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ABSTRACT

This essay contributes to an ever-growing chorus of scholars calling for renewed attention to the
dynamics of race and environment by introducing the need for and basic features of an antic-
olonial environmental sociology. | argue that when it comes to matters of race, environmental
sociologists often inherit ontological assumptions that obfuscate the entanglement of racializa-
tion and colonial domination, thereby limiting the preoccupations of the field. In contrast, in this
essay, | gesture toward an anticolonial environmental sociology that situates considerations of
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race and environment within the broader context of European conquest, whereby the socio-
ecological significance of whiteness is better apprehended by engaging with the experiences and
perspectives of Black and Indigenous people in the North American context.

Introduction

Nearly forty years ago, in Warren County, North Carolina,
six Black men and women lay motionless in the road as
several trucks approached carrying polychlorinated
biphenyl-contaminated soil. A few years prior (between
1978 and 1979), Ward Transformers Company had illeg-
ally dumped 31,000 gallons of transformer oil laden with
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), a known toxicant, on
the shoulders of 14 roadways in North Carolina. The U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency had declared the
roadsides a public hazard, and along with the North
Carolina Department of Environment and Natural
Resources, devised a plan to have the 50,000 tons of
contaminated soil relocated to a landfill. The state chose
a site near the small, rural town of Afton (in Warren
County) whose residents were mostly poor and Black.
Residents expressed concerns that the landfill would
leak and contaminate their water, but the state insisted
on its safety. Carrying forth a long tradition of Black
resistance, these activists placed their bodies on the
line to combat the deliberate toxic pollution of the
immediate environment in which they lived. Though
they were unable to halt the construction of the PCB
landfill, their efforts contributed to the birth of the
national Environmental Justice Movement (Bullard
et al. 2008), which also led to the first national study
that found race to be ‘the most significant among vari-
ables tested in association with the location of commer-
cial hazardous waste facilities’ (Commission for Racial
Justice 1987).

For decades since, scholars and activists have docu-
mented, analyzed, and organized against the profusion
of environmental risks and hazards that tenaciously
afflict Black, Indigenous, and other people of color in

the United States. Whether under the banner of envir-
onmental justice studies or research on environmental
inequality, scholars have consistently demonstrated
that environmental burdens, such as air pollution,
urban heat island effects, and exposure to industrial
toxicants are distributed unequally across the (global)
color line (Pellow 2002; Morello-Frosch and Jesdale
2006; Pellow 2007; Jesdale, Morello-Frosch, and
Cushing 2013; Taylor 2014; Liévanos 2019b), and that
both non-white and low-income populations are most
vulnerable when it comes to dealing with natural dis-
asters (Fothergill and Peek 2004; Bullard and Wright
2009; Howell and Elliott 2019). At the same time, these
communities often disproportionately lack adequate
access to environmental amenities and necessities
like tree canopy cover, green space (Heynen, Perkins,
and Roy 2006; Park and Pellow 2011; Schwarz et al.
2015), and clean, safe water (Mascarenhas 2012; Roller
et al. 2019). Together, these divergent strands of
research and lived experiences continue to illuminate
the importance of race in determining the quality of
environments in which human life unfolds.

In this essay, however, | stress the need for an antic-
olonial environmental sociology capable of reinter-
preting the dynamics between race and environment
in ways that do not further colonial unknowing. For
what happened to Black people in Warren County -
and what continues to happen to Black, Indigenous,
and other people of color elsewhere in the U.S. and
beyond - was never simply a matter of racism (i.e.
racial discrimination, exploitation, and/or exclusion).
To reduce the ecological significance of race to racial
discrimination is to ignore how Black people are sub-
jected to gratuitous and structural violence in the
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afterlife of slavery (Hartman 2007; Vargas and Costa
2018). Stated differently, | maintain that when it comes
to matters of race, environmental sociologists often
inherit ontological assumptions that obfuscate the
entanglement of racialization and colonial domination,
thereby limiting the preoccupations of the field. In
contrast, in this essay, | gesture toward an anticolonial
environmental sociology that situates considerations
of race and environment within the context of what
King (2019) calls the ‘bloody relations of conquest’ (45),
whereby the socioecological significance of whiteness
is better apprehended.

| will proceed by first considering how colonial
unknowing manifests within environmental sociology
and its typical approach to matters of race and envir-
onment. Next, | discuss the basic features of an antic-
olonial environmental sociology. Finally, as an exercise
in the anticolonial environmental sociology of race,
| turn to a brief theoretical reflection on whiteness in
the web of life that draws upon Black and Indigenous
experiences and perspectives to rethink race and envir-
onment in the North American context.

