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Series Foreword

Jennifer Gabrys, Ros Gray, and Shela Sheikh

With multiple environmental crises erupting worldwide, the planetary has 
become a common topic. Yet while studies proliferate that speculate about 
the state of the planet or propose governance at a planetary scale, they often 
reinscribe dominant voices, knowledges, and ways of being. The Planetarities 
series seeks to unsettle prevailing engagements with the planetary by sup-
porting work that grapples with the power dynamics, indeterminate relations, 
and poetic possibilities of eco-social transformations. Drawing on, extending, 
and reworking Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s notion of “planetarity,” the series 
takes up distinct types of “planet-thought” and “planet-feeling.” For Spivak, 
planetarity was a concept that could undo the abstractions of globalism while 
expanding beyond isolated consolidations of self or identity. With “planetari-
ties,” this series further embraces the pluralistic concepts and practices that 
offer different connections and collectives tied to the planet. 

As a series, Planetarities creates a space for work from writers and prac-
titioners within and beyond Western and institutional contexts, with contri-
butions from the Global South, Indigenous communities, and environmental 
activists working within transdisciplinary and transnational movements. This 
series seeks to advance theoretical and practice-based work as a plural and 
diverse collective project that shares a sense of urgency about planetary trou-
bles. The texts in this series attend to planetary inhabitations and problems, 
from climate migration and environmental justice to multispecies world-
building and the geopolitics of extraction. By considering how the planetary 
is at once summoned and unsettled through ecological and socio-political 
crises, the series poses a challenge to Anthropocene discourse by decentering 
the Anthropos and instead exploring how the planetary undoes and remakes 
humans and nonhumans as planetary subjects. 

Making the World Clean: Wasted Lives, Wasted Environment, and Racial 
Capitalism, the second volume in the Planetarities series, delivers a powerful 
warning against mainstream, white environmentalism and the corporatization 
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or techno-solutionism of cleaning. By engaging with numerous case studies 
from across the globe, more often than not overlooked by international media 
and canons of history, Vergès forcefully demonstrates that cleaning—of bod-
ies, homes, offices, cities, the planet—is rooted in a racialized, bourgeois, 
gendered, and colonial binary of clean vs. dirty. Against “cleaning up”—an 
often industrialized form of greenwashing that erases the experiences and 
knowledge of those most affected—we are invited to consider what a decolo-
nial, feminist, anti-racist, anti-patriarchal, and anti-capitalist cleaning might 
look like, as well as how elements of this have already long been practiced. 
Rather than reform existing practices and politics of cleaning, Vergès argues 
for abolition: “dismantling the afterlives of slavery and colonialism” and radi-
cally transforming systems of oppression. 

Following Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s formulation that abolition is “life in 
rehearsal,” the book points us towards avenues for radical hope, of decolo-
nial cleaning as “a strategy of resistance in a time of ruination.” This resist-
ance, however, is neither utopic nor pure; for those particularly affected by 
racial capitalism, it is often not chosen, and it entails tactics suitable to each 
context. Neither eventful nor spectacular, Vergès explores a notion of clean-
ing grounded in the elemental, meaning that which is banal or trivial but is 
necessary for sustaining and cultivating life. Where facts and figures about 
the wasting of lives and environments and ongoing forms of colonial violence 
may lead to despair (the genocide and ecocide being carried out by the State 
of Israel against Palestinians and their environments being a current exam-
ple), and where the empirical language of reports on “waste management” 
provoke dreariness, Vergès instead offers the reader an impassioned and sen-
sorial call to affirm a politics of living. 

We are grateful to the team at Goldsmiths Press, led by Sarah Kember, for 
their support for this publication that has been germinating for some years 
and that, in our current global political context, is more urgent than ever. We 
extend thanks to Susan Kelly, Ellen Parnavelas, and Angela Thompson for 
carefully stewarding the development and production of Making the World 
Clean, and to Adriana Cloud for her sensitive copyediting and sharp-eyed 
attention to the extensive endnotes, which we hope will be a useful resource. 
Finally, we thank Françoise Vergès for her esprit de résistance that has infused 
the breadth and force of this short book. 
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Foreword by Ruth Wilson Gilmore

Françoise Vergès always encourages expansive and ferocious analysis. She 
notices patterns across and between themes, people, places, dynamics, rela-
tionships, things. Her thoughtfulness, supported by such wide and deep read-
ing and listening, enables us to think better. She models how she thinks with 
such excited confidence that we readers sharpen our ability to notice more 
on our own. This book repeatedly shows how to bring sharp particularity to 
general existential questions. What has been happening to water beings on 
the water planet in the context of racial capitalism? The sorting and stacking 
institutions that shape and make sense of modernity’s social reality require 
not only the labor but also the considered insights of cleaners to reveal con-
tradictions from the ground up. My family were university cleaners; today, as 
a university professor, I am more likely to fail a student who leaves trash in the 
classroom than who plagiarizes. The latter’s anxiety-fueled impulse invites 
transformative remedies; by contrast, the former assumes the reproduction 
of a social reality that I teach and organize to undo. As well-researched as 
this work is, Vergès doesn’t read or listen in order to recite what she’s stud-
ied. Rather, attentive to the embodied risks and beauties of modeling opposi-
tional consciousness, she rehearses as she learns, towards dismantling racial 
capitalism and its imperial and colonial guarantors. She lays out motives; she 
suggests means. In other words, Vergès teaches us to see in order to act, and 
through acting to become more provisionally aware of what we might not 
have noticed before. This book is a gift whose value arises from being used. 
Abolition is emancipation in rehearsal.

