than 50 percent of 
the business owners in Metro Atlanta are minority business owners—if you care 
about this city, then go home.”33 During her tenure in office, Bottoms’s time on 
the national stage was defined by both soaring political heights that placed her 
prominently on the shortlist as Joe Biden’s potential Democratic running mate 
in the 2020 election and staggering lows, most especially her surprising May 
2020 announcement that—after a sole term as mayor of one of America’s most 
popular and populous cities—she would not seek reelection.

That mythic nature of the metropolis hailed as the Black mecca had been 
defined by these two diametrically opposed worlds—the downtrodden Atlanta 
and the dynamic Atlanta. The debates swirling around the genesis of Cop City 
highlight the utility of framing environmental justice, racial hypersegregation, 
and criminal justice reform as issues that are racially coded as “Black,” especially 
given the historic role the city’s Black mayors play in maintaining the status 
quo in favor of neoliberal economic policies and consolidating state power. To 
better fathom the extent of this current predicament, we need to grasp what 
philosopher Achille Mbembe calls necropolitics, which he describes as “the 
ultimate expression of sovereignty [that] resides . . . in the power to dictate who 
may live and who must die.”34

The Black Lives Matter movement has declared an outright crisis of domestic 
life within the United States and has demonstrated it has extraordinary potential 
to transform American society.35 While the movement has grown into a more 
powerful and organized form that faces extraordinary challenges since it began 
over a decade ago, BLM insists that racialized acts of violence are neither 
coincidental nor accidental in nature. Far from merely being the misconduct 
of a few police officers “acting badly,” advocates and allies of BLM denounce 
the purposeful use of force—including lethality—at the behest of the state 
for the protection of the wealthy and preservation of property that has been 
incumbent to policing in America since its origins. The formation of public 
and private police from the colonial era to the outset of the U.S. Civil War has 
roots in racialized social control and colonial violence related to the control, 
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containment, and capture of enslaved people as well as the protection of property 
and infrastructure for emerging planter elites.36 Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s widely 
cited definition of racism as “the state-sanctioned or extralegal production and 
exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability to premature death” reminds us 
that the United States has always been a deadly force in the lives of Black people.37 
Scholarly discourse regarding the militarization of police, state and corporate 
surveillance, the carceral state, perpetual war, and the “state of exception” is 
hardly new for understanding the existential concerns of Black people, yet the 
recent developments since 2020 have been fraught with greater exigencies about 
positionality, privilege, and power.38

Who Watches the Watchmen? Policing the Black 
Mecca in the Post–COVID-19 / Post–BLM Era

Crime was the top concern for most metro Atlanta voters ahead of the November 
30, 2020, runoff mayoral election to find a successor for Mayor Bottoms. Since 
the wave of BLM protests in 2020, Atlanta voters had become transfixed by 
crime. Homicide rates in the city increased by 50 percent from 2019 to 2021. 
Accordingly, the leading candidates—Atlanta City Council president Felicia 
Moore and Councilmember Andre Dickens—were far to the right of Bottoms 
on the issue of policing. While those statistics were roughly on pace with Chicago 
and Philadelphia, and the data could be read as part of a national trend, they were 
still a statistical aberration amid a historic lull that naysayers could use to their 
maximal benefit. As the more pacifistic of the two runoff candidates, Dickens 
triumphed and became the sixty-first mayor of Atlanta.39 Dickens was sworn 
into office in January 2022 and shared his vision for Atlanta in his first State of 
the City address wherein he envisioned:

One city with one bright future. A city of safe, healthy, connected neighborhoods 
with an expansive culture of equity, empowering upward mobility and full participa-
tion for all residents, embracing youth development, and an innovative, dependable 
government moving Atlanta forward, together.40

His administration claimed that early accomplishments of his “Moving At-
lanta Forward” agenda included making the city’s first-ever investment in early 
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childhood education, the establishment of the Nightlife Division to address 
establishments with a history of high crime, the reestablishment of the Pothole 
Posse to rapidly respond to residents’ reports, and leading the successful coalition 
to keep Atlanta whole in opposition to a de-annexation effort by some of its more 
monied residents.41 Not surprisingly, Dickens attempted to solidify his political 
fortunes by increasing opportunities for the city’s young people, empowering 
neighborhoods, and investing in housing and combating homelessness, all while 
fostering a culture of integrity in the city with promises of improving public safety.

Without a doubt, the geopolitics of urban space shifted incredibly due to the 
global COVID-19 pandemic. Most of the plans for the Cop City facility were 
sparked by a startling uptick in major crimes coinciding with the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic not only in the metro Atlanta area but in countless other 
cities across the United States. Considering these factors, there is a great deal that 
city leaders, urban planners, community organizers, and other major stakeholders 
can learn from each other about reimagining cities like Atlanta during this latter 
phase of the pandemic. But even as the worst of both the pandemic and crime 
surge subsided, some of the more positive changes have yet to take root. For 
example, crafted in 2020 following a massive groundswell of BLM protests glob-
ally, the George Floyd Justice in Policing Act was intended to address structural 
racism, racial profiling, pervasively aggressive paramilitary police culture, and 
the excessive use of deadly force in law enforcement among other things. But 
the bill still has not been passed into law by the U.S. Congress, and it is unclear 
if it ever will. This political impasse invokes the question memorably posed by 
the Roman writer Juvenal millennia ago: “Quis cust-diet ipsos custodes?” (Who 
watches the watchmen?). Thus far, progress has often been stymied by conflicting 
ideas across the political spectrum about the prospects for policing reforms in an 
arguably post-COVID-19 world as well as how such efforts could be instructive 
for broader social transformation, particularly the binary “us vs. them” mentality 
prevalent in so many policymaking and partisan political circles.

For several decades now, Republican politicians and broader rightwing 
rhetoric have obsessed over the state of crime in the United States and use any 
perceived rise in violent incidents to mobilize their electorate based on fears 
of lawlessness. In like fashion, violent crime served as a huge focus for GOP 
candidates during the 2022 midterm elections. Republicans spent about $50 
million on crime ads for the two months leading up to those elections. This 
ad campaign largely pushed a dystopian vision of cities flooded with graphic 
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scenes of murder, robbery, and assault, with Republican politicians predictably 
attacking their Democratic rivals for presumably being unwilling or unable to 
act.42 The Brennan Center for Justice reported that the number of murders per 
one hundred thousand people rose by nearly 30 percent nationwide in 2020, while 
aggravated assault also rose by 11.4 percent. The murder rate rose noticeably in big 
cities, which typically tend to vote for Democratic candidates while also being 
repeatedly and relentlessly demonized by Republicans.43 But since reaching that 
statistical apex, most types of violent crime have now fallen. According to the 
Council on Criminal Justice, crime dropped in thirty-five large cities in 2022, even 
though the overall rates remain higher than prepandemic levels. Nevertheless, the 
rate of homicide in major cities was about half that of historic peaks in the 1980s 
and early 1990s.44 However, as illustrated in the Cop City controversy, this sort of 
political fearmongering vis-à-vis “tough-on-crime” political ads and messaging in 
campaign speeches that continues to saturate our media ecosystem and dominate 
public discourse will further exacerbate the nation’s conjoined policing and mass 
incarceration problems in advance of upcoming elections.

The data compiled by the U.S. Crisis Monitor reveal that the United States 
is indeed a nation in crisis. It faces a multitude of concurrent, overlapping 
risks—from police abuse and racial injustice to pandemic-related unrest and 
beyond—all exacerbated by increasing polarization. This report mapped these 
trends with a keen view toward the 2020 election, when these intersecting risks 
are likely to intensify.45 Since the Black Lives Matter movement surfaced as a 
visible and vibrant mass mobilization of protesters in 2014, it has been quite 
credibly compared to the U.S. civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s.46 
Whereas BLM advocates and allies have argued that this movement is clearly a 
continuation of previous efforts to advance social justice within a contemporary 
context, the movement’s critics have argued expectedly that the BLM movement 
has lacked the U.S. civil rights movement’s dogged emphasis on nonviolence qua 
Kingian pacifism as its central organizing principle. After the alleged “summer 
of racial reckoning,” conservative media outlets have condemned BLM-inspired 
protests for “tearing apart our cities” and argued that regardless of their intent 
or impact, the 2020 protests were a poor imitation of those held during the civil 
rights era.

Contrary to such negative claims, recent research has found that the 2020 
BLM-related protests were in fact overwhelmingly peaceful. Political scientists 
Erica Chenoweth and Jeremy Pressman reported that their Crowd Counting 
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Consortium (CCC) found that less than 4 percent of the BLM protests involved 
property damage while 1 percent involved police injuries. Other data collections 
similarly found that 95 percent of the protest marches were peaceful. Moreover, 
when compared to the civil rights era protests circa the 1960s, their research 
findings revealed that on every available metric, the 2020 BLM protests were 
more peaceful and less confrontational. As a case in point, civil rights protests 
and demonstrations were most widespread from 1960 to 1968. From the student 
sit-in in Greensboro, North Carolina, on February 1, 1960, to the assassination 
of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on April 4, 1968, civil rights activists took 
coordinated acts of civil disobedience via nonviolent direct action against racial 
discrimination and other forms of social inequality. King and other movement 
leaders argued that protesters’ nonviolence would contrast with their opponents’ 
violence while also providing tremendous moral authority, even while critics 
blamed them for instigating the violence that was being inflicted on them. The 
CCC’s findings indicate that, while the civil rights movement protests were 
primarily nonviolent (at least for the protesters), the BLM protests were proven 
to be even more so. According to Chenoweth and Pressman’s research, 11 percent 
of the 2,681 events in the 1960s contained property damage during these eight 
years of civil rights protests. By contrast, during the 12,839 racial justice protests 
in 2020, only 4 percent involved property damage. Also, police officers were 
injured in 6 percent of the civil rights movement’s protests, but police officers 
were reported injured in only 2 percent of the 2020 protests. Conversely, police 
officers were also more openly aggressive during the civil rights movement. Police 
arrested some protesters in 36 percent of all civil rights movement events, but 
the arrests in the recent BLM protests were just 7 percent. Moreover, as many 
know, while attacking civil rights marchers on the 1965 Selma-to-Montgomery 
march in Alabama that infamously became known as “Bloody Sunday,” police 
officers bludgeoned John Lewis and fractured his skull. Consistent with that, civil 
rights era protests were more dangerous for protesters than the 2020 protests; for 
instance, the CCC report found that there were crowd injuries from 12 percent 
of all civil rights movement protests, compared with only 3 percent of the 2020 
protests.47 By and large, the accusations of violence and lawlessness associated 
with the 2020 BLM protests were grossly overexaggerated.

The largest group of arrests, on March 5, 2023, was in a public park in the 
forest near where the Cop City project is planned. This police action was followed 
promptly by local government closing the park, in effect shutting down the 
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protests of tree-sitting “forest defenders” that had gone on for more than a year as 
of this writing.48 While the Stop Cop City movement is a welcome intervention, 
it nevertheless does not suggest that there is innovation in the operation of 
anti-Black violence in our present postpandemic era, but this innovation belies 
the fact of exclusionary public policies or a militarized police force consolidating 
within urban life and culture. There must also be an awareness that there are 
dynamic demographic shifts in the social order that policing actively supports, 
which are assembled through the racial geopolitics of urban space. A burgeoning 
scholarship on race, political economy, and urban space lends itself to the broader 
contemporary thought process wherein we find insights into historical debates 
about “internal colonialism.”49 To be sure, this literature explicitly locates the 
“Black ghetto” as a space of “colonial administration” within the domestic 
territory of the U.S. empire, emphasizing at once the geopolitics and political 
economies of racial capitalism. These debates happened largely beyond the 
bounds of academic scholarship yet offer a valuable racial analysis of geopolitical 
urban space. Similarly, it is possible to bear witness to transformations in the 
domestic face of American empire—shifting geographies of Black dispossession 
through gentrification and the subprime mortgage crisis that triggered the Great 
Recession of 2008–10—to bring more attention to the relationship between 
the economic recklessness evident in the U.S. domestic housing market and 
U.S. imperialism’s heavy investment in the global war on terror overseas. This 
realization is deeply aligned with Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor’s yearning to see 
a “broader interrogation of American society” than a static focus on policing 
allows, yet we see anti-Black police violence as a fulcrum of empire from where 
such interrogation begins.50 It is precisely this kind of interrogation that seems 
to be increasingly explicit within the inchoate yet insightful spatialized politics, 
antisystemic perspective, and coalitional praxis of the Stop Cop City movement.51

As the Cop City controversy intensified, two Democratic U.S. senators 
representing Georgia, Jon Ossoff and Raphael Warnock, had said little publicly 
about the situation until Axios reporters approached them about the matter 
in the U.S. Senate building’s basement circa March 2023. This is a noteworthy 
situation because it was their proven credibility in progressive Democratic and 
activist circles that helped catapult both to the U.S. Congress. Prior to entering 
electoral politics, Rev. Dr. Raphael Warnock was best known for having earned a 
PhD in systematic theology from New York City’s Union Theological Seminary 
under the tutelage of pioneering Black liberation theologian James H. Cone and 
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served as the senior pastor of the historic Ebenezer Baptist Church previously 
led by Martin Luther King Sr. and Jr. as well as serving as pastor to the late civil 
rights icon Congressman John Lewis. Meanwhile, Jon Ossoff ’s election to the 
U.S. Senate in 2021 marks an equally important and interesting bookend event 
signaling the implosion of the GOP during the Trump years. As a young docu-
mentary filmmaker he used to work as a congressional staffer for Representative 
Lewis, who had endorsed his protégé in both elections before he passed away in 
2020. In both instances, Warnock and Ossoff stood as progressive Democrats 
openly seeking to help American society fulfill its best governing practices as 
a multicultural and multiracial grassroots democracy.52 When pressured for 
a response, however, both senators gave elusive answers that stopped short of 
siding with either the Cop City proponents or the activists. “Peaceful protest 
and the expression of opposition or support to a land-use plan or the siting of a 
specific facility somewhere is a sacred constitutional right,” Ossoff said. “What 
is not constitutionally protected speech is Molotov cocktails.” Warnock said 
that “protesting in the best of the American democratic tradition needs to be 
non-violent,” emphasizing his view that “local officials there in Atlanta have to 
work with the citizens of Atlanta” to find a peaceful way forward.53 Many Stop 
Cop City activists have criticized Senator Warnock and Senator Ossoff for not 
taking a stance against the project.54 Conversely, Rep. Nikema Williams, the 
House Democrat whose congressional district includes the contested site for 
Cop City, according to the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, maintained she will 
“always stand on the side of protesters” and that she does not “buy the whole 
notion that you have to choose one or the other, between standing up for our 
law enforcement and standing with protestors.”55