On colonial unknowing, environmental
sociology, and race

Sociological research on race and environment is often
limited by ‘ontological myopias,’ or the taken-for-
granted ontological inheritances that place restrictive
parameters on a given object of study (Rodriguez-
Muhiz 2015, 95). For example, in most research, the
causal significance of race is often reduced to discrimi-
nation, whereby racially discriminatory practices and
policies - for instance, at the time of waste facility siting
or in the broader housing market — produce the envir-
onmental injustices that plague communities of color in
the United States (e.g. Mohai and Saha 2015). Here, the
unquestioned ontological assumption is that race is only
environmentally relevant because it signifies which
human populations are vulnerable to discrimination
and exclusion and thus come to live in compromising
ecological situations. Research that questions whether
Black, Indigenous, or other people of color are forced to
move into polluted neighborhoods or if their commu-
nities are targeted for pollution is certainly myopic when
we consider that people calling themselves white have
for centuries transformed terrestrial environments
through relations of domination that reconstitute socio-
ecological configurations in ways that are conducive to
their own ends. Stated otherwise, the field’s ontological
assumptions about the environmental significance of
race often deflect attention away from matters of con-
quest, thereby contributing to colonial unknowing.
Colonial unknowing is an epistemological orientation
that ‘renders unintelligible the entanglements of racializa-
tion and colonization, occluding the mutable historicity of
colonial structures and attributing finality to events of

conquest and dispossession’ (Vimalassery, Pegues, and
Goldstein 2016, para. 1). Within the discipline of sociology,
colonial unknowing shows up in the paucity of attention
given to colonialism and imperialism beyond the subfield
of historical-comparative sociology (Steinmetz 2014). For
instance, although sociology has a strong tradition of
analyzing the significance that race/racism plays in the
modern world (Bonilla-Silva 1997; Feagin 2001, 2006;
Treitler 2013; Omi and Winant 2014; Golash-Boza 2016),
colonialism and imperialism are given a minor role, if
given one at all, within predominant sociological theories
of race (Magubane 2013; Go 2018). The same is generally
true for environmental sociology, a field that has attended
to the environmental significance of race for decades
without the multiscalar (spatial and temporal) acuity
needed to see how each contemporary iteration of envir-
onmental inequality/racism/injustice/privilege is linked to
the ongoing socioecological violence of conquest and
dispossession (Pellow 2018). However, environmental
sociologists have increasingly countered colonial
unknowing by turning to the ecological dynamics of
imperialism and colonialism, particularly with regard to
North American Indigenous peoples and their experi-
ences with environmental injustice and inequality
(Hooks and Smith 2004; Cantzler and Huynh 2016;
Holleman 2017; Hoover 2018; Norgaard, Reed, and
Bacon 2018; Norgaard 2019; Bacon 2019; Liévanos 2019a).

Consider, for a moment, Salmon & Acorns Feed Our
People, a text that serves as an important model for how
non-Natives can work extensively and collaboratively
with Indigenous peoples in a way that is not colonially
extractive (Norgaard 2019). With chapters ranging in
focus - from the mutual construction of race and nature
to the emotional dimension of environmental decline -
Norgaard (2019) draws upon decades of work with the
Karuk Tribe to demonstrate how focusing on the ecologi-
cal dynamics of settler colonialism is critical for thinking
about social power more broadly, but race and gender
specifically. The book counteracts colonial unknowing by
intentionally theorizing ‘the mutual structures of racism,
colonialism, capitalism, patriarchy, and the natural envir-
onment’ (27). To this end, Norgaard (2019) maintains that
‘colonialism is the context and raison d'etat for racial
formation processes in North America’ and that ‘[c]oloni-
alism and racialization continue to operate together in
a variety of ways' (Ibid). And yet, as an exemplar of the
genre of environmental sociology advocated for in this
essay, it is important to discuss the conceptual limitations
that arise from the text's deployment of racial formation
theory (Omi and Winant 2014) and settler colonial theory
(Veracini 2010; Wolfe 2006).

Racial formation theory is limited by a conceptual
arsenal that is mainly concerned with ‘the sociohisto-
rical process by which racial identities are created, lived
out, transformed, and destroyed’ (Omi and Winant
2014, 109). In this framework, conquest (i.e. imperial-
ism, colonization, and slavery) is recognized as the first



racial formation project, an attempt to shape how
human identities and social structures are racially sig-
nified, that inaugurates racialization on a world-
historical scale (113-115). However, beyond the
acknowledgment of the historical social structural sig-
nificance of conquest, racial formation theory is ill-
equipped to contend with the mutually imbricated
and ongoing processes of colonialism, imperialism,
and racialization. While scholars have critiqued racial
formation theory for various reasons (da Silva 2007;
Feagin and Elias 2013; Saucier and Woods 2016), the
main issue that | would raise is that it can unwittingly
perpetuate colonial unknowing.

Norgaard (2019) clearly recognizes this flaw in racial
formation theory’'s theoretical armament and modifies its
central concept to reflect the persistent significance of
colonialism by adopting ‘racial-colonial formation’
instead. Nevertheless, this maneuver carries forth the
preoccupation with the creation, inhabitation, transfor-
mation, and destruction of racial categories, but aug-
ments it by pointing to the importance of the ‘natural’
environment to the process of racial-colonial formation.
Hence, Norgaard (2019) argues that ‘racialization is not
only about “the elaboration of racial meanings to parti-
cular relationships, social practices or groups” (Omi and
Winant 1994, 91) but also particular environmental prac-
tices and places in the landscape’ (46). To illustrate the
utility of this theoretical innovation, Norgaard (2019)
draws upon a case study of racial formation in the
Klamath River basin (39-67) that demonstrates how “[p]
hysical changes in the land have supported and legiti-
mized the emergence of racial categories of white and
Native (73). Ultimately, however, Norgaard (2019) argues
that ‘the formulations of power taking place through
these processes [of environmental transformations] can-
not be wholly conceptualized within the framework of
race’ (73), and instead turns to settler colonial theory
because it emphasizes ‘the notion that North American
colonialism is an ongoing structure rather than a past
event, the centrality of land to the operation of both
Indigenous and state power, and the structuring of rela-
tionships with Indigenous peoples in terms of elimination
and replacement’ (77).