Ruth Wilson Gilmore, author of Abolition Geography
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Preface

The first thing the State of Israel did in October 2023 when it launched its 
attack on the Gaza Strip, where two million Palestinians live (most of them 
refugees or descendants of refugees of the 1948 Nakba), was to totally cut off 
water, then electricity, and then to stop the entry of fuel, food, and medicine. 
It was a perfect textbook act of settler colonialism. It justified these decisions 
with its “right to self-​defense” after the attack on its soil by the Palestinian 
group Hamas on October 7, 2023, which killed 1,140 Israeli women, children, 
and men, while others were taken hostages in Gaza. Between October 7 and 
12, the Israeli Air Force acknowledged it had dropped 6,000 bombs on Gaza,i 
which was equal to 25,000 tons of explosives or two nuclear bombs.ii On 
November 11, the toll was 11,078 Palestinian deaths, among them 4,506 chil-
dren, and most of Gaza’s infrastructure had been destroyed. In many cities of 
the world, millions marched in solidarity with Palestine, calling for an imme-
diate ceasefire and the end of occupation and apartheid. In the West, the 
criminalization of the movement against the occupation exacerbated; any-
one who expressed their solidary with Palestine was accused of antisemitism; 
artists were cancelled; activists, politicians, and journalists were threatened.

I was seeing in practice the politics of denial of vital needs on an unprec-
edented scale. And this was unfolding as I was finishing the revision of this 
book about the racial and gendered politics of wasting lands, bodies, and 
resources and the organized deprivation of clean water, shelter, and access 
to health services—​in other words, about the structural denial, along racial 
lines, of vital needs. The word “settler” was cleansed of the charge of dispos-
session, extermination, and racism and was instead associated with liberal 
democracy, women’s and gays’ rights, rule of law, and freedom. Founded on 
the genocide of Indigenous populations, on ethnic cleansing, deportation, 
enslavement, mass dispossession, oppression, exploitation, and racism, the 
United States, Canada, and Australia have nonetheless presented themselves 
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as the true defenders of universal and women’s rights, justifying military 
intervention under that banner.

I considered that I might have not explored enough the link between set-
tler colonies, modern nation-​states, genocide, racial patriarchal capitalism, 
and the organized deprivation of vital needs. I might have made clearer the 
fact that the modern nation-​state and its racialization of groups, its organized 
abandonment of the vital needs of poor women and of women of color, of 
Indigenous and poor people around the world, was the heir of the colonial 
politics of dispossession, extraction, and exploitation that capitalism has not 
only perfected but extended. I am not talking of a smooth continuum, but of 
the ways in which some foundations of colonialism survive. But I hope that 
this book will contribute to that conversation.

May all the dead rest in peace. We will continue to fight against occupa-
tion; against the state of permanent war; for justice, peace, dignity, and free-
dom; for the abolition of racial patriarchal capitalism and imperialism.

Françoise Vergès
November 2023
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of a specific embodiment.”iii



xiv



xv

When they say about the neighborhood we live in is dirty, why do they ask me to come 
and clean their house? We, the people in the slums, the same nasty women they have 
come to their house in the suburbs every day. If these women are so filthy, why do you 
want them to clean for you? They don’t go and clean for us. We go and clean for them.

—​Studs Terkel, Workingiv
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1

MAKING THE WORLD CLEAN

Is Cleaning a Decolonial Struggle?

The quote on the previous page is from the 1974 book by Studs Terkel, 
Working: People Talk about What They Do All Day and How They Feel about 
What They Do. These words are a starting point for a decolonial feminist 
antiracist politics of cleaning that considers as fundamental analytics 
the exploitation of women of color and the clean/dirty divide that racism  
has built.