Meanwhile, Governor Brian Kemp justified the severe punishment on a 
message posted via the social media app X (formerly known as Twitter), saying, 
“Violence and unlawful destruction of property are not acts of protest. They are 
crimes that will not be tolerated in Georgia and will be prosecuted fully.” Shortly 
after issuing this statement, Kemp signed an executive order declaring an official 
state of emergency and authorizing the deployment of a thousand National Guard 
troops to arrest Cop City protesters, which lasted two weeks, until February 9, 
2023. It is important to note, however, that Kemp’s definition of “prosecuting 
fully” has changed significantly since 2020. During the BLM protests that filled 
the streets of downtown Atlanta, most protesters arrested were taken to the city 
jail for offenses that included disorderly conduct, burglary, and criminal property 
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damage.56 Congressman Earl L. “Buddy” Carter, House Republican for Georgia’s 
First Congressional District, issued a resolution condemning the violence by 
members of the Stop Cop City movement and expressing that law enforcement 
must be supported by the House of Representatives.57

In March 2023, during a Senate Homeland Security Committee hearing, 
Senator Ossoff worked to root out recent increases in violent crime in Atlanta 
and across Georgia by pressing FBI director Christopher Wray for an update on 
the FBI’s efforts to determine key factors driving a national increase in violence. 
By the time of the hearing, there had been 113 homicides that year in Atlanta––16 
percent higher than in the same period in 2020, and 64 percent higher than in 
2019.58 Senator Ossoff asked Director Wray to determine the root causes of 
increased violence and to “refine” his assessments of measures intended to keep 
Georgians safe, and he also asked for the results of that evaluation. Director Wray 
ostensibly attributed the rise in violence to the widespread impact of COVID-19, 
including unemployment, decreased prison sentences and corresponding inmate 
releases, the prevalence of illegal firearms and interstate firearm trafficking, 
and staffing shortages in countless urban police departments. By June 2023, 
however, Warnock, Ossoff, and Rep. Jamaal Bowman, a progressive House 
Democrat from New York, spoke out about the arrest of three board members 
of the Atlanta Solidarity Fund. “These tactics, coupled with the limited public 
information provided so far,” Warnock contended, “can have a chilling effect on 
nonviolent, constitutionally-protected free speech activities those of us in the 
fight for justice have been engaged in for years.” Furthermore, Warnock argued 
that the arrests illustrate the fears and concerns that organizers and community 
members have voiced on the topic of being overpoliced and underserved vis-à-vis 
the militarization of police in Georgia.59 Additionally, after months of silence, 
Senator Warnock issued a letter to the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 
expressing concern over the potentiality of activists’ First Amendment rights 
being violated by the exceedingly questionable terrorism charges being leveled 
against them. In the letter, he asked DHS to clarify whether it has designated 
Stop Cop City activists as “domestic violent extremists,” as the governor and 
Atlanta police department have claimed the federal department has, and to pass 
down that clarification to Georgia law enforcement. Even while raising these 
concerns, however, Warnock bent over backwards to praise the law enforcement 
involved in the case.60
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Mayor Andre Dickens joined U.S. Senator Jon Ossoff to announce $30 mil-
lion in infrastructure upgrades to make downtown Atlanta streets safer. Warnock, 
Ossoff, and Williams were all praised by the mayor for their assistance in helping 
to deliver $30 million through the bipartisan infrastructure law’s Safe Streets for 
All program to improve safety for pedestrians and bikers in downtown Atlanta. 
“Our vision of transportation in Atlanta is safe, multi-modal and sustainable,” 
said Mayor Dickens. “These federal dollars, combined with the commitment 
made by voters through our Moving Atlanta Forward infrastructure program, 
will transform Central Avenue and Pryor Street into safe corridors that connect 
the Southside and the BeltLine to our Downtown. Thank you to the Biden 
Administration and Sen. Ossoff, Sen. Warnock and Rep. Williams for continuing 
to invest in making Atlanta a city built for the future.”61

While currently under construction, most of the plans for the Cop City 
facility were sparked by a startling uptick in major crimes coinciding with the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic not only in the metro Atlanta area but in 
countless other cities across the United States. But even as the worst of both the 
pandemic and the crime surge have subsided, it is probably best to envision the 
Cop City project as a metropolitan police academy on steroids. The complex, 
which will be nestled where a forest once breathed, is much more than a “police 
training center” but is primed to become, as Davarian Baldwin and Joshua 
Clover argue, a veritable university dedicated to American urban policing.62 
Easily among the largest of its kind, the Cop City campus will feature an array of 
learning facilities: a shooting range, a driving obstacle course, a mock cityscape for 
developing advanced tactics and techniques for “urban-police training,” but also 
classrooms and an auditorium. To further illustrate, the most recent Census of 
Law Enforcement Training Academies (CLETA) survey conducted by the Bureau 
of Justice Statistics in 2018 revealed that, among the 615 academies included in 
the census, 39 percent of them were affiliated with a postsecondary institution 
and constituted the single largest category of academy affiliation. Specifically, 6.8 
percent of the academies were associated with four-year colleges and universities, 
while 32.2 percent were associated with two-year colleges. Additionally, CLETA 
survey results also revealed that 50 percent of the police academies indicated an 
associate degree was offered through the academy, and 9.2 percent responded that 
a bachelor’s degree was offered through the academy. To make matters worse, not 
only are colleges and universities at least partially funding and legitimating the 
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degree credentials for these police academies nationwide, but there is also the fact 
that nearly 50 percent of the basic-training curriculum used by them is dedicated 
to such areas as criminal procedures, patrol tactics, strategic driving, lethal and 
nonlethal weapons training, martial arts, and defensive tactics as opposed to just 5 
percent of curricular offerings being devoted to creative problem solving, cultural 
diversity, interpersonal communication, conflict de-escalation, and legal ethics.63 
Baldwin and Clover’s provocative essay exemplifies why and how Atlanta’s Cop 
City development should concern scholars to the extent police academies are al-
ways already associated with academic institutions of higher education, although 
we do not culturally acknowledge or fully describe them in this manner. Both 
implicitly and explicitly, contemporary U.S. higher education’s myopia toward 
effectively helping facilitate the crisis surrounding police-community relations 
regarding matters of transparency and accountability facilitates what Caitlyn 
Lynch calls “the right to remain violent.”64

The proposed police university, nestled within a major metropolitan 
area already home to several top-tier academic institutions, aims to provide 
instruction for officers in the “most up-to-date methods of community policing, 
including de-escalation tactics and cultural awareness.”65 While most trainees 
will hail from Atlanta or Georgia, it is estimated that roughly 43 percent of 
attending officers will come from other cities and states. According to Dave 
Wilkinson, president of the Atlanta Police Foundation, the nonprofit group 
building the facility, Cop City is being touted as “a beacon for what we call 
21st-century policing.” For those who somehow think Cop City will not affect 
them, it must be considered that at least 40 percent of police officers trained 
there will come from all around the nation.

In June 2023, concerned Atlantans shattered the record for participant 
turnout as thousands lined up en masse at a city council meeting to voice their 
opposition to the construction of Cop City. Ultimately, the Atlanta City Council 
voted 11–4 to approve, but the contentious vote occurred after a SWAT team 
raided the Atlanta Solidarity Fund and arrested three people who had been 
raising money to bail out protesters opposed to Cop City, charging them with 
money laundering and charity fraud. If Atlanta’s prosecutors can quell the First 
Amendment activities of the protesters, other states might follow the state of 
Georgia’s lead.66 As one of the three people arrested in the SWAT raid, Atlanta 
Solidarity Fund organizer Marlon Kautz denounced the charges as “malicious 
political prosecutions” with the intent to “suppress a political movement.”67
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As with many higher-education institutions, funding for the Cop City 
project comes from private and public sources. When the project was originally 
conceived, the city was expected to pay $33 million, with the foundation and 
its donor network contributing the remainder of the budget. However, the 
initial proposed plan also indicated the Atlanta municipal government would 
pay another $1.2 million annually for the next thirty years earmarked to cover 
debt for the Atlanta Police Foundation. Therefore, it now appears that Atlanta’s 
city hall is expected to pay as much as $67 million. It is important to note that 
the mounting public cost is roughly double the figure initially reported in late 
2021 when the proposal was first authorized and follows more than two years 
of forceful opposition far and wide despite little transparency and ostensibly no 
recourse for Atlanta’s voters. While city officials quite defensively argued that this 
was always the expected budget and the center’s critics and opponents simply had 
been mistaken, it was not until a consortium of local journalists known as the 
Atlanta Community Press Collective audited the numbers that there had been 
any real effort made to rebut these accusations.68

Conclusion: Why the Stop Cop City Movement Matters

As indicated above, the Stop Cop City campaign builds on a history of commu-
nity organizers and social justice activists challenging the neoliberal onslaught 
of environmental destruction as well as an effort for criminal justice reform to 
reframe the “defund the police” debate in quite literal and materialistic terms. 
This movement offers a wide range of innovative solutions to restore blighted 
and redlined Black neighborhoods, helping to heal communities through efforts 
ranging from reforestation to municipal reparations. Since urban apartheid was 
a sociological trend intentionally erected by human minds and hands alike, this 
system can be intentionally dismantled in the very same manner. Moreover, the 
Cop City controversy demonstrates that America cannot even begin to reckon 
with the reality that Black lives matter until it also recognizes how the ecology 
of urban Black communities and neighborhoods matter as well.

In “This Is the Atlanta Way: A Primer on Cop City,” Micah Herskind writes, 
“Cop City is the Atlanta ruling class’s chosen solution to a set of interrelated crises 
produced by decades of organized abandonment in the city.”69 Writing about 
these perceived “crises” as part and parcel of urban lived reality, Ruth Wilson 
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Gilmore defines the concept as “instability that can be fixed only through radical 
measures, which include developing new relationships and new or renovated 
institutions out of what already exists.”70 “It’s all hands on deck for the forces of 
the prison industrial complex, the forces of capitalism,” argues Herskind, who 
further states, “they are willing to use any and all tactics and tools available to 
them, whether that’s literal murder, whether that’s trying to deter the broader 
movement by slapping people with domestic terrorism charges.” Therefore, 
regarding the effort to resist the construction of Cop City, Herskind notes that “as 
environmental catastrophe is upon us, I think the forces of capital are organizing 
themselves.” Ultimately, the Stop Cop City movement in Atlanta illustrates an 
initial example of a broader spectrum of urban geopolitical provocations possibly 
taking shape in the not-too-distant future. This examination of the influences, 
issues, and impact surrounding this unlikely protest campaign outlines a new 
political vocabulary for modern policing and urban community relations as well 
as a bolder reimagining of what it means to be a product of one’s environment 
in a more potent and profound manner. Most of all, this project concludes 
with an all-purpose call to broaden the theoretical frameworks, methodological 
approaches, and empirical datasets related to racial geopolitics of urban space to 
achieve a broader decolonization of current social scientific research by pursuing 
an agenda emanating from an interdisciplinary albeit heterodox engagement with 
history, political geography, urban studies, planning, architecture, sociology, 
anthropology, and environmental studies among others.

On the most granular level imaginable, the struggle facing the Stop Cop City 
movement not only has been a conflict over a large swath of woodlands in the city 
of Atlanta but also a battle for the future of community control of cities. It is a 
struggle over who the city is for: the city’s corporate actors and state ruling-class 
elites who have demanded that Cop City be built, or the people of Atlanta 
who have consistently voiced their ire and opposition to being undervalued 
and overpoliced and thus are demanding a better, more equitable path for the 
city’s future. It is a fight over who the city belongs to, over who is welcome to 
live and enjoy life here and who is expected to simply languish and labor for the 
diminished expectations of life, liberty, and the prospect of happiness (not merely 
its pursuit) while under constant surveillance.71 The Stop Cop City movement 
as a merger of ecojustice, police abolitionism, fair housing, and economic justice 
movements is all those things.
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Covid-19,” an informal settlement, aptly named for being established 
during the pandemic lockdown in the year 2020, is located in the 
Driftsands Nature Reserve with the Kuils River flowing through it 
in the Cape Town metropolitan area in South Africa. The settlement 

composed of informal shack dwellings is home to thousands, with reported 
numbers ranging from eleven thousand to twenty-seven thousand people settling 
on what the City of Cape Town has argued is private land.1 According to the 
Cape Town Green Map website, Driftsands is “a provincial nature reserve run 
by CapeNature Conservation” that provides “environmental education activities 
and is strategically located in an area where it can provide access to nature for 
impoverished communities. Driftsands also protects remnants of endangered 
vegetation types Cape Flats Dune Strandveld.”2

In 2016, I visited the reserve and met with the manager who was rather 
hesitant to speak to me; in hindsight, this was due to the complexities of managing 
a space fraught with various forms of conflict including whether the protection 
of plants and species should supersede people’s access to land for settlement, 
especially in a part of the city that has significant levels of poverty and violence. 
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The Driftsands is a nine hundred hectare reserve located in one of the most 
densely populated areas of Cape Town characterized by informal and low-cost 
housing, with the population facing significant socioeconomic and health 
challenges. As such, during my visit to the reserve, the discussion of the role of 
a nature reserve located in such a landscape, on the margins of a city marred by 
high levels of inequality, ensued. The plan was to provide a “multi-functional 
urban park, combining biodiversity conservation with job creation and local 
economic development” (capenature.co.za).3 However, according to the nature 
reserve manager, the biggest threat to the conservation efforts, particularly to the 
endangered Strandveld fynbos were so-called land invasions, brought on by a 
rapidly expanding urban population. A few years later, the perceived threat is now 
a reality with the establishment of the “Covid-19” settlement within the reserve.

This settlement, one of many that sprung up during the pandemic lockdown, 
has been a site of contention and different forms of violence since its inception. 
Eviction notices were served in June 2022 resulting in protests, which led to a 
clash between residents and the police with rubber bullets fired at protestors who 
blocked the entrance to the nature reserve. In February 2023, four people were 
shot and killed under unknown circumstances, with residents fearing to go out 
and help because of the lack of streetlights in the area. In June 2023, the residents 
feared disease outbreak as the settlement is located on seasonal wetlands that are 
inundated during Cape Town’s winters, which are the peak rainfall periods in the 
year. As the area has no formal sanitation services, residents feared that human 
waste disposed of in the vicinity would enter their homes, posing serious health 
risks. In September 2023, four people were electrocuted and died as homes had 
illegal electricity connections and were flooded during a storm when the banks 
of the Kuils River were breached.