While | certainly agree that the dynamics of colonial
settlement demand sustained attention, especially in
places like the United States whose existence as an
empire-state is dependent upon the ongoing occupa-
tion of Indigenous lands in North America and beyond,
| also think it is important to consider how settler colo-
nial theory can inadvertently contribute to colonial
unknowing.! When settler colonialism is treated as
a singular, self-contained form of colonialism, disso-
ciated from imperial formations and colonial racializa-
tions, as Vimalassery, Pegues, and Goldstein (2016)
further explain, we risk missing ‘the ways in which the
abduction and enslavement of Africans and their des-
cendants were a colonial practice that, while changing
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in its intensities and modes of reorganization over time,
was co-constitutive of colonialism as a project of settle-
ment rather than a supplement that demonstrates the
taking of land and labor as distinct endeavors’ (para. 11).
In other words, settler-colonial theory suffers from what
King (2020) calls an ‘acute form of unknowing in relation
to Blackness and slavery’ (82), given how it defines the
colonial situation in North America as primarily struc-
tured around contestations over land and the antagon-
ism between settlers and Natives. Not only does the
framework largely ignore settler colonization in other
regions beyond North America and Australia, like on the
African continent where the logic was not solely elim-
ination but also proletarianization (Kelley 2017), it prior-
itizes the colonization/commaodification of land over the
commodification/colonization of bodies.?

Salmon & Acorns Feed Our People is an incredibly
important book that advances environmental sociology
on numerous fronts by bringing the field into productive
conversation with Native Studies, Food Studies, and
Environmental Justice and Health, while also modeling
research that conspires with Indigenous people to
advance their self-defined causes. Nevertheless, in theo-
rizing race, colonialism, and environment with racial for-
mation and settler colonial theory, the text overcomes
certain conceptual hindrances, while sustaining others.
With the strengths and limitations of existing approaches
in mind, in the next section, | gesture toward an antic-
olonial environmental sociology as a critical modality for
rethinking race and environment in ways that | hope can
further counter colonial unknowing.

Notes toward an anticolonial environmental
sociology

In response to how colonial unknowing manifests
within sociology, various scholars have articulated the
need for postcolonial or decolonial approaches to socio-
logical inquiry that counter the imperial episteme and
the coloniality of social knowledge (Connell 2007, 2018;
Bhambra 2007, 2014; Go 2013a, 2016; Magubane 2013;
Weiner 2018). For instance, postcolonial sociology
emerges from an encounter with postcolonial thought
and the challenges it presents to a conventional inquiry.
As an epistemic movement, postcolonial sociology
represents but one avenue for contending with the
material and ideological legacies of colonialism. In fact,
Norgaard (2019) adopts the theoretical framework of
settler colonialism because she finds limitations with
the postcolonial approach. She argues that by failing
to engage with the ‘ongoing presence and critical per-
spectives of Indigenous people [in North America]’ this
approach has the potential to perform the same acts of
colonial erasure that it aims to address (Norgaard 2019,
82). As Norgaard (2019) points out, Go (2016) himself
writes, ‘Colonialism has ended, but the power relations,
systems of meaning, and socioeconomic inequalities
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that it birthed stubbornly endure’ (185). The irony is that
in drawing attention to the global legacies of colonial-
ism and empire, Go (2016) momentarily loses sight of
ongoing colonial occupation in places like the United
States, Canada, and elsewhere.

Nevertheless, | believe Go's (2016) intervention offers
two key analytic moves that are pliant enough to over-
come this potential danger and still have relevance
beyond the settler-colonial situation. Go's postcolonial
sociology rests upon what he calls ‘postcolonial relation-
ism’ and ‘perspectival realism.’ If social theory has the
problem of analytic bifurcation, which obscures the way
in which colonizer/colonized, metropole/colony, settler/
native are mutually constituted, then we need to replace
‘the imperial episteme’s law of division with a metho
dological law of connection: sustained examinations of
mutual connection across expansive social space [and
time]’ (114). Whereas postcolonial relationism overcomes
the analytic bifurcations of the imperial episteme, per-
spectival realism, and the subaltern standpoint counter
sociology’s Eurocentrism and false universalism by insist-
ing that ‘there is a real world with observable and know-
able features (realism) but that what we see in that world,
how we describe it, and what we think about it partially
depends upon the observer and his or her means of
observation (constructivism)’ (163). Recognizing the con-
straints of a sociology that is unaware of its own limita-
tions, due to its imperial/colonial unconscious (Go 2013b),
a postcolonial sociology is rooted in an engagement with
subaltern standpoints that starts with the concerns and
experiences, categories and discourses, perceptions, and
problems of colonized peoples worldwide.