This book looks at the social relations that have made cleaning into 
drudgery and into a racialized, gendered, poorly paid job that is nevertheless 
necessary for any society to function. If refusing the drudgery of housework 
assigned to women and girls all their lives has long been a feminist struggle, 
antiracist, Indigenous, and Black feminists have pointed to the fact that this 
work has been overwhelmingly done by women of color who, historically and 
in the present day, have been designated to that work. Cleaning will be exam-
ined here as it is structured by social-​racial relations that have been shaped 
by colonialism and racial capitalism. Building on this understanding, I look at 
the racial/​class and patriarchal norms of cleanliness, the waste and wasting 
that colonialism produces, and racial capitalism as producing goods as waste. 
I ask what cleaning could be, and how cleaning might be liberated from its 
historically racial and gendered roots. What will be a cleaning practice liber-
ated from its racial and patriarchal bourgeois norms? In what follows, I will be 
calling this a “decolonial, antiracist, anti-​patriarchal, anti-​capitalist politics 
of cleaning,” hereafter abbreviated as “decolonial cleaning.” By this I mean 
the abolition of the racial industry of cleaning (whether domestic workers in 
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bourgeois homes or public spaces); of the racial, gendered binary clean/​dirty; 
and of the bourgeois patriarchal norms of cleanliness. “Decolonial cleaning” 
imagines cleaning as taking care of land, humans, plants, animals, and riv-
ers, not seeking to discipline them or to transform living practices into dead 
objects. It is about cleaning for living and not for rigid conservation, that ide-
ology that fixes or freezes a landscape, a site, a house, or a city into a display of 
dead objects. What will a decolonial cleaning look like? Can we (decolonial/​
anticolonial antiracists) imagine this alternative form of cleaning?

Cleaning is also considered as an environmental issue: How can a world 
polluted, contaminated, and wasted for centuries by colonialism and racial 
capitalism be “cleaned” in ways that are not corporate “cleaning up” or green-
washing practices? Both of these types of practice start by agreeing that dam-
ages have been done and that cleaning must be done. But their understanding 
of cleaning as cleaning up leads to another source of profits, exploitation, and 
dispossession. They lead rehabilitation programs, fund grassroots initiatives 
and gender equality programs, and extol the benefits of an engineered con-
ception of “nature.”1 Gender equality is now a requirement in any program 
of development and environment, the key word being the “empowerment” 
of women and girls in a world that needs—​in order to remain alive—​to dis-
possess and to exploit. Thus, the Shell Foundation has a page on its website 
about restoration programs that outlines its gender politics: “Women and 
girls—​particularly those in rural areas and with lower socio-​economic status 
whom we focus on—​suffer an outsized impact from climate change and lack 
of access to energy products and services. They also have limited mobility 
as compared to men. Women entrepreneurs have less access to finance and 
resources to successfully setup and grow their business.”2

The military, one of the most polluted industries, also establishes restora-
tion programs after having wasted lands and lives. Thus, the U.S. Department 
of Defense (DoD), which presents itself as the “steward of nearly 25 million 
acres of public lands,” which gives it the “responsibility to protect, main-
tain, and enhance the natural and cultural resources found on these lands,” 
claims that its “environmental cleanup policy conforms to existing laws and 
regulations.”3 The DoD Environmental Restoration appropriations provide for 
“the identification, investigation, and cleanup of past contamination (prior 
to 1986) from hazardous substances and wastes; correction of other envi-
ronmental damage; detection of unexploded ordnance; and the demolition 
and removal of unsafe buildings, structures, and debris.”4 Meanwhile, the 
U.S. Army still has to clean up the effects of, according to the U.S. National 
Library of Medicine, close to 75 million liters of the chemical herbicides and 
defoliants spilled over Vietnam between 1961 and 1971; of this, Agent Orange 
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accounted for about 43 million liters (or 60 percent) over an area covering 
10 percent of Vietnam’s current territory. Clearly, the conception of protect-
ing and conserving land and life is far from being neutral. This conception is 
directly inherited from colonialism, when the colonizing West gave itself the 
role of steward of the planet. Exposure to Agent Orange is considered today 
to be the cause of an “abnormally high incidence of miscarriages, skin dis-
eases, cancers, birth defects, and congenital malformations (often extreme 
and grotesque) dating from the 1970s. Much of it contained a dangerous 
chemical contaminant called dioxin.”5 Many Vietnamese claim that this is 
“ecocide,” defined as the “intentional, extensive and permanent destruction 
of an entire ecosystem by human activities,” but the crime of ecocide is “not 
yet recognized in international law. While the destruction of the environment 
is already punishable in the context of armed conflict, it is only punishable 
if the damage is disproportionate to the concrete and direct military advan-
tage anticipated (Article 8 (2b) (iv) of the Rome Statute).”6 In other words, 
there is an expected “proportionate” damage, but who decides that thresh-
old? The U.S. armies have left Cambodia, Afghanistan, Iraq, Laos, Vietnam, 
to name a few countries they have invaded, having caused disproportionate 
damages whose costs they have stubbornly avoided. For instance, in 2018, 
the U.S. withdrew from the Protocol on the Compulsory Jurisdiction to the 
Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations (VCDR), a treaty that provides 
the International Court of Justice (ICJ) with compulsory jurisdiction over 
VCDR-​related disputes. That means that no U.S. citizen can be brought to that 
court.7 This is organized impunity.