So-called land invasions in South Africa are commonplace; however, accord-
ing to those in power and the mainstream press, since the coronavirus outbreak, 
there had been a staggering rise in “illegal” land occupations, while ignoring the 
long history of land dispossession under colonialism and apartheid. Colonialism 
and apartheid shaped the significant economic and geographical divisions 
in contemporary South Africa. Those who lack the financial means to secure 
accommodation will find a place to live by any means necessary, particularly 
in urban areas where one is likely to find paid work. In Cape Town, under the 
COVID-19 lockdown restrictions, many residents lost their jobs and income, 
meaning they could no longer afford to pay their rent; therefore spaces like 
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the Covid-19 informal settlement, and another called “Sanitizer” next to it (an 
example of South Africans’ sense of humor even in tough times), emerged across 
the city where they could live rent free.

While the Covid-19 settlement exemplifies the statement COVID-19 has 
made visible the fault lines of inequality in society, for many residents across the 
globe, these fault lines were always visible in the toxic landscapes in which they 
have lived. For instance, in my PhD research, I refer to residents living a few 
kilometers upstream near the Kuils River having complained about respiratory 
problems since the reopening of a steel processing plant owned by DHT Holding, 
trading as Cisco. The plant originally operated from 1960 to 2010 and was shut 
down until it was bought by DHT Holding in 2012. In this period, the Kuils 
River was largely farmland and had a significant buffer area between the steel mill 
and residential areas. However, when the mill shut down, housing developments 
sprung up in the area, and the buffer area between the mill and residential area 
had decreased to about seventy meters when the mill reopened in 2018. While 
the health of residents living in the area is cause for concern, city officials and 
the owner of the mill are hesitant in linking the growing respiratory issues to 
the mill, as there is “no proof ” of a direct link to the plant’s emissions. DHT 
Holding argues that a significant 550 million rand from the company and an 
additional 230 million rand from the Department of Trade and Industry went 
into upgrading the facility, which included improving emissions from the plant. 
Moreover, the plant provides three hundred jobs, which can ultimately improve 
the lives of locals. In 2019, the City of Cape Town’s own air quality officer on the 
other hand stated that the lack of a buffer zone between the steel mill and the 
Kuils River residential area was a “land-use planning disaster.”4

Not only were residents concerned about the air and noise pollution from 
the mill, a study conducted by Shezi et al. in preschool facilities around industrial 
operations in the Kuils River area showed that contamination in the soil samples 
collected from the gardens of some of the study areas existed. For Shezi et al., 
“The health index (HI) for non-carcinogenic effects showed the ingestion route 
as the main contributor to the total risk, with cumulative carcinogenic risk 
exceeding the maximum acceptable level.”5 At some of the preschools, arsenic 
and zinc were found to exceed Canadian soil reference levels (but below South 
African reference levels). However, because of the types of soils characteristic 
in the area, which are sandy and often acidic, “heavy metals are more soluble in 
acids, and therefore acidification may increase bioaccumulation of heavy metals 



172 | Nikiwe Solomon

and result in increased exposure.”6 The city’s response was that they had noted 
the study, highlighting that “there are a number of historic sources that could 
have led to the findings; . . . the study did not identify CISCO as the source of all 
the pollutants.” They also stated that they “head [sic] the study recommendations 
when it comes to authorising further listed activities in the area that could impact 
of [sic] heavy metals surface contamination of the Kuils River area,”7 reinforcing 
their stance from previous years that there is no proof of a direct link between 
contamination of the area and the steel mill.

If there is already reluctance to conclude that contamination of the soil 
could be from the mill, justifying an investigation into how pollution has affected 
different bodies (water, multiple species to name a few), transporting sediments 
in water, air, dust, mud, downstream, and into the ocean, would prove even 
more difficult than proving harm to humans. In addition, it would be even more 
difficult to prove that the area of Kuils River that had some of the highest COVID 
infection rates in the city were because of their proximity to polluting industries.8

The focus has been rather to shift the blame to individual behavior. And 
yet, a study by Cole et al. shows that there is compelling evidence of a positive 
relationship between air pollution and COVID-19 cases, hospital admissions, and 
death.9 Studies have shown that long-term exposure to air pollution was related 
to increased hospitalization, experience of severe COVID-19, and likelihood of 
death as air pollution is known to increase the numbers or the intensity of cardio-
vascular and respiratory disease, which are known to increase the susceptibility 
to the virus.10 Other studies conducted during the SARS outbreak showed that 
increased air pollution could be linked to poorer outcomes of infection such as 
hospitalization and death.11

Rupa and Patel argue that constant exposure to toxic environments some-
times results in a chronic systemic inflammatory response, where the body’s 
immune system breaks down, diminishing its ability to “repair damage and restore 
homoeostasis,” a state in which the body operates at its optimum levels.12 Constant 
inflammation of the body due to nongenetic drivers of health and illness through-
out a lifetime, called the exposome, can include “chemical, social, psychological, 
ecological, historical, political, and biological elements that determine whether 
aging cells will become drivers of chronic systemic inflammation.”13 When the 
immune system is shaped by the exposome, its reaction to a virus like COVID 
pushes it into an overdrive of inflammation. The authors argue that severe 
COVID is expressed in socially oppressed groups, where the socioeconomic and 
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environmental exposome impact is immediate but also changeable. But for those 
who live these precarious lives, the exposome is not optional; it is systematic.14

The response from the city and operators of the steel mill raises the question: 
Does a corporate entity’s right to operate and conduct business outweigh citizens’ 
rights to a clean environment and good health? No precautionary measures were 
taken to ensure the health and safety of the human and multispecies communities 
in the areas where toxic sediments could be transported through the air, water, 
and other vectors, thereby exposing them to slow forms of violence and a health 
risk that could lead to premature death.15

Steve Lerner proposes a compelling argument for why prevailing environ-
mental management must be reexamined to place emphasis on the precautionary 
principle, prevention, and commensurate protection.16 This argument, the result 
of two years of research and work with twelve communities in the middle of 
toxic “sacrifice zones” in the United States, is backed by irrefutable evidence that 
not all Americans are created equal.17 Lerner’s book, Sacrifice Zones, reveals that 
one of the most important indicators of an individual’s health is their ZIP code, 
which corresponds to histories of segregation between communities of color and 
white communities.18 For Lerner, this pattern of unequal protections constitutes 
environmental racism, as these spaces are often occupied by low-income people 
of color,19 a trend we also see in the Cape Town context. In such spaces, the 
well-being of people and the environment are sidelined in the name of “economic 
development” and “progress,” often brought about by technical proposals and 
responses assumed to be objective and neutral.20

Zones of Sacrifice and Slow Violence

In both cases, in the Covid-19 settlement and the Kuils River neighborhood, time 
and place matter. Rupa and Patel highlight that “experiencing daily trauma at the 
hands of law enforcement, acute hunger, discrimination, forced displacement, and 
disproportionate exposure to toxins—it all makes people sick. If every diagnosis 
is a story, and every story begins with ‘once upon a time in a faraway place,’ the 
specific time and place matter.”21 The cases of the Covid-19 settlement and the 
Kuils River neighborhood provide insight into experiences of living with the 
polluted landscapes and what some call “fortress conservation,”22 its impacts on 
people’s health, and the difficulties they have in proving that harm in the age of the 
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Anthropocene. While residents of the area expressed their concerns, by speaking 
to reporters, protesting, and many different avenues, the response was fixated on 
the science of numbers and what the numbers were assumed to portray. Because 
these numbers are seen as fact and drawn from scientific fact, they often do not 
take into account the actual experiences of living with the pollutants represented 
by these numbers. Listening to experiences of people is often not recognized or 
considered within the realms of scientific knowledge production, which is more 
focused on data.

The Anthropocene, the era in which humans have significantly altered the 
Earth’s spheres, is often seen as occupying two different realms: one of science and 
measurement that calls for pragmatic objective enquiry, and the other of the mind 
and body that elicits moral responses and “behaviour change.”23 If these realms 
remain separate, how we think of geological time in the social sciences could 
render the environment and geological relations as a space of dormancy until 
humans came along. Yet as evidenced by many geological periods over millions 
of years, the environment is above all else a temporal feature in constant flux, 
and it is never the same from moment to moment. When Cape Town’s geology, 
environmental connections, and flows are rendered to the background of the 
human experience, what Aime Cesaire calls “thingified,”24 the Driftsands Nature 
Reserve and the soils and air of the Kuils River neighborhood are regarded simply 
as space, and the geochemical processes that make these landscapes possible get no 
attention. The flows and ebbs that make lives and worlds possible or impossible 
are invisibilized, and using the same logics that justified colonialism, the kinds 
of harm enacted on it are justified because the spaces are “empty” spaces of no 
significance.

Environmental health and human health have been shown by researchers to 
be inextricably linked,25 but the complexities of providing evidence of environ-
mental harm to a specific standard of both evidence and direct causality mean 
that such an association is easily disregarded. Strategies for environmental man-
agement often overlook knowledge claims by the communities that live in toxic 
spaces or the research findings of scientists that focus on the impact of pollution 
on people and multispecies communities. This makes certain populations and 
geographies vulnerable to environmental sacrifice.26

Rob Nixon interprets this type of interaction between time and environmen-
tal degradation using the concept of slow violence. Violence is often understood 
as spectacular and immediate, but Nixon reminds us that it need not be to have 
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damaging consequences.27 Slow violence is often a result of uneven social con-
ditions, largely through the colonial project of displacement and dispossession. 
Those most impacted are often the marginalized members of society, settled in 
hazardous spaces through discriminatory geological categorizations.

Sacrifice zones are often located in edge-dwelling communities made up 
primarily of people of color with low incomes, or are hot spots of chemical 
pollution, where residents live in close proximity to industrial areas or heavily 
polluted streams (such as the Kuils).28 In South Africa, these areas also lack 
adequate housing, water, and sanitation infrastructure. As Davies suggests, these 
patterns of unequal services and protections often constitute environmental 
racism, demonstrating that environmental justice is not just a “poverty thing” but 
is a result of systemic and institutional patterns of inequality that are swept under 
the rug of democracy.29 I argue that how this is enacted is a form of violence on 
human and multispecies communities, some explicit and visible and others as 
forms of slow violence, which is cumulative and has potentially cascading effects. 
Rob Nixon refers to slow violence as a violence that

occurs gradually and out of sight, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed 
as violence at all. Violence is customarily conceived as an event or action that is 
immediate in time, explosive and spectacular in space, and as erupting into instant 
sensational visibility. We need, I believe, to engage a different kind of violence, a 
violence that is neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but rather incremental and 
accretive, its calamitous repercussions playing out across a range of temporal scales.30

For whom is this violence gradual and out of sight, Davies asks.31

The Kuils River community has been intensely frustrated, because not 
enough was done with any urgency to alleviate the problems of pollution as this 
would affect production cycles and profitability margins of industries in the area. 
Therefore, while the operation of industries is deemed necessary to societal goals 
of development (more often than not determined and imposed by society’s elite), 
they have often resulted in the creation of sacrifice zones where lives (human, 
flora, and fauna) are regarded as cheap and disposable in the interests of economic 
and political opportunity.

City planning in Cape Town was historically designed to provide services to 
an elite white and wealthy minority through infrastructure such as roads, water 
pipes, sewage removal pipes, and power lines; the city offered limited services 
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to people of color. The neighborhoods for people of color were also placed in 
landscapes in close proximity to industries, not only for the supply of labor, but 
also because these spaces were seen as unproductive under colonial and apartheid 
regimes. The disparity in services provided and environmental protections offered 
to wealthy (mostly white) residents and low-income (mostly colored and Black) 
residents produces different versions of urban living. The racial necropolitics of 
settlement patterns in the city shows landscapes along the Kuils River are embed-
ded with differentiated experiences, resulting in covert and difficult-to-prove cases 
of harm. Limiting the epistemics of harm to proof of direct causality, as required 
by the rhetorical statements of City of Cape Town political leaders and officials, 
enacts a form of necropolitics. Mbembe describes necropolitics as the ultimate 
expression of power by a sovereign (or state), deciding who thrives and who does 
not.32 By exploring the necropolitics of the Kuils River landscapes, we can see how 
exposure to chemical pollutants, poor and inadequate infrastructure, and “fortress 
conservation” along the river create harmful spaces that are a perpetual threat to 
the well-being of people and the environment. These threats are experienced in 
covert and limiting ways, making it difficult to prove harm and giving the state the 
power to determine what should be deemed life-threatening and what should not.

Mbembe’s argument of necropolitics, an extension of Michel Foucault’s 
notion of biopower,33 which expresses the power to control, manage, and 
determine life, is useful in understanding the dynamics at play for the Covid-19 
settlement and the Kuils River community. In these cases, biopower and necro-
politics are manifest in the centuries of displacement of people of color and the 
ongoing destruction of the environment, exposing communities (human and 
other-than-human) to hazardous landscapes through covert forms of violence. 
The violence enacted on such populations and multispecies communities is con-
sidered slow and subtle, often gaslighting its victims though a lack of catastrophic 
or spectacular evidence to demonstrate injury. Under the guise of economic 
development, the rhetoric of conservation, and urban renewal programs (and 
by extension citizens’ lives), the paradoxical nature of the destruction of other 
lives and systems is not seen or is ignored.

Mbembe argues that such violence does not originate from a single event 
or power but is entangled in a complex assemblage of capitalist structures, 
government authority, and corporate and legislative power.34 In such cases, 
environmental harm is often not intentional, but the result of environmental 
management and of scientific, governance, and neoliberalism machinations.35 
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This is often informed by how society and the environment are seen as separate, 
with material flows between the two invisibilized, ignored, or just undermined. 
What happens when the environment is seen as just space, something out there? 
It becomes easy to place borders, fences, boundaries enforced through policing or 
fines, criminalizing already vulnerable groups. It is easier to dismiss claims of harm 
when the wind blows dangerous dust into preschools and homes, or when water 
moves toxic sediments down the river. As such, the concept of urban metabolism 
becomes key to understanding human relationships to the environment.36 Urban 
metabolism refers to the material and energy flows in cities that are shaped by 
social, economic, and environmental forces to create a complex system. Clarke 
and Foster’s adaptation of Karl Marx’s notion of the metabolic rift is useful for 
thinking about this imposed separation between people and the environment 
under modernity.37 For Clarke and Foster, the metabolic rift is a result of the 
alienation of people from the Earth and Earth cycles, and this can be used to 
explain the rise in global ecological crises.38

Governance of Space as  
Governance of Territory or Flow?