Together, postcolonial relationism and perspectival
realism have the potential to yield important innovations
in environmental sociology by providing different theore-
tical and empirical concerns. As the basis for an antic-
olonial environmental sociology, neither analytic
maneuver precludes critical interrogations of ongoing
colonial settlement as a central concern to subaltern sub-
jects in the various global regions that have yet to realize
decolonization. Moreover, | must note that scholars trace
the tradition of postcolonial theory to a longer tradition of
anticolonial thought in writers (and revolutionaries) like
Frantz Fanon, Amilcar Cabral, C.L.R. James, Aimé Césaire,
Kwame Nkrumah, W.E.B. Du Bois, among many others (Go
2016; Weiner 2018). For this reason, | carry forth the
underlying disposition of postcolonial, decolonial, and
settler colonial theoretical approaches under the banner
of anticolonialism precisely because these divergent
approaches share a common commitment to subverting
social knowledge and existence forged through relations
of domination and conquest. It is precisely this normative
and analytical commitment that informs my vision for an
anticolonial environmental sociology.

An anticolonial environmental sociology would regis-
ter the violence that the Black residents of Warren County
faced as coextensive with the violence of conquest, and

thus not merely as a matter of racial prejudice or discri-
mination. It would notice that for nearly a century and
a half before Warren County became a key site in the
evolution of the environmental justice movement and
research on environmental inequality, it was home to
many large plantations and some of the wealthiest
towns in North Carolina (Wellman 2002). Henry Bobbitt
was born in 1850 in Warrenton (in Warren County) on the
estate of Richard Bobbitt where he and fifty other
enslaved Black people worked 400 acres of land, seven
days a week, from sunup to sundown on most, cultivat-
ing tobacco, cotton, corn, wheat, and potatoes, in addi-
tion to tending horses and other livestock. When asked
about his life on the plantation, in 1937, Henry recalled:

The patrollers would get you if you went off the premises
without a pass, and they said that they would beat you
scandalous. | seen a fella that day beat once and he had
scars as big as my fingers all over his body ... We lived in
log houses with sand floors and stick and dirt chimneys
and we weren't allowed to have no garden, chickens, nor
pigs ... We had to steal what rabbits we ate from some-
body else’s boxes on some other plantation, because the
master wouldn't let us have none of our own, and we
ain't had no time to hunt nor fish.>

From his first-hand account of Black life as white prop-
erty, it is clear that race, as a colonially situated activity,
has a much longer history of structuring human rela-
tions to nonhuman nature and environments in Warren
County. Henry and other enslaved persons lived with
conditions of racialized socioecological relations in an
environment made hostile by white people. Their
restricted presence on that land was solely for the uses
of a white populace and its accumulation of wealth
through the possession of stolen African life and the
coerced production of colonial commodities. Moreover,
before North Carolina was a state, it was one of the 13
American colonies of British empire. Founded in 1653 by
settlers from the Virginia colony, North Carolina received
its charter from King Charles Il in 1663, which stated:

And because that in so remote a country, and [situated]
among so many barbarous nations, and the invasions as
well of salvages [sic] ... may probably be feared; there-
fore we ... do give power ... to levy, muster and train all
sorts of men ... to make war and pursue the enemies
aforesaid, as well by sea as by land ... and by God's
assistance to vanquish and take them, and being taken
to put them to death by the law of war, or to save them
at their pleasure.*

Less than twenty years later, in 1677, settlers of North
Carolina had defeated the Chowanoac people in war
and had them relegated to a reservation of land, which
only lasted until 1821 (La Vere 2013).° As settlers with
slaves turned land and life into white property, they
necessarily reconfigured a diverse array of Indigenous
societies’ relations with land in ways that better suited
the life of colonists and their imperial counterparts in
Europe.



In other words, an anticolonial environmental
sociology would situate contemporary manifestations
of racialized environmental inequality within the
broader historical context of Europe’s project of glo-
bal conquest, whereby the colonial settlement,
‘Indian’ reservation, and the plantation estate come
into view as important sites for inquiry. An anticolo-
nial environmental sociology would draw attention to
the ways that each of these socioecological forma-
tions evince how differentially racialized and colo-
nially subjugated peoples’ lives and relations with
the rest of earthly existence were coopted by people
calling themselves white, civilized, Christian, and
therefore superior. Thus, the ecologically transforma-
tive capacities of whiteness become an important
preoccupation for an anticolonial environmental
sociology concerned with questions of race and envir-
onment in the Western Hemisphere, and, of course, to
an extent globally.