“Slow Violence”

This conception of damage in the eyes of international law also ignores 
the “slow violence” that environmental humanities scholar Rob Nixon has 
analyzed in his book Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor.8 
Quoting what Edward Said named “the normalized quiet of unseen power,” 
Nixon encourages us to “address our inattention to calamities that are slow 
and long lasting, calamities that patiently dispense their devastation while 
remaining outside our flickering attention spans—​and outside the purview 
of a spectacle-​driven corporate media.”9 We should differentiate cleaning up 
by corporations from the cleanup demands of communities. The first is never 
neutral: it masks past and present slow violence, it recovers the damage with 
vibrant color, it creates a pastiche. Industrial cleaning up is done along class 
and race lines. When poor local communities demand that large corporations 
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clean up the pollution and contamination they have caused, their demand 
is minimized, dismissed, and soon gets lost in the many fogs that corpora-
tions create with the support of PR, lobbying, and highly paid lawyers. Again, 
the fact is not that they deny damage, but that they muddle the facts, take 
the issue to court, where their lawyers contest the proofs communities have 
given, and drag out the case to exhaust the financial resources and the energy 
of the activists. It takes courage and fortitude to keep going.

The example of Agent Orange is one among many others. I will just add 
here the Niger Delta case, where Ogale communities have demanded that 
Royal Dutch Shell clean the large-​scale, continued contamination of the 
water and soil that its oil and gas extraction had caused.10 A 2011 report by the 
United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) showed the concrete conse-
quences of Shell’s continuous pollution-​contamination:

•	 Heavy contamination of land and underground water courses, sometimes more 
than 40 years after oil was spilled.

•	 Community drinking water with dangerous concentrations of benzene and other 
pollutants.

•	 Soil contamination more than five metres deep in many areas studied.
•	 Most of the spill sites oil firms claimed to have cleaned still highly contaminated.
•	 Evidence of oil firms dumping contaminated soil in unlined pits.
•	 Water coated with hydrocarbons more than 1,000 times the level allowed by 

Nigerian drinking water standards.
•	 Failure by Shell and others to meet minimum Nigerian or own standards.11

We must learn to read these data slowly, paying close attention, so that they start 
to take on some weight, to evoke something more than numbers. Behind the 
sentence “Heavy contamination of land and underground water courses, some-
times more than 40 years after oil was spilled,” what we must read is the daily real-
ity of access only to polluted water with which to wash, clean, eat, and cultivate. 
And that in 40 years, this has not changed. Or that Shell has not even cleaned 
up what it pretends to have cleaned up. In 2020, Godwin Ojo of Environmental 
Rights Action/​Friends of the Earth Nigeria said: “After nine years of promises 
without proper action and decades of pollution, the people of Ogoniland are not 
only sick of dirty drinking water, oil-​contaminated fish and toxic fumes. They are 
sick of waiting for justice, they are dying by the day. The Nigerian government 
should acknowledge this project has been a failure and reinvigorate HYPREP 
[the cleanup agency] with technical skills and strategic thinking, fully involv-
ing the community.”12 Faced with a government that pocketed the money allo-
cated for cleaning, and the organized denial of Royal Dutch of the damages it 
had caused, the Ogale community has multiplied its actions, raising awareness, 
mobilizing, analyzing data, and taking Royal Dutch Shell to court.
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When the UK Supreme Court ruled that Shell could be sued in English 
courts, Royal Dutch Shell did not dispute that pollution had been caused 
but argued that “it could not be held legally responsible for its Nigerian 
subsidiary. Shell is responsible for about 50% of the delta’s oil produc-
tion.”13 Corporations use all the weapons at their disposal (the media, 
lobbying, law, corruption, intimidation, assassinations) to avoid account-
ability. Around the world, what I will be calling “the politics of the ele-
mental,” of vital needs, are mobilizing people. The answers to these vital 
needs—​for humans, access to clean and drinkable water, to clean air,  
to a roof over their heads, to education and health; and for nonhumans, 
the end of utilitarianism—​will require profound changes, including the 
abolition of racial patriarchal capitalism. The politics of the elemental will 
be revolutionary because it would mean rethinking social and intimate 
relations.

I borrow the term “organized abandonment” from abolitionist scholar 
Ruth Wilson Gilmore to designate governments’ relinquishing of their 
responsibility to guarantee these vital needs.14 This abandonment, in order to 
help neoliberal corporations, was made possible by an ideological counterof-
fensive that harked back to the notion of “benign neglect.” The latter was pro-
moted in 1970 by Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Democrat senator and advisor to 
U.S. president Richard Nixon.15 In a memo addressed to Nixon on January 16, 
1970, Moynihan first listed the progress made in jobs and education for the 
Black communities but immediately underlined a threat: “Increasingly, the 
problem of Negro poverty is the problem of the female headed family.”16 “With 
no real evidence, I would nonetheless suggest that a great deal of the crime, 
the fire setting, the rampant school violence, and other such phenomenon 
in the black community have become quasi politicized. Hatred—​revenge—​
against whites is now an acceptable excuse for doing what might have been 
done anyway.”17 He then suggested that “the time may have come when the 
issue of race could benefit from a period of ‘benign neglect.’ The subject has 
been too much talked about.”18 The senator claimed that the cause of high 
crime rates in Black neighborhoods was African-​Americans’ alienation from 
society due to their “anti-​social lifestyle,” such as living in female-​dominated 
households. Moynihan pathologized poverty: “Fires are in fact a ‘leading 
indicator’ of social pathology for a neighborhood. They come first. Crime, 
and the rest, follows. The psychiatric interpretation of fire-​setting is complex, 
but it relates to the types of personalities which slums produce.”19 As fires are 
a good indication of a crime-​filled area, Moynihan affirmed, again without 
proof, that most fires in Black neighborhoods were found to be cases of arson, 
and not accidents. “Benign neglect” would mean that firefighting teams were 
to ignore such neighborhoods, as it was futile to fight arson. “What I was 
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saying,” Moynihan said in an interview, “was that the more we discuss the 
issue of race as an issue, the more people get polarized, the more crazy rac-
ists on the left and maybe crazy racists on the right shout and yell and make 
things seem so much worse than they are, when in fact the nineteen sixties 
have been a period of enormous progress.”20 The politics of “benign neglect” 
targeted 1960s–​1970s Black militancy, the civil rights movement, as well as 
the Black Panthers Party, who had been transformed, he said, “into culture 
heroes for the white—​and black—​middle class.”21