Urban environmental management in the city is dominated by scientific and 
engineering approaches and solutions to environmental problems that emanate 
from what are claimed to be “objective” standpoints. However, these so-called 
objective approaches are not neutral, but are a result of a social, political, and 
cultural imagination of the environment as just space from which we derive 
“ecosystem services.” When the environment is presented as a singular unified 
object that exists in a landscape out there in “nature” for extraction by humans, 
the landscapes are presented as “just space,” taking it out of its relationships to 
people and multispecies communities.39 Drawing on one perspective of what 
these landscapes are and what their role in the city is imagined to be makes 
invisible the complex urban ecology in which service delivery protests are many, 
infrastructure is failing, wetlands and biodiversity are declining, the climate 
is changing, and new forms of chemicals are entering into the environment. 
Understanding these connections—the urban flows of air, water, chemicals, 
nutrients, and energy entangled with our own bodies—is therefore important if 
we are to respond carefully and justly in the time of the Anthropocene.
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The call is therefore for a regime shift from governance of landscapes as 
territory, bound in space and time, to a governance that centers flows not only 
through landscapes, but also through time. Shifting the concern from how to 
control, manage, and predict human entanglements with the environment, to 
concern of things flowing through geographies, bodies, infrastructures, politics, 
economies, and time, places well-being of people and environments as a priority. 
Bodies are inflamed when they are exposed to a constant barrage of threats, so 
how we take care and repair matters. COVID has shown us why this matters. For 
Rupa and Patel, to center care in a time of climate crisis and pandemics requires 
a reframing of liberal questions of property of “Who gets what?” into “Who 
does what?” alongside “Who has had what done to them?”40 These concerns 
alongside understanding relationships and flows begin the work of repairing 
injuries resulting from hundreds of years of harm caused by colonial encounter. 
Healing and repair require a reconfiguration of cosmologies that allow for the 
intricate links between humans and the environment to set center stage, and not 
to exist as separate.
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Future Tense
The Role of Race, Risk, and  
Environmental Justice

Helen Bond

The Smithsonian Science for Global Goals “Environmental Justice!” 
community research guide was developed by the Smithsonian Science 
Education Center and partners to heighten awareness of environmental 
justice that leads to informed action. The guide was implemented 

in two classrooms at Howard University Middle School of Mathematics and 
Science located in Washington, D.C., the capital city in the United States. The 
school serves an urban population of students between the ages of twelve and 
fourteen and is located on the campus of Howard University, a historically 
Black college and university (HBCU) located in the U.S. capital city. While 
HBCUs educate students from around the world, their principal mission is to 
educate African Americans. This study was conducted within two classrooms at 
Howard University Middle School of Mathematics and Science. The Smithsonian 
Science for Global Goals “Environmental Justice!” community research guide 
specifically centers justice within disadvantaged communities and includes 
activities linking personal and community identities, exploring relationality 
with the environment, and connecting environmental situations with health 
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outcomes. Due to preexisting disparities, communities of color in the United 
States often face disproportionate environmental impacts. Children and youth 
are particularly vulnerable to the cumulative burden of environmental hazards.

This essay draws from pretest and posttest surveys, student interviews and 
artifacts to interrogate the role of race, risk, and environmental injustice. The 
research problematizes dominant narratives of environmental education as less 
inclusive and overly focused on exploitative forms of economic development. We 
hypothesize that with increased knowledge and understanding of environmental 
issues  in their own community, African American students are more likely 
to perceive and understand risk and resilience in crisis contexts. This study is 
framed in crisis literature and contextualized in a world that has experienced a 
global pandemic amid human-induced climate change. Ignoring the impact of 
these phenomena would constitute an incomplete analysis. Any investigation 
of environmental injustice must be considered in tandem with the COVID-19 
pandemic or as an important backdrop to it. Scholars have called for increased 
cross-disciplinary research that considers both the pandemic and the climate 
crisis as important context.

We examine the interconnections between risk, race, and environmental 
injustice by examining the nature of perceptions that urban middle school 
students have regarding the environment. Responding to risk is dependent on 
how we perceive and understand that risk. Risk communication and mitigation 
education during crises like COVID-19 and climate change will require accurate 
information, trust, and behavior change. How we perceive and understand 
risk can partly impact our willingness to change our behavior in response to it. 
Environmental denialism is often a response to the instability brought on by a lack 
of trust or knowledge, or the inability to perceive and calculate risk. However, 
we found no evidence of climate change denial in this study.

We ask students what motivates them to act or to engage in pro-environmen-
tal behavior (PEB), especially in an era fraught with crisis. We use the concept 
of “risk society” to focus on community resilience and impact. Community 
resilience is the capacity of individuals and households in a community to 
absorb shock, endure, and recover from multiple waves of crises. High levels of 
exposure to community violence is a known risk factor for a number of negative 
outcomes throughout childhood into adulthood. Both COVID-19 and the 
ongoing climate crises create disproportionate exposure and impact in African 
American communities and neighborhoods.1
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The Role of Race, Risk, and Education in Crisis

When disasters occur, recovery depends on individuals who are part of larger 
supportive communities to bounce back. The community’s ability to withstand 
the effects of shock often depends on preexisting conditions, levels of prepared-
ness, and the agency to take informed action.2 In order to facilitate resilience 
and higher levels of preparedness, state and local governments can identify 
communities where additional resources and information might be deployed 
to mitigate the impact. However, preparedness plans are only as effective as 
communities are to receive them. Communities that have been discriminated 
against, devastated by toxic pollution, denied resources, and redlined are less 
receptive to policy tools and have less capacity and trust needed to implement 
them.

For example, a 1987 report by the United Church of Christ Commission 
for Racial Justice found that toxic waste dumps were more likely to be located 
in minority neighborhoods in the United States.3 Race was identified as a major 
factor in the decision-making process. The Commission for Racial Justice 
concluded that the hazardous waste exposed unknowing communities of African 
Americans, Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans, Pacific Islanders, and Native 
Americans to toxic waste. The Commission for Racial Justice partnered with poor 
and Black communities in Warren County, North Carolina, to protest locating a 
PCB disposal landfill near their communities. Similar racialized health inequities 
were also evidenced during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Commission for Racial Justice 1987 findings are also supported by 
more recent data that shed light on patterns of systemic inequality. The United 
Nations Sustainable Development Solutions Network (UN SDSN) released “In 
the Red: The U.S. Failure to Deliver on a Promise of Racial Equality,” an index 
that measures the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
based on how well U.S. states deliver the goals to the least served racial groups. 
The findings show that on average, SDG delivery is highly unequal with white 
communities receiving resources and services at a rate approximately three times 
that of nonwhite communities.4

Likewise, the Commission for Racial Justice found that the voices of poor 
and minority communities were not included in the decision-making regarding 
the location of toxic waste sites in their communities. The environmental and 
climate movement has historically prioritized the needs and concerns of the 
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white middle and upper classes in the United States. In “The Whiteness of 
Green: Racialization and Environmental Education,” Sheelah McLean argues 
that whiteness continues to be the dominant narrative within environmental 
education in the Canadian context, much like the U.S. context. She further 
argues that environmental education curriculum often does not attempt to be 
antiracist, but instead adopts a postracial frame, where sustainable development 
is the solution for inequality and underdevelopment. Such a narrative is often 
centered around progress that legitimizes conquest and delegitimizes solutions 
that challenge racialized structures and systems.5

This postracial frame within certain sectors of the environmental move-
ment community has persisted, albeit with a much stronger justice core. Its 
forerunner, the conservation movement, shifted from forest protection to an 
ecology frame of environmentalism and sustainable development. A question 
about forest protection was included in a survey to students as one way to tap 
into the lasting impact of the conservation movement on school curricula. A 
postracial or color-blind framework to the environmental movement can give 
the impression that certain racial and ethnic communities are less concerned 
about the environment and instead more concerned with racial discrimination. 
This singular reasoning denies the impact of multiple intersecting identities 
and overlapping crises.

Intersectionality is key to merging environmental justice with an antiracist 
framework. An intersectional frame alleviates tension between nature and racial 
justice by recognizing that both are integral to achieving sustainable outcomes. 
A merged frame combines solutions that are more structural (restricting waste 
sites in minority communities) with more individualistic actions (recycling and 
planting trees).6 Merged framing recognizes that environmental justice is racial 
justice and racial justice is climate justice. Otherwise, racialized stereotypes may be 
used to justify environmental injustices that feed the narrative that minorities are 
less connected to nature, and therefore less deserving of claims of environmental 
degradation in their communities.

Similar nature-based racialized narratives emerged during the COVID-19 
crisis. One was that that African Americans were genetically immune to the 
virus. Stories about mythologized immunity proliferated among social media, 
even as African Americans were beginning to contract and die of the virus at 
increasingly disproportionate numbers.7 The numbers of deaths in Africa were 
initially used as evidence. Historian Rana Hogarth argues in Medicalizing 
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Blackness: Making Racial Difference in the Atlantic World, 1780–1840 that 
these myths of presupposed Black immunity were essentially justification 
claims designed to highlight racial difference and justify fitness for slavery.8 
Presupposed claims of immunity during COVID-19 justified Black people’s 
fitness as essential workers shielded from the virus by the mere color of their 
skin. Race was deployed to communicate fitness for lower-skilled labor deemed 
essential during a time of crisis.

The concept of essential workers was also deployed during the COVID-19 
pandemic. These workers were less likely to have a college degree, have less access 
to quality health care, and more likely to be Black, Hispanic, or other people 
of color. Despite their designation as essential, these low-income workers were 
concentrated among the poor, disenfranchised, and women and men of color.9 
These workers were required to assume high levels of risk. These risks included 
assaults to their health and sometimes person, financial risk, and familial risks 
by repeated exposure to a deadly virus. According to the American Psychological 
Association, about three in ten essential workers indicated that their mental 
health had suffered during the pandemic. More than half noted that they engaged 
in unhealthy eating and lifestyle habits during this time.10 Essential workers were 
inducted into the Department of Labor’s Hall of Honor in 2022 in recognition 
of their sacrifices during the pandemic.

We set out to discover how African American middle school students 
understand risk in relation to nature and to their communities. Misconceptions 
and inaccurate communication can emerge during a crisis threatening societal 
cohesion and heightening risk. This raises the importance of education that 
centers race and justice, not only for sustainable development, but also for disaster 
risk reduction education. In our study, we were particularly interested in how 
connected students felt to nature and nature-based solutions and what builds 
those connections.

We also wanted to measure how students might self-report or self-describe 
their relationship to the natural world using a variety of crisis scenarios, that 
is, scenarios that juxtapose progress against nature. Does building new roads 
justify cutting down trees? Our research demonstrated that these communities 
are concerned about environmental justice in their own and other communities. 
They are also concerned about health and economic injustices and injustices 
perpetrated by the U.S. criminal justice system that put them and their commu-
nities at further risk.
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We finally argue that an understanding of crisis and risk management is 
particularly relevant here. Understanding crisis is needed to achieve the goal 
of societal and community resilience and cohesion. Community resilience is 
based on trust. This raises the question of what motivates action among youth 
and vulnerable minorities. How can trust be increased to leverage the strength 
of communities and youth for informed action? This happened sporadically 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. How might this happen for the ongoing crisis 
of climate change? What is the role of education in this process?

A crisis is not a point in time, but an emerging threat assessment that 
can further destabilize sustainable development. Crises are embedded in the 
conditions that give rise to them. Understanding the interrelated nature of these 
conditions (economic, social, environmental, and health) are central to this 
essay. The concept of crisis is based upon a risk society, that is, a society that is 
layered with emergent risks in areas such as the financial, political, technological, 
environmental, health, and global sectors.11 All societies are risk societies, but may 
or may not transition into crisis. Some social scientists refer to these emergent 
risks as social and environmental disruptions. These disruptions can be short-term 
with long-range consequences like toxic smoke pollution from drifting wildfires. 
Long-term disruptions like the COVID-19 pandemic serve as ruptures to the 
fabric of society that have generational consequences. The concept of rupture is 
being used for specific and intense episodes of change.12

In an emergency, education functions as a humanitarian response. Even in a 
crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic, education often remained a key priority 
for communities.13 The expectation of participating in schooling is a routine 
that helps anchor children and families in their newfound circumstances. The 
consistency and predictability of going to school whether online or in person 
serves multiple purposes; the continuation of learning is important even if the 
format is different. Second, the curriculum can better serve students and their 
families if teachers and school personnel are prepared to help them mitigate risk 
and trauma. Disaster risk reduction education should be a part of the educational 
response so children and youth can better understand what is happening around 
them and stay safe.

The pandemic revealed the interconnectedness between health and well-being 
and the environment and racial justice. This essay describes how the COVID-19 
pandemic was a disruptive event in a warming world. Using an intersectional lens 
to understanding the nature of risk, both crises highlight the need for disaster 
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risk education and education for sustainable development. The danger of mis-
information and lack of trust, preparedness, and critical thinking can heighten 
vulnerability and disaster risk. Disaster risk is a state of heightened vulnerability 
where the potential for loss of life, livelihoods, and access to basic needs, like water, 
food, education, and safety, is at its highest.14

Acquiring knowledge and skills is considered one of the most effective ways 
to reduce personal risk for further harm. Disaster risk education coupled with 
public health awareness, sex education, and risk communication can significantly 
impact people’s readiness and response to emergencies. Resilient development 
is a long-term goal of disaster risk education. Resilient development provides 
children and families with preparedness skills to better anticipate and manage 
crises, but also to help recover from them. Vulnerable populations such as the 
elderly, people with disabilities, and children are often dependent on others for 
safety and security and can be especially at risk during an emergency. Disaster 
risk education is considered one of the most effective and innovative tools to 
increase the perception and understanding of risk among children and youth.15 
Maintaining the regularity of schooling during a disaster and after a disaster 
increases the relevance of education and its short- and long-term effectiveness.16

Research Methodology

Purpose and Participants

The Smithsonian Science Education Center (SSEC) in collaboration with the 
Howard University Middle School of Mathematics and Science conducted 
a study on the impact of the Smithsonian Science for Global Goals “Envi-
ronmental Justice!” curriculum experience with approximately forty Black, 
Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC) students. The school is a public charter 
school and committed to academic excellence, focusing on mathematics and 
science for students aged twelve to fourteen. The demographics of the school 
are approximately 98 percent African American. Students live in Washington, 
D.C., otherwise known as the District of Columbia—the formal designation 
for the U.S. capital city. Howard University Middle School of Mathematics 
and Science is located on the campus of Howard University in Washington, 
D.C. The area is also home to key branches of the U.S. federal government 
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such as the White House, Supreme Court, and the Capitol. The Smithsonian 
is located nearby and is considered one of the largest museum and research 
institutions in the world.