Given the global-historical scale of European con-
quest — and associated forms of empire, colonialism,
and differential racialization, | would never try to pre-
emptively delimit the range of socioecological ana-
lyses that might arise from an engagement with the
perspectives of the heterogeneous human populations
that have been affected by colonial imperialism. To do
so would ‘risk allowing the debates of Europe and
North America to be treated as essential points of
reference for those seeking to understand the trans-
formations of Asia, Africa, Oceania, and South America
while the reverse will seldom be true’ (Lockie 2015,
140). Therefore, in this brief essay, | outline the basic
defining features of an anticolonial environmental
sociology that approaches racial matters by:

a) situating human social activity within the manifold
of associations that constitute the broader biophysical
world.

b) engaging with the perspectives and experiences of
subaltern people to understand socioecological
dynamics from their often overlapping, but sometimes
conflicting standpoints.

c) excavating the colonial and imperialist foundations
and ongoing entanglements of contemporary socio-
ecological situations.

The principle aim of such an approach is to open new
horizons of socioecological thought, analysis, and
action that challenge colonial unknowing by fore-
grounding the concerns, experiences, categories, dis-
courses, perceptions, and problems of the peoples
visited by modern modes of conquest.

Theorizing whiteness in the web of life

With the basic features of an anticolonial environmen-
tal sociology now elaborated, | turn to a brief theore-
tical meditation on whiteness in the web of life, which
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ventures to rethink race and environment in the
United States by situating both within the historical
context of European conquest.

In Capitalism in the Web of Life, Moore (2015) argues
that capitalism is neither an economic system nor
a social system; ‘it is a way of organizing nature’ (2).
Moving away from prevailing discourse in environ-
mental thought that binarizes Nature/Society, Moore
(2015) is interested in thinking about 'how capitalism
has worked through, rather than upon nature’ (30). In
contrast to thinking about ‘the environment’ as
a spatial container for human relations with the rest
of nature, Moore (2015) insists that ‘species and envir-
onments are at once making and unmaking each
other, always and at every turn’ (45). Similarly, when
| refer to whiteness in the web of life, | mean to focus
attention on the ways that racialization, as an innately
violent practice that aims to maintain population-
specific modes of colonial domination through time
(Wolfe 2016), (re)constitutes socioecological dynamics
and produces environments.

In Dusk of Dawn: An Essay Toward an Autobiography
of a Race Concept, W.E.B. Du Bois writes about the
multitudinous ways that race has shaped his own life,
and thus the lived experience of Blackness more gen-
erally. Du Bois writes, ‘[People] are conditioned and
their actions forced not simply by their physical envir-
onment, powerful as mountains and rain, heat and
cold, forest and desert always have been and will be’
(Du Bois 2007b, 68). Here, he acknowledges something
that environmental sociologists would come to argue
many years later: human activity takes place within,
and is constrained by, biophysical conditions (e.g.
Catton and Dunlap 1978). Perhaps more importantly
though, he further contends that when ‘we modify the
effects of this environment by what we call the social
environment, we have conceived a great and impor-
tant truth ... A [person (of color)] lives today not only in
[their] physical environment and the social environ-
ment of ideas and customs, laws and ideals; but that
total environment is subjected to a new socio-physical
environment of other groups, whose social environ-
ment [they share] but in part’ (Du Bois [1940] 2007c,
68). In a later passage, Du Bois further elaborates on
this experience of being subjected to the socio-
physical environment of whiteness:

I was by long education and continual compulsion and
daily reminder, a colored man in a white world; and that
white world often existed primarily, so far as | was
concerned, to see with sleepless vigilance that /| was
kept within bounds. All this made me limited in physical
movement and provincial in thought and dream.
| could not stir, | could not act, | could not live, without
taking into careful daily account the reaction of my
white environing world.® (69)

| return to these passages because they assert
a different ontology of race that enables us to perceive
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the ecomaterial significance of race and not merely in
terms of social discrimination, exclusion and/or exploi-
tation. Here, Du Bois expresses how whiteness is
experienced by the racially-colonially subjugated as
a socioecological, or ‘sociophysical,’ phenomenon.
And although Du Bois is speaking specifically about
his own experience as a Black person, it is obvious that
this is an experience that is held in common with other
racially-colonially subjugated peoples, but especially
Native North America. To understand this, we must
recognize that ‘Europe’s conquest of the American
continent has been first and foremost a spatial, that
is, a global event - the dislocation of Europeans to the
Americas and other parts of the planet and the engulf-
ment of natives, their lands, and the resources of those
lands’ (da Silva 2007, 2).

Speaking to a crowd of graduates and other obser-
vers at the U.S. Naval Academy commencement in
2018, President Donald J. Trump declaimed, They
have forgotten our ancestors trounced an empire,
[and] tamed a continent’ (Felton 2018). This was not
the first time that Trump referenced his nation’s ori-
gins. A few months prior, on National Agriculture Day,
he tweeted, ‘Our Nation was founded by farmers. Our
independence was won by farmers. And our continent
was tamed by farmers’ (Trump 2018). But what exactly
did it mean to ‘tame’ a continent? Taming a continent
meant making white (individual and collective) prop-
erty of land, nonhuman, and human life. In the process
of taming a continent, the white founders/farmers/
settlers/colonists initiated a mode of life that funda-
mentally reconfigured socioecological dynamics in the
Americas by engulfing earth’s varied human, nonhu-
man, and inhuman elements into relations of
domination.