The intent was not only to justify pacification through murder and repres-
sion of Black activists and their allies but also to impose a politics of bour-
geois respectability whose norms rested on the ways of life of the suburban 
white middle class. Benign neglect condoned the abandonment of public ser-
vices in Black and poor neighborhoods by representing them as dangerous, 
unhealthy, and deteriorated because of inner deficiencies, female-​headed 
households, and lack of positive male role models.22 In a chapter of Abolition 
Geography, Gilmore comes back to that ideology by retracing the trajectory 
of “antistate state actors” who worked toward the naturalization of policies 
that went against people’s vital needs. They argued “that the withdrawal of 
the state from certain areas of social welfare provision will enhance rather 
than destroy the lives of those abandoned.”23 These actors, she writes, have 
as their ideal “a frightening willingness to engage in human sacrifice while 
calling it something else.”24 Nonetheless, they “have triumphed in promoting 
and imposing a view that certain capacities of the state are obstacles to devel-
opment, and thus should be shrunken or otherwise debilitated from playing 
a central role in everyday economic and social life. But their actions are con-
trary to their rhetoric.”25

I propose to apply the policy of organized abandonment to the racialized, 
class, and gendered politics of wasting, corporate cleaning up, and to an urban 
architecture that draws a line between neighborhoods that are taken care of 
and those that are not, reinforcing the binary clean/​dirty. “Benign neglect” or 
“organized abandonment” offered neoliberal ideology a terrain upon which 
to expand the reach of economics and markets into “noneconomic” domains 
of life (for instance, water and air), advocating that the dereliction of public 
services would be good to people who otherwise would not make the effort 
to uplift their lives. The poor and racialized were blamed for their situation. 
Under neoliberalism, everyone can claim their consumer rights on things like 
rivers, forests, lakes, water, air, and social needs. Neoliberalism promoted a 
set of calculations and consumer choices that was said to guarantee freedom 
against a too invasive state. The notion of freedom became key because it 
mobilized affective investments in privilege. Further, so the neoliberal story 
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goes, if people’s vital needs are not fulfilled, it has nothing to do with organ-
ized abandonment but everything to do with state bureaucracy, laziness, and 
lack of personal effort from the people themselves. Institutional responsibili-
ties are diluted and the situation is said to be “complex” in order to muddle 
the basic questions of why, when, by whose hand the situation came to be like 
that. Social relations are masked and individualism promoted.

Collectives around the world have confronted the ways in which they are 
targeted by organized abandonment, and though I will come back to the con-
sequences of organized abandonment later, let me mention two examples 
that have not made international headlines. One is the systemic lack of water 
for months in the French territories of Guadeloupe and Mayotte, a situation 
blamed on unexpected circumstances—​drought, and the local administra-
tive system—​and without any acknowledgment of the organized abandon-
ment by the French state of its duties. It is important to study how, when, and 
why the organized abandonment of vital needs happened, who its actors are, 
and what have been the counterstrategies communities have elaborated as 
benign neglect has become a governmental policy, with active ideologues, 
think tanks, and a range of diverse media (cinema, TV series, books). What 
this case shows is that the language of the politics of the elemental (land, 
water, air) is used to confront corporations’ and governments’ organized 
abandonment of ordinary people. The other example is from Brazil: the 
Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem Teto (the Movement of Workers without 
a Roof)—​“set up in 1997 by a group of militants from the Movimento Sem 
Terra [MST, the Movement of Those without Land], the rural landless work-
ers’ movement, who saw the need to go beyond the countryside and organize 
in the cities”26—​who solved the problem of being relegated far from public 
services (schools, hospitals, public administration) and places of work by 
occupying empty buildings. “Fighting urban segregation means, on the one 
hand, fighting for housing together with public services and infrastructure, 
on the peripheries; and on the other, demanding the expropriation of unused 
property in central city districts, to create social housing in areas that already 
have services and infrastructure. In other words, we have to fight against the 
segregation of centre and periphery, which means confronting the real-​estate 
speculators.”27