The Smithsonian is a global institution focusing on science, conservation, 
culture, education, and the arts. The SSEC is part of the larger Smithsonian 
Institution that focuses on primary and secondary school education and how 
innovation, inclusion, and sustainability can increase access and help eliminate 
barriers. The SSEC collaborates with higher education institutions and commu-
nities in the United States and across the world, imagining new ways of solving 
problems to help make the planet more safe, just, and sustainable.17

Research Questions

The research questions focus on the impact of the “Environmental Justice!” 
curriculum on students in two classrooms at Howard University Middle School 
of Science and Mathematics. Their interest in science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics (STEM)–related careers was also included in the study but 
is not explored here. A subsequent second set of questions that dealt with the 
impact of the BIPOC role models of the “Environmental Justice!” curriculum was 
also investigated in the original study. The part of the research study reported on 
here measures the degree of importance students place on certain environmental 
problems due to their perceived consequences and impacts. This is also a risk 
perception measurement.

The research study was conducted to answer the following interrelated 
research questions: How does the Smithsonian Science for Global Goals “Envi-
ronmental Justice!” project enable BIPOC school students to:

 ■ acquire knowledge and understanding of environmental issues in their 
own communities, as well as their interconnectedness to local, national, 
and global issues (cognitive);

 ■ develop motivation and willingness to take informed actions 
(socioemotional);

 ■ act effectively and responsibly, recognizing how our choices in one part of 
the world spill over, affecting people and the planet in other parts of the 
world (behavioral).
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Instrument

The Environmental Concern Scale was used to measure the impacts and conse-
quences that promote interest and problem solving around environmental phe-
nomenon. Both variables—impact and consequences—are thought to prompt 
concern that may lead to increased agency and action.18 The Environmental 
Concern Scale measured the degree of importance students place on certain 
environmental problems due to their perceived consequences and impacts. The 
scale ranges from 1 (not important) to 7 (extremely important).

Research Design and Analysis

We used a mixed-methods research (MMR) approach to study the impact of 
the Smithsonian Science for Global Goals “Environmental Justice!” community 
research guide. The guide is a student-facing resource designed to support youth in 
exploring environmental justice topics and problems within their local community. 
The guide includes eight hands-on science activities that help students learn how 
some environments can cause harm to both people, plants, and wildlife. Students 
identify a specific environmental issue and research its causes. To study this mul-
tidimensional phenomenon, we used the MMR approach that employed both 
qualitative and quantitative methods. Explanatory designs, that is, designs that are 
meant to explain how and to what degree something happened or changed or was 
impacted, often use qualitative methods after an initial quantitative engagement 
of the research (i.e., QUANT→QUAL).19 MMR can draw from the strengths of 
both research traditions to help triangulate data and substantiate conclusions.20

For example, pretests were given and analyzed to help guide the follow-up 
focus group discussions. The focus group discussions were used to inform the 
semistructured interviews. Research activities included students engaging in 
lessons with the teacher and completing both pretest and posttest evaluations of 
their experience, including their knowledge, attitudes, and motivations concern-
ing the environment, climate change, sustainability, and STEM. Activities also 
include completing pretest and posttest surveys, participating in a focus group 
session, and if selected, participating in a structured interview. Institutional review 
board approval and consent from both students and parents were obtained to 
participate in this project.
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Since the research involved students and took place inside a school, conve-
nience sampling was used to select participants. Convenience sampling is a type 
of purposive sampling where the researcher selects participants because they are 
readily available and willing to participate in the study.21 Random samples—the 
holy grail of experimental designs—are generally not available in structured 
school settings. A pretest and posttest design were used to assess participants’ 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, or perceptions relative to the prompt. An increase in 
knowledge, positive attitudes, or positive behavior change relative to the prompt 
is seen as evidence for a positive effect or relationship.22 We compared pretest 
data to posttest data to determine the effect of an intervention. Demonstrating 
directionality in a quasi-experimental mixed-methods design indicates that the 
dependent variable (knowledge, skills, or attitude) was assessed before and after 
the intervention with an independent variable, such as the Smithsonian Science 
for Global Goals “Environmental Justice!” guide. Generalizability is limited 
to making associations between the intervention (“Environmental Justice!” 
curriculum) and outcomes. One cannot infer causality in this research study, 
but can infer association or correlation between the intervention (guide) and 
the outcomes (pre- and posttest scores).

Students participated in lessons taught by teachers, participated in select 
focus group sessions, and completed a pretest and posttest series. Students also 
had the option of participating in a semistructured interview. The pretest and 
posttest are used in this study for the purpose of measuring change resulting from 
a set of interventions. The non-self-contained focus groups served as a preliminary 
method to the structured interview to generate insights into what comes next. 
A conventional open coding method was used to code the unstructured data 
obtained from the interview and focus group forums.

The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. The interviews are 
only reported on to the extent that researchers observed for data saturation and 
informational redundancy, as well as for emerging codes and themes. Transcripts 
were read and interviews coded to help identify emerging themes. Classroom 
artifacts were also used to identify emerging themes or redundancies in the data. 
From these basic emerging themes, core themes were identified. Core themes are 
located through open or initial coding of the interviews. Once core themes were 
uncovered, the data was systematically coded for these key organizing constructs. 
Coding is defined as the systematic and rigorous process of sorting through data 
to locate and label codes to certain reoccurring words.23 The researchers used three 
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types of analysis: Qualtrics for survey development and descriptive analysis, and 
manual coding with pencil and paper.

Findings

This section reports on findings that measured the degree of importance students 
place on certain environmental phenomena due to their perceived consequences 
and impacts. This is one facet of environmental concern and connectedness and 
is considered to be a driver of PEB. We also measured students’ knowledge and 
understanding of environmental issues and their willingness or agency to engage 
in PEB, that is, the willingness to take positive action on an environmental issue 
of perceived importance.24 Three components make up PEB: the cognitive, 
behavioral, and socioemotional.25 The cognitive component recognizes areas of 
concern and environmental threats. The behavioral component is the willingness 
to act on these issues and concerns.26 The socioemotional factor is reflected in 
dispositions that favor the environment.27 Kaiser Florian, Sybille Wölfing, and 
Urs Fuhrer discuss a theory of reasoned action that further defines pro-environ-
mental behavior. These six categories include factual knowledge, attitude toward 
behavior, social and moral values, subjective norms, behavior intention, and 
behavior.28 These parameters informed our understanding of PEB, but did not 
limit it. We intentionally focused on a broad, more interdisciplinary definition 
that is more adaptable to risk and crisis contexts.29

Environmental Connectedness and Concern

Environmental connectedness is one’s relationship to the natural environment 
and is also an important driver of PEB.30 Environmental connectedness, that is, 
how connected we feel to nature and/or our community, can be predictive of 
engaging in PEB.31 Feeling connected to nature is related to self-transcendence, 
that is, valuing the welfare of others over your own. Self-transcendence is highly 
correlated with PEB. Narcissism, bias, and self-interest also predict less pro-en-
vironmental action or PEB.32

The Environmental Concern Scale is designed to capture these relationships 
that underlie PEB. The scale measures what drives people to action. People are 
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generally concerned about environmental problems because of the negative 
consequences that they perceive can result from them. The Environmental 
Concern Scale attempts to measure the degree of importance students place on 
certain environmental problems due to their perceived consequences and impacts. 
The scale ranges from 1 star (little concern) to 7 stars (very concerned). The 
Environmental Concern Scale taps into what concerns people and why regarding 
the environment. It is worth noting that not all impacts and consequences are of 
equal concern. People differ in what they find concerning and what motivates 
them to take action. This was the case with the eighth-grade middle school 
students in this study.

Results

The Environmental Concern Scale table summarizes the results from the En-
vironmental Concern Scale prompt asking students “I am concerned about 
environmental problems because of the consequences for (me, my future, people, 
the planet, my children, my health, my community, ocean and marine life, 
animals, forests, birds, plants, and my lifestyle).”

Eighth-grade students ages twelve to fourteen consistently indicated that they 
were very concerned about environmental problems because of the consequences 
for the planet, my health, my children, my future, and me by ranking each of 
these environmental values (EVs) with seven stars. These five EVs received the 
seven-star ranking by over 50 percent of the students in both the pre- and posttest 
(see the table).

Black Bodies

In both pretests and posttests, African American middle school students indi-
cated with a high degree of confidence that they were most concerned about 
the environment because of the impact on them. This includes their lives, their 
bodies, including their health and well-being, and any future offspring. This 
high degree of concern also extended to the planet and the animals, plants, and 
people that populate it. Despite the misperception that Black communities have 
less interest in the environment, African Americans have deep roots fighting for 
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THE ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERN SCALE

I AM CONCERNED ABOUT ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS BECAUSE OF THE CONSEQUENCES FOR:
1 STAR (NOT CONCERNED) TO 7 STARS (VERY CONCERNED)

ENVIRONMENTAL 
VALUES  

(EVS) RATED 7 STARS

*PRE ENVIRONMENTAL 
VALUES  

(EVS) RATED 7 STARS

*POST 

Planet 78% Planet + 82%

My Children 74% My Health + 81%

My Health 74% Me + 76%

My Future 56% My Future + 75%

Me 54% My Children -- 69%

Ocean and  

Marine Life 

38% Animals + 63%

Plants 37% Forests + 56%

My Lifestyle 37% Plants + 56%

Forests 37% My Lifestyle + 50%

Animals 34% Birds + 50%

Birds 26% Ocean and  

Marine Life +

50%

My Community 15% My Community + 44%

People 15% People + 41%

* Percentages are rounded
+ Indicates an increase in value from pretest to posttest 
-- Indicates a decrease in value from pretest to posttest
Population: N27

environmental justice. Fannie Lou Hamer is an example of how the preservation 
of the Black body was deeply entrenched in the fight for voting rights, gender 
equality, racial justice, and environmental justice.33

Hamer was one of twenty children born on the Marlow plantation in the 
Mississippi Delta. She established the Freedom Farms Cooperative in rural 
Sunflower County, Mississippi, in 1969. Hamer’s goals were to create safe spaces 
to grow food, while advancing the goals of the larger movement.34 In Priscilla 
McCutcheon’s “Fannie Lou Hamer’s Freedom Farms and Black Agrarian Ge-
ographies,” she argues that Hamer’s Freedom Farm was a Black radical space 
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operating at three levels: saving the black body, the geography of the farm, and 
the southern agrarian landscape.35

A national study addressing pro-environmental inclinations of Hispanic 
Americans and African Americans found that after controlling for racial and 
demographic differences, both communities were found to be as concerned with 
environmental justice in comparison with the majority group.36 In this study 
96 percent of students in both pre- and posttests agreed or strongly agreed that 
humans are severely abusing the environment. The belief in human-induced 
climate change is a strong predictor of environmental awareness and PEB. Figure 
1 includes pretest data results, which correlate with posttest data.

Environmental injustice in some sectors has been narrowly conceived as 
violations to the planet but not the people. The focus is often on illegal waste 
management in poor and minority communities. The 1987 report by the United 
Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice helps reframe environmental 
justice as racial justice. Willie Jamaal Wright argues in “As Above, So Below: 
Anti‐Black Violence as Environmental Racism” that the destruction and gen-
trification of environmental habitats is a feed for anti‐Blackness. He appeals to 
the reader that environmental racism is a mutual devaluation and destruction 
of Black bodies.37

After engaging with the “Environmental Justice!” guide and with female 
BIPOC environmental justice leaders as role models, students further expanded 
their circle of concern to include oceans, forests, birds, and plants and animals. 
These EVs were rated higher (given more stars) after the intervention (“Environ-
mental Justice!” curriculum). Students’ environmental concerns were analogous 
to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Shaped like a pyramid, Maslow’s hierarchy has six 
drivers of human motivation. Physiological needs such as food and water form 
the base. The next domain is safety and belonging, and the peak of the pyramid 
is self-actualization. Maslow’s theory portends that basic primordial needs like 
food and water must be met before fully realizing more conceptual needs like 
self-esteem and self-actualization.38

Calculating Risk

Risk perception plays a role here. Students are calculating risk when they base 
their concern about environmental problems on the consequences for their 
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personhood, their health, and their futures. These are assessments by young 
African American students who are calculating risk based on their safety and 
well-being. They include concern for the planet if a future for them is even 
possible. They recognized that their future was inextricably linked to planet 
Earth. When asked, “If things don’t change, we will have a big disaster in the 
environment soon,” on a Likert scale survey, approximately 78 percent of students 
strongly agreed. This increased to 85 percent on the posttest assessment—a full 
7 percent increase. Students in this study are aware of police violence in their 
communities and the tragedy of death from COVID-19, which hit Black and 
poor communities especially hard. In 2021, African Americans in the United 
States were nearly fourteen times more likely to die of gun violence than their 
white counterparts.39

Risk perception is partly based on proximity, vulnerability, and visions for 
the future. The closer you are to the threat, real or perceived, the more likely you 
are to act. Closeness or vulnerability can refer to geographical distance, but can 

FIGURE 1. Humans are severely abusing the environment. * Pretest data Population: N31.
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also refer to a social and cultural distance. Essential workers often held more 
public-facing employment, which placed them in higher proximity to the virus. 
While other factors weigh in, like trust, self-efficacy, social norms, and accurate 
information, people often base their risk calculations on how it impacts them 
and those closest to them.40

This aligns with the protection motivation theory. This health-protective 
behavior theory suggests that people act under these three conditions: when 
a threat is perceived to be high, when they have sufficient levels of agency and 
self-efficacy to respond, and when the costs for doing so are low.41 This was 
confirmed in a study on risk perceptions and health behaviors during COVID-19 
in the U.S. context. Researchers found support for the claim that many people 
changed their behavior in light of the ongoing threat level and public health 
guidelines.42

As the pandemic became more politicized, risk calculations changed in 
response. African Americans’ support for public health measures such as mask 
and glove wearing generally remained strong. However, vaccine uptake was 
still low among young Black males due to social norms and lack of trust in the 
medical community. Vaccine hesitancy was driven by medical mistrust in the 
health-care establishment due to egregious acts of medical malpractice against 
African Americans, such as the infamous stories of Henrietta Lacks and the 
Tuskegee experiments. All were rooted in structural discrimination that continues 
to exploit health inequities in many Black communities. To address vaccine 
hesitancy among young Black males, a preexisting Tough Talks application was 
modified to include trusted messengers, engaging scenarios that promoted good 
decision-making skills, and risk awareness training.43

Xin Li, Zhenhui Liu, and Tena Wuyun studied the relationship between 
students’ EVs and PEB using a values-belief-norm framework. The results indicate 
that EVs can be predictive of PEB among young adults and that risk perception, 
moral anger, and the lack of trust can play a decisive role.44 Risk calculation and 
moral equivalencies are thought to be predictive of agency that leads to action or 
engaging in environmentally friendly behavior or PEB.45 PEB is defined as a form 
of prosocial behavior prompted by internal values informed by the assessment 
of risk.46 Narcissism and egoistic values are negatively related to environmental 
concern. PEB is also a form of risk assessment. The more risk one perceives, the 
more likely a behavior change will occur.
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Future Tense

Throughout the study students expressed concern for the environment because 
of the consequences of its destruction on their lives and futures. This concern 
extended beyond their lives to those of their offspring. In both pre- and posttests, 
students indicated that they were concerned about environmental problems 
because of the consequences for them, their health, their children, and the planet 
(see the table). Rather than narcissism, students are expressing aspects of future 
orientation. Future orientation refers to being hopeful. It also refers to being 
motivated by and planning for a brighter future. Another dimension of future 
orientation is the belief that one can set goals and have a realistic expectation 
that they can be achieved.47

Adolescence is a period where the ability to imagine a future is made possible 
by cognitive changes in the brain and physical changes to the body. Being future 
oriented has been identified as a protective factor for youth in both low- and 
high-risk environments.48 The ability to overcome adverse circumstances requires 
a recognition of the past and an outlook toward the future.49 Adolescents that 
can imagine a more positive future may perceive and respond to risk differently. 
Researchers find that they tend to have fewer externalizing behaviors, which may 
decrease their likelihood of engaging in high-risk activities. Future orientation 
is also thought to facilitate the transition to adulthood. Fatalism, which is the 
opposite of hope, has been linked to negative mental health outcomes.50

Racism and discrimination in the lives of BIPOC youth undercut their 
ability to be future positive. Black adolescents are exposed to racial discrimination 
in the United States at levels that can thwart their ability to control and plan 
for a successful future. According to a National Survey of Children’s Health, 
BIPOC children and youth experienced discrimination in the United States 
at high rates that increased from 2016 to 2020.51 The accumulation of risk and 
adversities stymies the ability to both plan on and execute one’s future. While 
more research needs to be done on how Black youth perceive their future, this 
study provides some evidence that they are indeed thinking about their future 
and the future of their offspring.