Francis Bacon, English philosopher and statesman,
wrote about English plantations, in 1625, arguing that
‘Planting of Countries, is like Planting of Woods; For
you must make account, to lease almost Twenty years
Profit, and expect your Recompence, in the end’
(Bacon 1899, 139).” Bacon’s European contemporaries
understood that it would take time for their planta-
tions to mature into something worth ‘planting’ in the
first place. Bacon goes on to list the sort of people that
should be ‘planted,” such as ‘Gardners, Plough-men,
Labourers, Smiths, Carpenters, [JJoyners, Fisher-men,
Fowlers,” and then describes how the planted should
see ‘what kind of Victual, the Country yields of it self’
whether fruits, vegetables, grains, or game (140).
‘Consider likewise, what Commodities the Soil, where
the Plantation is, doth naturally yield, that they may
some way help to defray the Charge of the Plantation,’
which might include timber, iron ore, and bay salt,
among other items (141). ‘And above all,’ Bacon writes,
‘let Men make a Profit of being in the Wildernesse’
(Ibid). There were, of course, people already living in
and making use of the spaces designated as

‘wilderness’ that were planted. Bacon advises, ‘If you
Plant, where Savages are, doe not only entertain them
with Trifles, and Gingles; But use them [jJustly, and
graciously, with sufficient Guard nevertheless ... And
send oft of them, over to the Country, that Plants, that
they may see a better Condition than their own’ (142).

Despite the widespread ‘settler-colonial myth of the
wandering Neolithic hunter, Dunbar-Ortiz (2014)
argues that ‘[bly the time of European invasions,
Indigenous peoples had occupied and shaped every
part of the Americas, established extensive trade net-
works and roads, and were sustaining their popula-
tions by adapting to specific natural environments,
but they also adapted nature to suit human ends’
(27). When European settlers found vast ‘wildernesses’
teeming with plant and animal life, they did not realize
that these spaces were produced by the practices of
the people who inhabited them. ‘Only in the American
continents was the parallel domestication of animals
eschewed in favor of game management, a kind of
animal husbandry different from that developed in
Africa and Asia,’ as Dunbar-Ortiz asserts (15). Further
countering colonial mythology, she contends, ‘Native
Americans created the world’s largest gardens and
grazing lands - and thrived’ (28). In other words, dur-
ing thousands of years of socioecological existence in
the Americas prior to European exploration and colo-
nization, countless Indigenous peoples expressed their
ways of life in complex, interweaving relations with
myriad forms of nonhuman nature that inevitably
transformed, in varying degrees, the environments in
which their collective life took place.

V.F. Cordova, a lJicarilla Apache philosopher, sug-
gests that the Indigenous peoples of North America
did not think of their homelands as something that
they owned but instead as something that they
belonged to (Cordova 2007). Reflecting upon the
meaning of ‘land’ to the Dené, Coulthard (2014)
writes, ““land” (or de) is translated in relational terms
as that which encompasses not only land (understood
here as material), but also people and animals, rocks
and trees, lakes and rivers, and so on. Seen in this
light, we are as much a part of the land as any other
element’ (61). Therefore, land was not simply a spatial
unit for parsing the earth’s surface; it was an exten-
sion of themselves as distinct peoples belonging to
distinct environments (Cordova 2007; LaDuke 2015).
Likewise, the relations they cultivated with/in the land
are/were an expression of their unique modes of life
(Coulthard 2014).

To European minds, and in their socioecological
practice of domination, the people already living
with/in the ‘wildernesses’ they planted, or settled,
were to be made use of along with the other ‘com-
modities of the soil.’ Plantations, as (settler) colonial
formations, were simultaneously racially hierarchical
and colonially extractive enterprises that imposed



a particular mode of life based upon individualized and
racialized property ownership. This plantation imposed
mode of life was dependent upon taking possession of
the land and life of Europe’s others (da Silva 2007;
Moreton-Robinson 2015), and in the process, white-
ness entered the web of life to reconstitute the
land - a heterogeneous constellation of earth’s varied
human and nonhuman elements. For as Tuck and
Wayne Yang (2012) observe, The [white] settler, if
known by his actions and how he justifies them, sees
himself as holding dominion over the earth and its
flora and fauna, as the anthropocentric normal, and
as more developed, more human, more deserving than
other groups or species’ (6). The peoples indigenous to
the ‘Americas’ have recognized and articulated this
fact for centuries. Speaking to an Indian Council in
1875, for example, Tatanka-lyotanka8 (also known as
Sitting Bull) professed:

Behold, my friends, the spring is come; the earth has
gladly received the embraces of the sun, and we shall
soon see the results of their love! Every seed is awa-
kened, and all animal life. It is through this mysterious
power that we too have our being, and we therefore
yield to our neighbors, even to our animal neighbors,
the same right as ourselves to inhabit this vast land.
Yet hear me, friends! [W]e have now to deal with
another people, small and feeble when our forefathers
first met with them, but now great and overbearing.
Strangely enough, they have a mind to till the soil, and
the love of possessions is a disease in them ... They
claim this mother of ours, the Earth, for their own use,
and fence their neighbors away from her, and deface
her with their buildings and their refuse. (Eastman
1939, 119-120)