On the other hand, rich dominant classes are assured that waste will be 
externalized from their surroundings, dumped in poor neighborhoods and in 
the Global South, and that the cleaning up of their beaches, golf courses, and 
neighborhoods will be swift. They support the greening of popular neighbor-
hoods and the destruction of “slums,” since for them cleaning up is gentrifica-
tion. There is a double colonial gesture still at work in the racist and neoliberal 



8 Making the World Clean

politics of cleaning up: while they continue to extract and thus waste land and 
bodies, the dominant classes of the West demand that enclaves be created 
in the Global South for their own enjoyment (hunting, sunbathing, admir-
ing birds, resting in luxury). The West pressures poorer countries to be more 
“sustainable,” to conserve forests, to clean up their energy sources, and curb 
polluting industries. The planet must remain organized for its comfort.

Environmental politics scholar Helena Varkkey speaks of the “distancing 
of waste,”28 of putting waste out of sight, and the people in charge of doing it. 
In the documentary Urban Solutions (2022), the invisible doormen who are 
ubiquitous in Brazilian rich neighborhoods know that they “hold the door 
and carry the groceries for a hopelessly backward elite who hate us.”29 This 
is an elite who “has developed a pathological hatred of the poor. It’s entirely 
logic [sic], they are totally at our mercy, they don’t even know how to cook.”30 
The film adroitly mixes colonial paintings of slavery and nature with current 
images of racism and exploitation by dominant classes who cannot admit 
that they are dependent on domestic workers, drivers, delivery people, door-
men, cooks, and nannies, showing the long history of delegating waste and 
dirt to people who are racialized in the process—​identified as “dirty,” they are 
assigned to “dirty” work. Their society rests on workers whose vital needs they 
dismiss. The externalization of pollution is being conceived in the very fabric 
of urbanization. Polluting industries are located in poor neighborhoods or 
poor countries. One historical example of that spatial division is Paris, where 
bourgeois neighborhoods were built in the west and poor ones in the east 
because winds blowing from west to the east would carry polluted air to the 
poor. But slow violence also exists in the world of cleaners in that the chemi-
cals they must use enter their bodies and respiratory systems, and repeated 
gestures (which are part of all repetitive tasks) damage their joints. The vio-
lence of colonialism and racial capitalism has many levels, and each must be 
studied in every case, in the short term and the long term, how the past con-
tinues in the present.

Radical Hope

Racial capitalism is explored here in terms of how it depends on the produc-
tion of waste and wasting, the tons of accumulated contaminated waste that 
suffocates the planet and its poor and racialized inhabitants as well as non-
human lives. Rather than falling into a catastrophism and end-​of-​the-​world 
discourse that can have the effect of making people feel frightened and power-
less, I take the side of radical hope. I advocate the end of this world, and, as 
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Black Canadian writer and scholar Robyn Maynard wrote in a letter to Michi 
Saagiig Nishnaabeg scholar, writer, and artist Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, 
“all world-​endings are not tragic” and “some versions of this world need to 
end.”31 I owe a debt to the way Gilmore articulates abolition when she writes 
that “abolition is life in rehearsal because freedom is a place.”32 What she means 
is that it is essential to look at how “people arrive at arranging themselves into 
a social force,” tracing a “historical geography of the future.”33 “Abolition” here 
is not the European abolitionism that gave European colonial powers the good 
role in the abolition of colonial slavery but the radical transformation of the sys-
tems of oppression. Abolition, say Aviah Sarah Day, Black community organ-
izer with the collectives Sisters Uncut and Hackney Cop Watch, and Shanice 
Octavia McBean, Black writer and activist in Sisters Uncut, “must work towards 
the wider goal of seizing the land, natural resources and wealth stolen from us 
by capitalists: abolition must work in service of proletarian revolution.”34 It is 
the dismantling of the afterlives of slavery and colonialism: the theft of land, 
racism, the organized abandonment of people of color in the areas of health, 
education, housing, work, life, the carceral industrial system . . .35 Abolition 
work is present in all the actions against prisons, against anti-​refugee politics 
or mega projects, against planned toxic empoisoning (locating toxic industries 
or toxic dumping near poor and racialized communities), against invasive and 
racist birth control politics, because all of these actions (and others that target 
projects that destroy all forms of living) demonstrate that there are other ways 
to live than to consume, extract, and exploit.