For the purposes of this study, we characterize the future orientation of the 
students we studied as “future tense.” Future tense is characterized by futures 
thinking, but with questionable expectations that the future envisioned is possible 
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or even desirable—in the current circumstances. This renders future work for 
these students less usable. Future tense adolescents have two envisioning tasks. 
One is to stake out a future that is possible under the current restraints (racism, 
discrimination, homophobia, poverty). The second task is to envision a world 
without these restraints; a world where your desirable future is indeed achievable 
given the necessary inputs.52 While the Black adolescents that participated in this 
study are projecting, planning, and thinking about the future, their aspirations 
are nested in overlapping systems of racial discrimination and hierarchy.53 Despite 
these constraints, the data in this study suggest that African American adolescents 
still have a sense of purpose for their future selves and their progeny.

Conclusion

The Smithsonian Science for Global Goals “Environmental Justice!” community 
research guide helped students develop the knowledge, skills, and dispositions 
needed to take informed action on environmental issues within their communi-
ties. Heidi Gibson, in “From Ideas to Action: Transforming Learning to Inspire 
Action on Critical Global Issues,” emphasizes how students can bring their own 
unique community knowledge and perspectives to the learning experience to 
help guide action-taking.54

Critical sustainability mindsets also include good risk perception, 
open-mindedness, a respect for diversity, and being future oriented. Future tense 
is a mitigation strategy for envisioning futures not yet possible. It doubles the 
work of creating usable futures for BIPOC youth. Our research demonstrates 
that implementing environmental education in the classroom should center 
antiracism, justice, and sustainability, as well as future thinking. Situating this 
learning in the context of the SDGs and child-centered disaster risk reduction 
empowers students to make connections between the global and local and to 
mitigate risk. It helps them to recognize how the choices we make impact not 
only us, but also people in faraway places.

Acquiring these critical mindsets is also considered one of the most effective 
ways to understand and mitigate risk.55 Reducing risk in communities trying to 
manage multiple ongoing crises, such as racism, climate change, epidemics, and 
disasters, is critical to advancing sustainable development that is truly sustainable 
and just. It is also important to adopt disaster risk reduction education by 
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equipping students with the knowledge and skills to calculate risks, while taking 
informed action. As climate change continues to accelerate, mitigating and 
managing risk will become increasingly important.56
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Decolonizing 
Environmental  
Justice
Centering Black and Indigenous  
Solutions to the Climate Crisis

Autumn Asher BlackDeer and Sierra Roach Coye

Environmental injustices such as the climate crisis are inextricably tied to 
the ongoing processes of colonialism, dispossession, and racial capital-
ism. Whiteness has been produced through the violence of colonialism 
and continues to erase Black and Indigenous communities and our 

histories from the land. Results of colonial whiteness render conceptions of the 
wilderness as an empty space, entitling white people to occupy and claim the 
environment as a white space. Thus, so-called solutions to the white climate crisis 
are grounded in colonial thinking and perpetuate systemic harm against Black 
and Indigenous communities. Western colonial logic has long been the prevailing 
voice in the climate crisis discussion. Western capitalist society views the natural 
world as a commodity, a property that can be owned, or a resource to be exploited. 
Further, the climate crisis itself centers humans, again positioning this Western 
hierarchy rather than placing oneself in relation with the land. Overall, these 
Western colonial conceptions of environmental justice fail to encapsulate what 
Black and Indigenous communities consider justice. Typical formulations are 
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not translatable to Black and Native communities without grounding in our own 
philosophies, ontologies, epistemologies, and worldviews.

The present work centers Indigenous cosmologies and abolition ecologies as a 
direct response to decolonize the Environmental Justice movement. For example, 
Indigenous ontologies in the water justice movement posit understanding water 
as a living entity that ensures the well-being of life, again not a mere commodity or 
property. Grounded in our lived experiences as queer Black and Native scholars in 
conversation with the scholarly literature, this work will (1) delineate historic im-
pacts of colonialism on Black and Indigenous communities, (2) demonstrate the 
continued coloniality within the present-day Environmental Justice movement, 
and (3) introduce Indigenous cosmologies and abolition ecologies as solutions 
to decolonize environmental justice. Ultimately, there can be no environmental 
justice without Black liberation and Indigenous sovereignty.

Introduction

Over 80 percent of global biodiversity occurs within Indigenous territories, 
which we know are constantly under attack by state and corporate development.1 
In settler colonial states like the United States, there is ongoing marginalization 
of Indigenous people and disregard for Indigenous environmental knowledge.2 
White supremacist practices have deeply institutionalized control over land; it 
is imperative to name and dismantle these existing institutions that uphold these 
oppressive traditions.3 Whiteness has been produced historically through violent 
land grabs from Indigenous communities, yet little attention has been paid to 
racialized property relations and the resulting ability of communities to thrive 
beyond mere survival.4 Anthropocentric climate change has been identified as the 
defining issue of our time by the world’s leading experts, with many now opting to 
use “climate crisis” over climate change to stress the urgency with which we must 
act to achieve a sustainable future, acknowledging the need to recenter Indigenous 
relations to land and address the horrors of settler colonialism and racism.5

Social injustices experienced by Black and Native communities, such as 
slavery, discrimination, genocide, and land theft, are also forms of environmental 
injustice.6 Several have called for analyses that do not employ the Black body by 
ignoring Black people, further dehumanizing people in our scholarship in the 
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pursuit of critiquing racialized violence.7 This discourse is similar in studies of 
Indigenous communities, often reporting only on disparities and the amount 
of ancestors in the ground rather than our resilience and survivance. As queer 
critical decolonial and abolitionist scholars, we approach this work from our 
lived experience and academic expertise. The first author identifies as a queer 
Indigenous decolonial scholar-activist from the Southern Cheyenne Nation. The 
second author is a queer Black scholar and practitioner grounded in liberatory 
Afrocentric frameworks. This work has grown from our collective world-building 
collaborations and endeavors that place our fields of decolonization and abolition 
in conversation with one another.

Settler Colonialism

Beginning in 1492 with colonizer arrival, it is estimated that their colonial 
campaigns killed more than fifty-five million Indigenous peoples in what is 
known today as the United States.8 Colonization began with the exploitation of 
Native lands and resources in order for settlers to gain wealth and power while 
subsequently making Natives dependent upon state resources.9 European settlers 
and the growing federal government displaced and ultimately removed Native 
people from their land. Natives were forcibly relocated to reservations often far 
from their traditional tribal lands with the Indian Relocation Act of 1956.10 This 
forced relocation to urban areas brought homelessness, unemployment, poverty, 
and a lack of a cultural base or community.11 This act ultimately set the stage for the 
vast differences we see between reservation and urban Native populations today.

Once Natives were removed, the government then parceled land into 
allotments and sold tiny pieces of the reservation back to individual Natives in 
hopes of encouraging agriculture and ultimately assimilation. The remaining 
reservation lands were sold to settlers at a profit for the federal government. Such 
acts of greed and supporting entitlement of European settlers led to multiple 
attempts at overhauling tribal institutions, belief systems and practices, and 
traditional ways of life.12 Natives have had little control over their own resources 
and economic situations since the removal period.

Settler colonialism is an ever-present living thing, not a historic relic.13 Settler 
colonialism transformed from a multitude of relations across frontiers to now 
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culminate into a hegemonic project of ethnic and ecological cleansing to make 
way for colonial settlement.14 The process of colonization moved focus away 
from valuing relationships between humans and other beings and instead shifted 
toward resource extraction through exclusive individualized landownership; 
issues such as these demonstrate the lasting legacy of colonization, domination, 
and oppression.15

Present-day accounts of pre-European habitation romanticize Indigenous 
peoples and our relation to the land. These historicized narratives of settlement 
within larger, racist narratives of migration and cultural exchange claim that 
Native history is a component of settler colonial cultural lineage, rendering Indig-
enous people a small blip on the colonial agenda throughout time, disregarding 
the treaty process, and ultimately portraying treaties as exclusive ownership 
agreements rather than the joint use and occupation understandings they were 
meant to be.16 Ultimately today we know that the United States has broken every 
single treaty ever signed with Native Nations.

Since the Revolutionary War, the United States has systematically limited 
Native economic and political self-determination through the ultimate pursuit 
of total eradication and removal.17 Colonization and the intensification of settler 
agriculture quickly led to ecological issues, namely poor sanitation and disease. 
These changes in the ecosystem were not regulated by the new settler regime; 
water deteriorated, the local economy shifted to trade as the primary means of 
accessing goods, rather than the local hunting, fishing, and gathering practices 
that were previously the norm.18

The succession of Indigenous lands to colonizers caused a cascade of extinc-
tion events for animal, vegetative, and geological life, many of which depended 
on Indigenous stewardship and care; this ecological destruction is a form of 
genocide: ecocide.19 The cyclical and interdependent relationship between 
Indigenous peoples and the land meant that the decline in one meant a decline 
was simultaneously triggered in the other.20 This phenomenon is encapsulated 
within the two systematic tipping points—relational and ecological—that 
describe the concurrent decline of Native cultures and the decline of nonhuman 
life due to climate change; these climate-related dangers are inseparable from the 
absence of respect for relational qualities—the disruption of Indigenous cultural 
practices and kinship with the land is central to understanding climate change 
and related risks.21
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Uneven racial development has produced much of the foundation of U.S. 
history, with too many of these movements remaining absent from our collective 
geography and political ecological imagination particularly when considering the 
interconnected ways that property relations are directly enmeshed in broader 
environmental politics, enforcing ongoing harm and suffering through racial 
capitalism.22 Writing on whiteness as property allows settler colonial govern-
ments to justify the process of Indigenous land dispossession via an ideology of 
improvement, often citing the lack of cultivation.23 Indigenous persistence and 
presence on the land continues to be contested by settler fantasies; the continued 
existence of white supremacist logics perpetuates uneven racial development in 
land and property relations as settler relationships with land are motivated by 
pursuits of wealth through modes of domination and exploitation.24

The formation of the United States is territorially based in forms of oppres-
sion and violence against Native Nations and communities of color.25 The project 
of slavery-based settler colonialism is a settler society based on racism, whose 
material well-being is entirely dependent on the expropriation of bodies and land 
justified by white supremacy.26 So many sources of insight look for connections 
between colonization and racist ideology and environmental contradictions.27 
Mythologies of innocence are an integral aspect of the social fabric of settler 
society as many environmental education programs and ecojustice scholars alike 
problematically invite students to reconnect with the land without analyzing 
the violent history of colonization and white settlers’ illegitimate occupation of 
Indigenous lands.28 The history of colonial violence must be silenced to maintain 
a national identity of innocence; distancing whiteness from colonialism allows 
white settlers to imagine they reside within a postracial society.29 The present 
work disrupts that silence.

Coloniality in Climate Crisis

Utilizing the historical context of the Indigenous and Black American experience, 
the subjugation of the Indigenous and Black body in connection with the 
subjugation of land has been a long-standing tradition. The United States is a 
country born out of genocide, for both Indigenous and Black peoples. The topic of 
environmental justice is always discussed as allowing all people regardless of race, 



212 | Autumn Asher BlackDeer and Sierra Roach Coye

national origin, or income to be involved in the development, implementation, 
and enforcement of laws, regulations, and policies.30 However, if we were to 
enact change within environmental spaces, we would be highlighting Indigenous 
sovereignty and Black liberation to inform ways of engaging with the natural 
world. The entire definition outlined by the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency above is heavily dependent on a carceral system of laws, regulations, 
and policies. Furthermore, in a country built economically on the backs of 
Black American enslaved ancestors and the genocide of Indigenous peoples, 
the dependence on a carceral system is, if nothing else, predictable. In a country 
where the National Park System was developed, implemented, and enforced to 
exclude Black and Indigenous peoples based on racism and eugenics, one must 
ask why climate change solutions created in a carceral state have been unsuccessful 
in mitigating climate disaster.31

To understand environmental justice and climate change we must first 
understand the continued harm to Black and Indigenous peoples at the hands 
of systemic oppression. The state government of North Carolina was attempting 
to dump toxin-laced soil in Warren County; the term “environmental racism” 
was born out of a speech by Dr. Benjamin Chavis Jr. in 1982 at a protest of the 
dumping of this soil laced with a carcinogen. However, when we consider the 
impact of redlining, the Red Summer of 1919, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the 
continued death of Black bodies at the hands of carceral systems, we understand 
that environmental racism is a repackaged version of historical racial oppression 
and settler colonialism.32

Contemporary Colonialism: Environmental Racism

Environmental racism is inextricably tied to climate change and its dispropor-
tionate impact on Black Americans. When looking at the effects of extreme 
temperatures, hurricanes and flooding, and wildfires, Black Americans ex-
perienced increased chances of mortality, emergency room hospitalization, 
preterm births, emergency mental health visits, cardiovascular issues, as well as 
respiratory issues that led to hospitalization.33 It is not enough to say that Black 
Americans are no longer enslaved; the United States of America was built off 
the backs of enslaved peoples, and the impact of that subjugation is still present 
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today. This extends into the natural world and the discussion around climate 
change. Whiteness as a dominant framework is maintained in local and global 
environmental movements, normalizing white subjectivity as the only legitimate 
caretakers of the land.34 The discourse works to produce environmentalism as a 
space where white identities safeguard and maintain the land rather than consume 
or destroy it.35 This reproduction of whiteness confers the final act of erasure of 
Native people—white settlers appropriate and perform the dominant notions of 
Indigenous culture.36 The erasure of colonization’s role in current climate crises is 
connected to the erasure of what Indigenous peoples experienced as apocalyptic 
violence during colonialism and continued through today.37 Until Americans can 
fully reconcile the history of enslavement and the forced removal of Indigenous 
peoples from their lands, there will continue to be a disconnect on the best 
pathway forward to mitigate climate change.