W.E.B. Du Bois would later echo Tatanka-lyotanka, pro-
claiming, “But what on earth is whiteness that one
should so desire it?” Then always, somehow, someway,
I am given to understand that whiteness is the owner-
ship of the earth, forever and ever’ (Du Bois 2007a, 30).°

White ownership of the earth did not stop with the
land nor its nonhuman elements. In actuality,
European conquest of Indigenous peoples and their
lands in the Americas beginning in 1492 would not
have been possible without the inauguration of the
enslavement of Africans for European purposes as
early as 1441 (Du Bois 2007¢; King 2019). Hence,
although the settlers of North America initially relied
on the labor of enslaved people indigenous to the
Americas and European indentured servants, the sym-
bolic architecture linking Blackness to slaveness was
already well established by the time Europeans turned
their sights to the New World, as captive Africans were
already toiling on Portuguese plantations within the
Old World sugar complex beginning in 1452 (Wynter
1995; Garba and Sorentino 2020). With the rise of the
New World plantation complex, captive Africans and
their descendants were physically coerced into rela-
tionship with the land in the so-called ‘New World’ in
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environments being reconstituted by the white mas-
ters of the world. The enslaved were forced to plant
and harvest cotton, tobacco, coffee and sugarcane,
butcher and cure meats, produce dairy products, in
addition to tasks related to carpentry, laundry, clean-
ing, cooking, and other domestic labors (Stewart 2005).
Stripped from their own indigenous social and ecolo-
gical settings, Africans were brought to the Americas
to labor on lands expropriated from Native peoples in
the Americas.

More than that, though, as chattels, Black people were
an object of settler-capitalist accumulation (King 2016),
which disfigured Black maternity by turning ‘the womb
into a factory,’ that reproduces Blackness as abjection and
fungibility (Sharpe 2014, 63). Put differently, Blackness
also forces those occupying that social location to con-
tend with the conditions of interchangeability and repla-
ceability endemic to the commodity (Hartman 1997). Or,
as Wilderson (2010) argues, ‘Africans went into the ships
and came out as Blacks ... This violence which turns
a body into flesh, ripped apart literally and imaginatively ..
. positions the Black in an infinite and horrifying and open
vulnerability, an object made available for any subject’
(38). As fungible commodities, Black life was bred, bought
and sold, maimed and killed, all justifiable by their racia-
lization as such. This ‘thingification’ of African life, trans-
muted through racialization and the Middle Passage into
Blackness, expunges Black people of their histories and
relations (Césaire 2000; Du Bois [1947] 2007; Patterson
1982). Their ties to the region of earth that bore them is
severed, physically and to an extent psychically, along
with their ways of being in the world before becoming
fungible property. Thus, Black people were not only
stripped from their homes to labor in distant lands, they
were displaced as property to be accumulated by white
masters and disposed of as desired.

Furthermore, as Gosset (2015) argues, the ‘colonial
racialization of blackness has figured and functioned as
the animalization and bestialization of blackness,” which
thereby places Black people outside of humanity (Gosset
2015, para 6; see also Fanon 2008). Gosset (2015) reminds
us that Frederick Douglass, a formerly enslaved person
and abolitionist, recognized the similarity between his
own thingified human experience and that of the nonhu-
man animals he was forced to work with on the planta-
tion. Douglass writes, They were property, so was |; they
were to be broken, so was I. Covey was to break me, | was
to break them; break and be broken - such is life’
(Douglass 2007, 188). These points of similarity emerge
from relations forged through the thingification of life,
human and more-than-human, that orients the life of
both to the will of white owners. Thus, the subjugation
of the racially dominated is deeply interwoven with the
domination of white humanity over the rest of earthly
existence, whereby colonial racialization institutes what
Pellow (2014) calls ‘socioecological inequality’ to index
the ‘ways in which humans, nonhumans, and ecosystems
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intersect to produce hierarchies - privileges and disad-
vantages — within and across species and space’ (7). In this
extended socioecological hierarchy, those claiming
whiteness would wield their power as the environing
group for centuries to come, and in doing so would over-
determine the quality of environments in which human
and more-than-human life unfolds.

As humankind is increasingly recognized as
a geological force, we ought not forget the role that
race, empire, and colonialism have played in transform-
ing this planet. Instead of implicating the whole of
humanity in the drastic changes to the earth’s integrated
systems (geosphere, atmosphere, biosphere, hydro-
sphere, etc) like the concept of the ‘Anthropocene’
does, scholars have suggested other designations, such
as the Capitalocene (Moore 2015; Malm 2016). Here,
however, we run into the problem of centering capital-
(ism), while ignoring race and colonialism
(Robinson 2000). A more appropriate naming of the pre-
sent geological age, the origins of which Lewis and
Maslin (2018) identify with the 1610 Orbis Spike in the
stratigraphic record, might be the ‘Plantationocene’ as it
would implicate not just capitalism but also racialization,
imperialism, and colonialism (i.e. conquest) in the earth’s
transformation over the last five centuries (Haraway et al.
2016; Haraway 2015; Davis et al. 2019; Murphy and
Schroering 2020). For as Denise Ferreira da Silva argues,
‘what has been and is extracted through colonial juridic
mechanisms and racial symbolic tools - the “means of
production” or the “raw materials” it uses for accumula-
tion (the internal energy of African slaves and Indigenous
lands) — now exists as the form of global capital’ (da Silva
2018, para 6). Thus, we might imagine, as da Silva (2018)
does when focusing on a single dimension of transforma-
tion to the earth system, The accumulation of atmo-
spheric gases expresses ([or] is equivalent to) the extent
of expropriation and the intensity of the concentration of
expropriated internal (kinetic) energy of lands and labor
facilitated by coloniality and raciality’ (Ibid). It is this sort of
radical reimagining that an anticolonial environmental
sociology of race is ultimately striving for.