It bears repeating that decolonial antiracist feminist cleaning is aboli-
tionist because it seeks the end of the racial industry of cleaning in all spaces, 
and the end of the racial, colonial, and gendered fabricated division between 
what is clean and what is dirty, of the bourgeois patriarchal norms of clean-
liness. In a recent book, A Program of Absolute Disorder, in which I argued 
that the decolonization of the Western museum was impossible, I wrote that 
the transformation of that institution could not be only about representation, 
about demanding diversity on the walls, but had to also be about wonder-
ing who cleans, who cooks, who guards in that institution, how much they 
are paid, whether they can organize, if their work is as valued as the work of 
the curators, art historians, and artists, who without them would not be able 
to write, imagine, and realize a show.36 I was saying that we must see clean-
ers, cooks, and guards as human beings with dreams, feelings, bodies, and 
sexualities. Already in 1969, in her Manifesto for Maintenance Art, the femi-
nist artist Mierle Laderman Ukeles had asked: “The sourball of every revo-
lution: after the revolution, who’s going to pick up the garbage on Monday 
morning? . . . Maintenance is a drag; it takes all the fucking time. The mind 
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bogles and chafes at the boredom. The culture confers lousy status on main-
tenance jobs—​minimum wages, housewives—​no pay.”37 But her feminist cri-
tique remained blind to race.

In the performance “The Clean-​up Woman,” Afro-​Dutch artist Patricia 
Kaersenhout attended to the disappearance of the racialized body of the 
cleaner. Kaersenhout wanted to show the “relation between power dynamics 
and invisibility within white institutions. The occasional black spots in this 
museum represented by security, catering personal, cleaners reminded me of 
a passage in Ralph Ellison’s book Invisible man [sic].”38 Dressed up as a clean-
ing woman, she cleaned the museum as the public was waiting. They did not 
realize that the cleaning woman who went around was the artist whose per-
formance they had come to see. By going further than Ukeles, Kaersenhout 
revealed how cleaning work was not only a “woman’s question” but also a 
racial one. With the video The Attendant (1993), Black British artist and film-
maker Isaac Julien gave back sexual fantasies and desires to a middle-​aged 
Black man, perceived as devoid of body and sexualities, whose work is to 
wander silently through an empty museum. Set in Wilberforce House in Hull, 
England, a museum devoted to the history of slavery, where much of the 
action takes place after closing time, a guard paces the galleries. As a huge 
19th-​century painting titled Slaves on the West Coast of Africa by the French 
artist François-​Auguste Biard comes to life, the attendant lives a leather-​clad 
sadomasochistic grouping inspired by the melodramatic scene of a white 
master bending over a dying Black slave. These pieces, which explore the 
invisibility of women and men who attend to the needs of a bourgeois soci-
ety, add to the films that probe the class conflict that the intimacy of domestic 
work entails and they differ in form and content from films and TV series that 
whitewash a conflicted relation.39 They show the multiple links (ideology, his-
tory, class, race, genders) of a social relation rooted in domination but which 
has succeeded in its naturalization and invisibilization.

The Elemental

To explore the questions raised above, I propose to take as an entry point 
the banal, the trivial, the elemental, as the terrain upon which an antiracist 
decolonial theory and practice of cleaning—​what I have called decolonial 
cleaning—​is imagined and developed. By elemental, I mean the activity 
necessary for the making of communal living, with the understanding that 
communities manage waste and cleaning differently, and that these forms 
of care are indispensable for good health. An example of the racist denial 
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of the elemental is the structural neglect of women and girls of color’s basic 
needs to have access to sanitary protection, to a private space to breastfeed, 
pee, poo, wash themselves—​to cleaning as a necessity of caring for oneself. 
The elemental needs of women of color are considered insignificant (which 
is the etymological root of the word “trivial”).40 Descriptions of life in refu-
gee camps, temporary housing, women’s refuges, migrants’ hostels, prisons, 
youth education centers, and psychiatric hospitals all paint the picture of 
organized neglect: dirty toilets, one shower for ten people, no warm water, 
dirty sheets, no soap, bad shampoo if any, cockroaches, peeling paint, bad 
smells, bad food. These institutions are connected by the thread of organized 
uncleanliness. The message is, “You’d better be thankful because you barely 
deserve this, and any protest will mean even less of this.” Not being able to 
clean oneself adds to humiliation. This is class war. This is racism. Hence the 
importance of attending to those who are denied the elemental. When in the 
north of France the police forbid the distribution of warm food to refugees,41 
or destroy their camp every 48 hours,42 or steal their tents in Paris,43 these are 
also examples of organized attacks on vital needs.

By addressing the banal, the trivial, the elemental, I am speaking of clean-
ing as a necessity rather than the maintenance of a consumerist lifestyle, a 
condition of basic care of the body and the mind that is considered with indif-
ference by racial capitalism, white environmentalism, and even, too often, by 
humanitarian organizations. It is precisely the prosaic nature of these needs 
that interests me. What is considered basic or mundane? How is racism main-
tained through these basic and mundane needs being overlooked or denied? 
How is neglect organized and naturalized? The revealing of what the elem-
ental is and the demonstration of how and why the elemental is denied are 
central to decolonial, antiracist, anti-​imperialist struggles for the Earth.