Recent studies have found that colonization led to the abandonment of 
enough cleared land in the Americas that the resulting terrestrial carbon uptake 
had a detectable impact on atmospheric carbon dioxide and global surface air tem-
peratures in the two centuries prior to the Industrial Revolution.38 These findings 
demonstrate that despite the beliefs that industrialization staged the beginning of 
climate change, we were already there thanks to colonialism. It was actually the 
devastation of settler colonialism that led to the current state of climate crises, as 
many infrastructure systems have been purposely used as tools of dispossession and 
the extraction of Native lands and labor and the resources of minoritized groups.39

The ongoing erasure of Native peoples and history from the land serves to 
reify the wilderness as an empty space; these narratives continue to entitle white 
people to occupy and claim originary status, rendering wilderness and environ-
ment as a white space.40 Present-day disparities in ecological amenity access and 
exposure to hazards are inseparable from long-standing racist patterns of real 
estate development and associated federal and local policies; for example, the 
purposeful clearance of Black communities through “urban renewal,” exemplified 
in urban greening—the use of tax increment financing and other incentives to 
spur new development in poor neighborhoods, encouraging and funding green 
gentrification.41 Without analysis of unequal consequences of environmental 
destruction on all racialized communities, environmental education can become 
a place where good white people can maintain superiority by saving both the 
environment and people of color.42
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A long-standing belief has been that the national parks belong to everyone; 
in fact this has been a popular slogan of the National Park Service, as well as the 
Department of Fish and Wildlife. These statements are not only wildly inflam-
matory given the historical context, but they also negate the equity concern of 
engaging in human–nature interactions. Black Americans were legally segregated 
from natural parks and public lands, and even after the legal segregation ended, 
further legislative decisions made access to green spaces difficult and dangerous. 
In present-day America due to the criminalization of the Black body, systemic 
racism, and the carceral state, Black Americans find it difficult to engage in spaces 
from which they have been historically excluded.

Historians of color have demonstrated the importance of understanding 
the production of cities through the conjoined evils of capitalism, slavery, and 
colonialism.43 Urban greenery has historically been weaponized against people 
of color and the poor, most recently through aggressive green real estate devel-
opments that gentrify portions of the city; these profound inequalities are the 
defining characteristics of socioecological arrangements within settler colonial 
states and have been long hidden in plain sight but are slowly becoming part of 
the public discourse in sustainable design and environmental justice.44 Ultimately, 
urban systems hold power to care or destroy within formal institutions, lording 
the capacity to enact sanctioned violence against whomever it sees fit.

Nature deprivation within the Black community not only comes with health 
implications, but is also systemically made. The consequence of nature deprivation 
includes a deterioration in physical and mental health and a reduced acknowl-
edgement of nature, pro-environmental attitudes, and behavior.45 This loss of 
human–nature interactions is particularly true for the Black community. More 
specifically, 68 percent of racially marginalized Americans live in nature-deprived 
areas, 70 percent of low-income communities are more likely to experience 
nature deprivation, and in twenty-six states racially marginalized communities 
experience the highest levels of nature deprivation.46

While there are many examples, illustrated by Carolyn Finney, of Black 
joy within nature, it is not uncommon, as is noted by Kang and colleagues, 
that Black Americans often prioritize perceived immediate concerns such as 
community violence and poverty as primary within their communities.47 This 
is often misconstrued as Black Americans not caring for the natural world and 
not loving nature. However, we know from research conducted by Parker and 
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McDonough that it is not that Black Americans do not care or are not concerned 
with the natural environment; it is that their concerns look different than their 
white counterparts.48

Continued Erasure

It is not enough to simply conclude through data that Black Americans don’t 
engage with the natural environment nor care about climate change. Research 
methodologies have always and continue to utilize colorblind approaches to 
designing, collecting, and analyzing data. Black Americans have deep ties to 
the land of this country; for centuries enslaved peoples were forced to live, 
breathe, and die by the land to which they were forcibly brought.49 Even after 
emancipation, Black Americans’ enslaved ancestors were still beholden to their 
owners under a new system of oppression, sharecropping, unable to leave farming 
until all debts were paid; this was ensured under the Black Code, a means to 
restrict Black bodies and to assert white supremacy. This practice continued after 
the Great Migration and developed into Jim Crow, all while Black bodies were 
lynched just for existing. These practices exist today under different names: police 
brutality, the Flint, Michigan, water crisis, the exponential spread of COVID-19 
within the Black community. This is collective trauma for Black Americans and 
a critical wounding of how they engage with the natural environment. This 
collective wounding is based in fear and is passed down the generations through 
epigenetic ties. Dr. Joy DeGruy coined the term “post traumatic slave syndrome” 
to thoroughly capture the epigenetic experience of Black Americans and how they 
engage with the world, and within systems of oppression.50 This is a critical fear 
of Black Americans engaging within the natural environment.

Historically engaging with the natural environment was and still can be 
a dangerous experience. If an individual’s first response is fear when engaging 
with the natural environment, it is sufficient to say that the engagement would 
not continue to occur. Black American ancestors were horrifically traumatized 
for centuries; this fundamentally changed gene expression, which is still being 
passed down to our children today. Black Americans have enslaved ancestors, and 
for generations Black Americans have been living under a system of oppression, 
racism, and violence. This fact bleeds into our interactions with the world, with 
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our families, the stories we tell, and how we raise our children: always ready for 
the threat of violence, the overt and covert racism and anti-Blackness, and the 
systemic implications to our daily lives. This has extended outside of our beings 
and into our connection with the land, a land that we do not have indigeneity 
for, because for Black Americans our indigeneity was taken from us in the name 
of white supremacy and colonialism. It is not that we do not care about the 
environment, nor that Black people don’t engage with the natural environment, 
nor is it that we are ambivalent to the climate crisis; the response is simply the 
result of white supremacy.

For generations, white people enslaved and forced our ancestors to engage 
with the land through horrific violence; the fear is coded into our genetic makeup, 
and the stories are not far removed so they are living within our community 
of how the natural environment isn’t safe. It is not that “Black people don’t do 
that,” it is that white supremacy and systems of oppression have removed our 
access and our ability to believe the current environmentalism movement is with 
Black people’s best interest and with Black liberation in mind. Bill Gwaltney, a 
prominent Black environmentalist, summed up the fear in a very blunt statement: 
“There’s a lot of trees in the woods and rope is cheap.”51

Notions of Justice

Justice is a normative and subjective goal that encapsulates the quality of human 
relationships with land, improved well-being, dignity, and community member-
ship, and redress for harm.52 Thinking around justice and nature-based solutions 
has been dominated by anthropocentric, utilitarian, and economic notions of 
justice.53 Ecological justice is meant to address harms, needs, and desired futures 
while also identifying synergies with human-focused Environmental Justice 
movements, highlighting harm on living beings composing ecosystems caused 
by city development.54 Ecological justice aligns with existing concepts of making 
space for nature and recognizes the agency of the earth by seeking intersectional 
and transformational approaches to repair environmental harms.55 Some put 
forth climate resilience instead of climate justice; however, the resilience discourse 
too often forecloses on alternative futures by implicitly invoking a dependence 
on and return to the logics of racial capitalism; these modes of accumulation are 
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not only contingent upon racial difference for capitalism’s continued growth, but 
also are deeply entrenched in upholding racial disparities.56

White Eco-Justice Centers White Solutions

The solutions to the climate movement up until this point have been rooted in 
settler colonial notions of sustainability: maintaining the status quo. Companies 
tell their constituents that if you use a reusable water bottle, they’ll save the planet. 
If people would just go vegan, or even vegetarian, that is how climate change will 
be mitigated. Corporate employers will pay for public transportation passes for 
their employees, and yet cities will still have air quality ozone layer concerns due 
to the number of emissions from cars. Legislators are beholden to the political 
cycle and the constant pendulum swing of a two-party system: one who agrees 
that climate change is real, and another who denies its existence. Even with 
legislative power, interventions are focused on industry, clean energy, jobs, and 
infrastructure changes. While important, these concerns are hardly immediate 
to the climate change disasters that are happening at this very second.

Eco-justice centered in whiteness, centered in white solutions, will not help 
mitigate climate disaster. Rugged individualism, climate anxiety, and apocalyptic 
doomsday plans will not save us from climate-related disasters or health concerns. 
White Americans are so concerned with the advancement of Black and Indige-
nous peoples at their expense that they refuse to look at the systems in place that 
also impact how they exist within the world.57 This rugged individualism extends 
into environmental justice; it is how we have handled the climate change crisis, 
and it is grounded in white supremacy—and not effective. Imagining better for 
the world requires new ideas, new thought processes, and dismantling systems 
that were designed to harm. The only way through climate disasters is collective 
action. Collective action has been the root of Black and Indigenous people’s 
survival, working together within community to solve problems. Collective 
action doesn’t remove the space for individualistic action, quite the opposite; 
the individual is part of the collective, and the collective and the individual are 
serving a common goal.

This was a primary highlight of the COVID-19 pandemic. Many people col-
lectively made masks and donated old masks and personal protective equipment 
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to hospitals and medical personnel. In New York City the community began 
to sing to health-care workers as a means for solidarity.58 Black and Indigenous 
people are not only disproportionally impacted by climate change, they are also 
disproportionately impacted by the climate disasters that occur. The experience 
of climate anxiety by white Americans versus their Black and Indigenous coun-
terparts is different. White Americans rely on the colonial and systemic systems 
they built to oppress Black and Indigenous people to save themselves from climate 
disaster and climate change, whereas Black and Indigenous peoples fundamentally 
understand that those systems were not made to support nor save them from 
climate change and climate disaster.

Black and Indigenous people put the power within their community, and 
within helping each person out as a collective resistance. It is how Black and 
Indigenous people engage with the natural environment, as a relationship and 
a collective honoring of the environment. We see this with the Black Panther 
Party, and the Black Church and their advocacy for climate change mitigation. 
While white people utilize the living areas of Black and Indigenous people and 
pollute them with toxic waste, landfills, and industrial pollution, Black and 
Indigenous peoples work together to provide resources for each other to ensure 
they are covered.

Sustainability Is Not the Goal

Sustainability has no place in a decolonial liberation-based world. To sustain 
means to maintain. If maintaining current climate mitigation efforts were 
working, there would be no need for collective action, nor legislative action. 
Maintaining the status quo is not serving the Environmental Justice movement; 
it is not protecting Black and Indigenous people, which is hardly a surprise given 
that maintaining the status quo maintains systems of oppression and as such is 
not made with Black liberation and Indigenous sovereignty in mind.

To effectively mitigate climate change and build better climate futures there 
must be a focus on regenerative climate solutions. Regenerative climate solutions 
upend the status quo as they no longer rely on rugged individualism; they are 
global, national, state, and local issues. It is no longer about survival of the fittest; 
it is moving toward a collective being. However, considering the current systems 
in place are rooted in white supremacy, it is hardly a surprise that this has not 
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been achieved. White American culture refuses to acknowledge their historical 
wrongdoings and continues to subjugate Black and Indigenous bodies through 
the systems they created. Through this refusal, the regenerative climate futures 
cannot exist; it is the antithesis of regeneration to maintain the status quo, but 
until white America opts to learn from Black individuals on how to develop and 
maintain community and resilience, until they return Indigenous sovereign land 
to the rightful nation’s sustainability, it will be the only achievable methodology, 
a methodology that is still causing irreparable damage to Black and Indigenous 
bodies, and to the land.

Decolonize Environmental Justice

As we work toward sovereign and liberated climate futures, proposed solutions 
must be enacted with sensitivity to local context and history and consider whose 
goals are to be met through these solutions, whose knowledge and power shapes 
these future programs and policies.59 Indigenous people must be at the front of 
Environmental Justice movements, as we have demonstrated since time immemorial 
that our struggle for social justice is intrinsically tied to ecological justice. Indigenous 
scholars confirm the need to understand ecological crises as an intensification of 
colonialism; thus decolonization is necessary for viable sustainable paths forward 
to be envisioned.60 Maintaining ecological resilience locally and globally requires 
sustaining and defending and returning Indigenous lands.61

As colonialism has impacted all of us, it is the collective responsibility for 
each and every one of us to decolonize.62 Decolonization is the undoing of 
colonialism, a process, a theory of change, and a framework for envisioning and 
achieving the futures we want to see for the next generations. Decolonizing 
environmental justice illuminates these historic injustices emanating from settler 
colonialism and manifesting as present-day environmental racism and white 
supremacy.

To further these aims, abolition emerges as a necessary counterpart. Abolition 
is a theory of change, a way of understanding how Indigenous life and politics 
have been shaped by colonialism without being defined by it, but is not just about 
a vision, it is about our everyday practice, recognizing that carceral spaces such 
as incarceration, policing, and deportation are not the exception, but rather the 
everyday spaces where people of color struggle to live their lives.63
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Abolition and decolonization both aim to dismantle the systems that seek 
to oppress and perpetuate harm; there can be no horizon for justice or successful 
anticolonial struggle for Indigenous communities within the existing structures 
of global capitalism.64 Abolition teaches about both rooting and reaching, 
grounding the work in place-based ways of knowing and learning.65 Abolition 
teaches us that the prison nation governs through erasure and abandonment, 
but that prison is everywhere; therefore, abolition must be everywhere too.66 
Similarly, decolonization reminds us to pay attention and be accountable to 
how coloniality plays out in the places where we live and work.67 Holding these 
marginal, liminal spaces as decolonial abolitionists subverts the hegemony of 
white supremacy.68 As we have previously introduced, the present work sets the 
stage for questioning the very foundations of eco-justice scholarship and invites 
us to truly reckon with what it would look like to ground solutions in Indigenous 
cosmologies and abolition ecologies.