Conclusion

This essay contributes to an ever-growing chorus of
scholars drawing renewed attention to the complex
entanglements of race and environment (Dillon 2014;
Taylor 2016; Brown et al. 2016; Pellow 2016, 2018;
Ducre 2018; Clark, Auerbach, and Zhang 2018; Richter
2018; Liévanos 2019a, 2019b; Norgaard 2019). More
specifically, | have argued for the need to challenge
colonial unknowing in environmental sociology and
the limitations that it poses for understanding the
dynamics between race and environment. To counter
colonial unknowing, | have gestured toward a different
modality of environmental-sociological inquiry. By
beginning with the subaltern perspectives of Black

and Native peoples, in addition to foregrounding the
socioecological dynamics of conquest itself, | have
sought to reorient the environmental sociology of
race along more explicitly anticolonial lines. In doing
so, | have emphasized the importance of critically
attending to whiteness and the ways in which its
wielders reconfigure socioecological dynamics by tak-
ing possession of the lands and life of the colonized.

In the end, | have sought to make it more apparent
that beneath the liberal-democratic facade of multi-racial
inclusion of the United States, in civil, economic, and
political spheres, is a deeper and innately violent socio-
ecological history of white racial-colonial domination ori-
ginating with the plantation and the logics by which it
organized people in relation to the rest of earthly exis-
tence - the flora and fauna, the land and sea. Although
the plantation no longer exists in its formal capacity as an
institution of white, European conquest, the plantation
logics that rendered non-white beings (human or other-
wise) displaceable, containable, consumable, and expend-
able persist as a disproportionately Black and Latinx
incarcerated population produces a wide range of com-
modities at extremely low costs (Smith and Hattery 2008),
while also serving as the raw material of the prison-
industrial complex (Davis 2011), a generation of Black
children is poisoned by lead in their water
(Ranganathan 2016; Pulido 2016), and risky oil pipelines
are built on or near Indigenous peoples’ ever-vulnerable
territories (Bosworth 2018; LeQuesne 2019). These plan-
tation logics persist precisely because they have never
been adequately addressed, for doing so would entail
a radical reconfiguring of our collective mode of being
together on earth, and not as individuals maximizing our
relations for private gain and property accumulation. But
how do we even begin to unravel this vast web of
violence without confronting whiteness, its historical
and ongoing relationship to conquest, and the racialized
socioecological configurations emergent from the inte-
grated processes of colonization, enslavement, genocide,
occupation, and settlement?

Notes

1. I have also relied upon settler colonial theory to think
about the dispossession of Indigenous land in my own
work (Murphy 2018). Nevertheless, my encounter with
the critical engagements in Black studies and
American studies have changed how | think about
and situate settler-colonial endeavors.

2. Kelley (2017) points to how Wolfe's (2016) conceptua-
lization settler colonialism as defined by a logic of
elimination would not work without the exclusion of
Africa. He argues that this occlusion ‘not only obscures
its global and transnational character but also elimi-
nates the settler from African history’ (269). Kelley
(2017) further contends that in South Africa, for exam-
ple, ‘the complete elimination of the native was hardly
the objective. Yes, the expropriation of the native from
the land was a fundamental objective, but so was



proletarianization. They wanted the land and the
labor, but not the people - that is to say, they sought
to eliminate stable communities and their cultures of
resistance’ (Ibid).

3. Henry Bobbit, Federal Writers’ Project: Slave Narrative
Project, Vol. 11, North Carolina, Part 1, Adams-Hunter,
Manuscript/Mixed Material, 1936, https://www.loc.
gov/item/mesn111/. Note that | have slightly modified
the orthography and syntax of this passage for clarity
and ease of reading.

4. ‘Charter of Carolina’ (The Avalon Project: Documents
in Law, History and Diplomacy, 24 March 1663), http://
avalon.law.yale.edu/17th_century/nc01.asp.

5. Other Indigenous polities that called the region home
include: the Lumbee, Haliwa, Sappony, Tuscarora,
Croatoan, Meherrin, Coharie, Eastern Band of the
Cherokee, Occaneechi, and Waccamaw. Today, the
State of North Carolina officially recognizes eight of
these Native Nations, while the United States of
America only recognizes one.

6. Emphasis is my own.

7. Note that | have slightly modified the orthography of
these passages for ease of reading.

8. Tatanka-lyotanka was Hunkpapa Lakota.

9. Emphasis is my own.
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