Indigenous Cosmologies

Decolonial approaches to environmental injustices would greatly benefit from 
understanding how Indigenous peoples conceptualize the origin and develop-
ment of the universe. Decolonization makes space for multiple ways of knowing 
and being, with the revitalization of Indigenous ways of knowing and being with 
land as central to addressing climate change.69

Western environmental governance approaches emphasize utility and re-
sponsibility to country, in alignment with capitalist and individualistic notions; 
however, Indigenous environmental knowledge understands ecological systems 
as societies with ethical interspecies structures, the land as a sentient and feeling 
being, and that natural elements are seen as kin in reciprocal relationships, 
centering the importance of positionality, situatedness, and responsibility for 
stewarding said knowledge.70 Indigenous communities view this as a community 
responsibility; this is our way of being a good relative both with the land and one 
another and, most importantly, for our future generations. A relational framework 
is a decolonial practice that further highlights the ways colonization has set 
the stage for industrialization to cause climate change.71 This is an embodied 
worldview and way of being, not merely an academic framework that can be 
understood in a Western institution.
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Indigenous communities have enacted modes of survival and resistance that 
preserved our ways of knowing and being that did not rely upon hierarchies 
between animate and inanimate, maintaining our own autonomous definition of 
self, collectivity, and culture, including plant, animal, and geographic kin as an-
cestors, knowledge keepers, and essential parts of their definition of community, 
self, and life. This cultural resilience survived through passing down memories of 
medicine making, tending to the land despite cultural repression and the routine 
violence of colonialism.72 Resisting hierarchies and reclaiming our traditional 
practices are both instances of embodied decolonial praxis.

Indigenous communities subvert the dominant discourse—our existence 
is resistance. While Native Nations are particularly vulnerable to the impacts 
of climate change, we also possess generations of experience from survival, thus 
equipping Indigenous communities to survive catastrophic environmental 
change; Native peoples have adapted to and survived through these changes 
for centuries using our own knowledge.73 We are the first scientists. Thus, the 
exclusion of our experiences and contributions is another form of environmental 
injustice.

Climate scholars can decolonize their Environmental Justice practice by 
embodying grounded normativity in their scholarship. Grounded normativity 
is the need for explicit ethical, multigenerational relationships with place in 
order to achieve positive ecological transformation; recognizing reciprocity is 
required for healthy human–ecological relationships, caring for the land as the 
land cares for us.74 However, reciprocity is not a transaction or tit for tat, but a 
practice and worldview, a way of being. Grounded normativity also posits that 
we must accept and interact with the land as a living entity as it helps address 
the relationship between social and ecological justice as a practice of solidarity 
across differences yet still depends on specific, Native place-based practices and 
forms of knowledge.75

Indigenous Environmental Justice

Current frames of environmental justice do not account for the complexity of 
Indigenous intergenerational environmental justice. Theoretical discussions of 
environmental justice must recognize tribal sovereignty, cultures, and identities 
through Indigenous ontologies and epistemologies rather than through Western 
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liberal thought and governance approaches.76 From an Indigenous view, 
environmental injustice, including the climate crisis, is inevitably tied to and 
symptomatic of ongoing processes of colonialism, dispossession, capitalism, 
imperialism, and patriarchy; thus, applying settler colonialism and environ-
mental injustice analyses reveals deep-rooted historical forces within every 
facet of injustice experienced by Indigenous communities.77 In order to advance 
and achieve social-ecological justice, it is vital to develop understanding and 
reinstate Indigenous approaches to ecological governance and stewardship. For 
example, a crucial aspect of the current climate crises surrounds the violation of 
respect for nonhuman life.78 Indigenous environmental justice applies beyond 
the human dimension, as these animacy hierarchies relegate all nonhuman 
beings, like animals, plants, and geographic life, as less than human, based on 
perceptions of them as merely inanimate matter. Ultimately, humanity alone 
does not have the solutions to save us from ourselves; Indigenous environmental 
justice includes all relations.79

Indigenous environmental justice acknowledges the purposeful elimination 
of Indigenous ecological knowledge and works toward its restoration as Indig-
enous peoples remain connected to the land despite removal and displacement 
from our ancestral homelands. Some scholars report that Indigenous environ-
mental justice is not about romanticizing Indigenous environmental governance 
or dismissing Western “scientific” approaches, but about recognizing how historic 
legacies continue to shape social decision-making about the environment in 
ways that impact what is deemed important, desirable, and just. Yet, even in 
their description of Indigenous environmental justice, the authors demonstrate 
their limited perspective of these matters as they pit Indigenous knowledge 
against Western “science.” However, traditional Indigenous knowledge is science, 
and the separation of Indigenous knowledge and science is a false dichotomy. 
Indigenous communities are the first scientists of this land and have stewarded it 
since time immemorial. Indigenous environmental justice restores our traditional 
systems of governance and knowledge while also making space for diversity of 
social-ecological practices of various marginalized communities.80

Indigenous environmental justice focuses attention on dismantling systems 
of power that degrade human–land relationships as compared to seeking an 
extension of rights by the same colonial system.81 Environmental Justice embodies 
decolonization by recognizing and practicing our own traditions and knowledge 
rather than band-aid solutions that leave these harmful settler systems intact.
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Abolition Ecologies

Abolition ecology builds on direct action traditions that began in the abolitionist 
movement against slavery, were core tactics in the civil rights movement, and con-
tinued through today with the Black Lives Matter movement, as human history 
has shown that rights are seldom granted to marginalized communities, but rather 
won through struggle. Abolition ecologies highlight the key role white supremacy 
plays in shaping nature–society relations, recognizing the deeper racialized ways 
that nature has been unevenly produced.82 Abolition ecology pulls together 
participatory discourses from the Black radical tradition and political ecology to 
strive for a more liberatory land-based ethic that challenges the oppressive logics 
of racial capitalism.83 Abolition ecologies embody the Black radical tradition of 
freedom dreams shared across differences, moving beyond a Black/white binary, 
and puts forth a nuanced critique of white supremacy through land struggles 
amid abolition and decolonization.84 Abolitionist principles center historic 
racisms and how intersectional drivers of trauma can be incorporated into climate 
adaptation responses.85 Abolitionist ecologists purport that relearning lessons 
that have been lost or erased from history is one of the most powerful tools for 
building solidarity toward liberation.86

Abolition ecologies understand ways that reciprocal land relationships are 
often synonymous with liberation struggles, as the goal of abolition ecology is 
theorizing and organizing around the white supremacist logics that perpetuate 
uneven racial development in land and property relations.87 Our struggles for 
sovereignty and liberation are inextricably linked; thus an understanding of both 
Indigenous cosmologies and abolition ecologies is necessary to move toward 
decolonizing environmental justice. Abolition ecology invites us to think about 
how to build freedom across relationships of land and people; when viewed 
through the lens of liberation, both human and nonhuman relationships look 
different; for example, enslaved individuals who self-emancipated through 
difficult journeys experienced terror in the landscape. After self-emancipation 
they would hide in the wilds, Indian Country, and other spaces inaccessible to 
white settler states in order to protect their lives; many communities were made 
through the solidarity of Native peoples accepting self-emancipated formerly 
enslaved people into their homelands.88

Critical environmental justice and Indigenous environmental justice both 
focus on how governance cannot be relied on to merely extend the rights of nature 
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or marginalized communities, much less appropriate reparations or return land; 
thus, we must shift our attention to transforming the systems that caused harm in 
the first place.89 We can utilize short-term and long-term solutions, transforming 
existing institutions and building up new institutions focused on land-based 
justice to make freedom as a place.90 Abolition ecologies employ blockades in 
a twofold manner, first aspiring to dismantle the system of climate adaptation 
practices that work to re-create systemic violence under the guise of resilience, 
and second, building in its place new institutions and solidarity that can sustain 
abolitionist visions for the future. Abolitionists seek liberated lifeways through 
a commitment to radical place-making, seeking to liberate the environment 
through envisioning freedom as a place. Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s notion of 
“freedom as a place” describes efforts to dismantle racist institutions and build 
coalitional land-based politics with place-making potential.91 Abolition ecology 
demands attention to the ways that coalitional land-based politics dismantle 
oppressive institutions and challenges the general notion that territory is alienable 
and exclusive, attending to the reciprocal relationships between Indigenous folx 
and land.92 A geography of abolition must center understanding of territory as 
a Native Nation’s homeland.

Rather than define communities by the violence they have suffered, abolition 
ecologies call for us to pay attention to the radical place-making and land-, air-, 
and water-based environment where places are made; imagine if we defined 
communities by the places they have made for themselves, rather than by the 
shared violence of colonialism.93 Place-making as a process of building institutions 
and processes focused on political imperatives of access to fresh air and clean 
water is a vital preconfiguration for liberation.94

Conclusion

We must imagine new futures and think beyond the bounds of colonial logic. 
Abolitionist climate justice praxis necessitates seeing beyond physical inundation, 
dismantling racial regimes of ownership that are imbued in property relations. 
Even the language we use matters, such as distinguishing between “property” and 
“land,” problematizing colonial logics of property compared to land as a relative, 
full of life and stories. Embodied knowledge is a site for radical activism, seen in 
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both Indigenous cosmologies and abolition ecologies; decolonization reminds 
us that knowing is not the same as doing, while abolition ecologies are steeped 
in the abolitionist principles of agitation and action, working to produce nature 
that bolsters the cultural importance of Black life as opposed to vanquishing it.95 
We must mobilize the historic knowledge that has been stripped from people 
and land.

Achieving liberation requires abolishing the ongoing systemic processes of 
hierarchy, dispossession, and exclusion; in order to limit environmental racism, 
we must recognize the racialized production of uneven capital accumulation by 
environmental dispossession.96 We must invest in the process of recognizing how 
treaty rights and lack of have affected Indigenous peoples and the social-ecological 
system as a necessary step to justice as there are far more deep histories of nature 
that are produced through settler colonialism and racial capitalism than the field 
has grappled with.97

White settler fears of climate change prepare for an end of capitalism and 
Western civilization, while Two Spirit visions plant seeds for a future that is pop-
ulated by overgrown, wild, unruly bodies, landscape, and sexualities. Indigenous 
communities have faced the end of the world many times before and have more 
than survived. We will continue to fight for our ancestral lands, plants, and animal 
kin. As queer Black and Indigenous scholars, we hold firm in the abolitionist 
practice of refusal to disappear or be disappeared. We are still here.
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Conclusion
Decolonizing Environmental Justice Pedagogy

Tatiana Konrad

Bringing together cross-disciplinary scholars and connecting the issues 
of environment, climate, health, race, and justice, this book attempted 
to uncover the often overlooked or neglected relationships that are 
at the core of environmental justice. Drawing on geographies and 

approaches from both the Global North and Global South, this book revealed 
the various manifestations of environmental injustice as well as the consequences 
thereof. Emphasizing the global nature of the problem, however, the contributors 
demonstrated how race remains the key factor that guides the uneven distribution 
of environmental toxicity and unhealth more broadly, focusing on the cases of 
environmental injustice that oftentimes remain at the community level, rather 
than rising to a national, let alone global, concern. As the book has shown, 
while the local examples of environmental injustice might vary, the reason for it, 
namely power relations, structures, and institutions that cause and sustain these 
kinds of injustice, is very similar. These are the ramifications of colonialism that 
subjugated peoples and nature; and while colonialism as a political system is over, 
the ideology that it produced continues to be embedded into decision-making 
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processes related to environmental, climate, and health crises, generating in-
equality worldwide.

Unpacking these serious issues and working at the intersection of multiple 
disciplines, Race and Environmental Justice in the Era of Climate Change and 
COVID-19 contributes to the existing bodies of knowledge and ongoing research 
on environmental justice. Nevertheless, this book can only do some of the 
necessary work. While we are proud to help advance the important scholarly and 
activist work on justice, we also recognize that much is left to be accomplished. 
Intersectionality is key when addressing the issue of justice, and specifically in 
the context of scholarly research, we recommend that investigative teams should 
be diverse, both to better understand the problem and to facilitate inclusion. For 
example, research on disability in relation to the core issues probed in this book 
would uncover important new perspectives on health and justice. Exploring 
the injustices experienced by people who find themselves on multiple edges of 
disadvantage, like members of BIPOC communities with disabilities, will allow 
us to more fully comprehend the multiple ways in which injustice operates and 
penetrates people’s lives. Furthermore, it will produce a better understanding 
of the type of activist work that needs to be done and changes that must be 
implemented on sociopolitical, institutional, economic, and cultural levels.

Incorporating environmental justice in curricula is important scholarly 
activist work that educators can and should do. Solving the ongoing environ-
mental crisis is impossible without possessing sufficient knowledge: how and 
which anthropogenic activities transform and destroy the planet and planetary 
health, whom these actions affect the most, what measures might be taken to 
prevent environmental inequality, and why injustice persists. Environmental 
education is one step toward a solution to the environmental crisis, and situating 
environmental justice at the center of that pedagogy is crucial. This book is one 
such instrument for teaching environmental justice at universities and high 
schools. Though it is difficult to give any specific recommendations on how to 
best incorporate the book in a given educational setting, we are convinced it can 
provide solid materials for courses in the environmental humanities, anthropol-
ogy, and cultural geography, as well as those that focus broadly on literature and 
the environment, globalization, race, and social justice.

Research on decolonial environmental justice, including how to teach it, is 
ongoing.1 And this is perhaps the most crucial work that the scholarly activist 
community has been doing to promote environmental justice: unpicking the 
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complex, intertwined issues, making calamities and injustices visible, includ-
ing voices from BIPOC communities, and making sure that decision-making 
practices become inclusive worldwide. Theorizing—and also implementing—
environmental justice on a daily basis, in every practice, action, and decision, is 
the only way to consciously fight for a better future for all. And we persevere.

NOTE

 1. Some helpful sources on teaching decolonial environmental justice include Karen 
Jarratt-Snider and Marianne O. Nielsen, eds., Indigenous Environmental Justice (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 2020); Malcom Ferdinand, Decolonial Ecology: Thinking from 
the Caribbean World, trans. Anthony Paul Smith (Hoboken: Wiley, 2021); Jan Wilkens 
and Alvine R. C. Datchoua-Tirvaudey, “Researching Climate Justice: A Decolonial 
Approach to Global Climate Governance,” International Affairs 98, no. 1 (2022): 125–43; 
Sikina Jinnah et al., eds., Teaching Environmental Justice: Practices to Engage Students and 
Build Community (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2023); Michael Simpson 
and Alejandra Pizarro Choy, “Building Decolonial Climate Justice Movements: Four 
Tensions,” Dialogues in Human Geography, May 8, 2023, 1–4; Mariana Walter, Lena 
Weber, and Leah Temper, “The EJAtlas: An Unexpected Pedagogical Tool to Teach 
and Learn about Environmental Social Sciences,” in The Barcelona School of Ecological 
Economics and Political Ecology: A Companion in Honour of Joan Martinez-Alier, ed. Sergio 
Villamayor-Tomas and Roldan Muradian (Cham: Springer, 2023), 211–18.
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