As colonialism, capitalism, climate disaster, wars around the extraction 
of minerals, and the production of elements indispensable to nanotechnolo-
gies and artificial intelligence increase the power of multinationals, the mili-
tary, and authoritarian regimes, why look at cleaning? What changes might 
struggles around this mundane activity bring? I am not denying pressing 
issues around land, exploitation, dispossession, and extraction—​far from it. 
I am proposing that we do not forget the trivial or the mundane because it is 
just this: mundane or trivial. To be clear, by speaking of the elemental, and 
of cleaning as a politics of the elemental, I am not celebrating the minutiae, 
the little details, the feminine touch. Neither am I advocating the humming-
bird theory, popularized by American writer and activist Thomas Berry in his 
book The Great Work: Our Way into the Future,44 a theory that concentrates 
on individual action, arguing that each of us can make a difference by taking 
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small, positive actions to protect the environment and that individual actions 
can have a significant collective impact.45 It takes as an example the burn-
ing forest and the hummingbird, which, despite its size compared to larger 
animals that feel the heat, carries in its beak a very small drop of water to 
the fire.46 It does not look at what brought the fire or what made life possible 
before the burning. Of course, it will not stop the fire, but this is not what mat-
ters; what is important here is to individualize action, to weaken collective 
organizing and communizing. But a tiny individual action will not disman-
tle the organized neglect of the people of color and the Indigenous. These 
are not unfortunate events, the impacts of the “world as it is” that individual 
actions will assuage, but the inevitable consequences of centuries of fabri-
cated vulnerability.

Cleaning, Cleanliness, Cleansing

I am aware that “cleanliness” is an ambiguous and loaded term. Cleaning, 
cleanliness, cleansing, clearing, purification, sterilization, purity, disinfec-
tion, scouring—​all these terms belong to the same semantic field, to the 
racial idea that the world must be pristine and cleansed of whatever disrupts 
whiteness. Cleaning has been marked by racism, by colonial understand-
ings of hygiene, and by the policies that justify the expulsion of Indigenous 
peoples from their lands to create parks of unpolluted nature. Throughout 
history, genocides have been justified by discourses of cleaning to get rid of 
entire populations who were seen as contaminating excess. As geographers 
Max Liboiron (Red River Métis/​Michif and settler) and Josh Lepawsky have 
remarked, “at different points in history and in various places, Indigenous 
peoples, Jews, women, immigrants, 2SLGBTQIA +​ people, people with dis-
abilities, and political prisoners are killable, not just peripheral,” adding 
that “these details are fundamental, not incidental, to different systems and 
effects of waste. Genocide and sorting recycling not only are different in terms 
of social, economic, material, spiritual, and political systems but also they 
are different in terms of power, oppression, and justice.”47 Indeed, we must 
answer to the question “What must be discarded for this or that system to 
be created and carry on?” because, they argue, “to persist, systems must rid 
themselves of people, places and things that actually or potentially threaten 
the continuity of these systems.”48 Waste is then understood as what is identi-
fied as justifiably discarded by power (not only as overt domination but also 
as naturalizing wasting).
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Cleaning, unclean, waste, wasting, wasted, discard, discarded are terms 
that need to be clarified because of their history. I recognize the difficulty. 
Cleanliness may be a term that is too loaded, too charged with a history of 
ethnic cleansing, genocides, and murder to be useful. But there is also the 
danger of idealizing cleaning or making it an all-​encompassing idea. I pro-
pose looking at cleaning (work) and cleanliness (an objective or result) in 
relation to the production of waste, of commodities that are turned into waste 
by unlimited growth that it is then dumped in the Global South and near poor 
and racialized neighborhoods in the North. I keep as a thread the necessary 
work by women and men of color. Cleaning is an endless work, it is danger-
ous, underpaid, and undervalued, but cleaning is also a human necessity, 
one of the material contingencies that a posthumanism dreams of getting rid 
of. The desire of being freed of these material contingencies, of having to pro-
duce the very conditions of human existence—​food, care, clothing, energy, 
housing—​and to be aware of their dependency to nonhuman species, which 
sustained slavery, regularly comes back with the dream of robots, artificial 
intelligence, and so on, to alleviate the burden.

I take cleaning as an analytic and as an elemental, in other words consti-
tutive of social and cultural life. Historically, cleaning has been identified by 
white supremacy as a dirty, racialized, and gendered job, to be exploited and 
industrialized, and a site of sexual violence.49 As an analytic, cleaning brings 
to light the intersections of gender, class, and race, divisions marshalled by 
whiteness to impose its reading of cleanliness (the odorless as a sign of civili-
zation) and to claim that dirtiness is a racial characteristic. I acknowledge the 
radical contribution of the Marxist feminist theorists of social reproduction, 
but I propose to expand this body of work to consider the current moment of 
exacerbated chaos. I am looking at cleaning work through the racialized lens of 
“environment” as a field of structuring social relations that cannot be thought 
apart from the “environment” as deracialized in white environmentalism. I ask 
how, after centuries of damage, cleaning the planet is already being imag-
ined by Indigenous, Black, African, and Asian people, and by the collectives 
and communities who already construct forms of living that turn their back 
to the logic of waste capitalism. It is clear that the fight for better conditions 
of work, for the recognition of threats to health (fatigue, stress, the toxicity of 
chemicals, the repetition of gestures that harm joints, sexual violence, low pay) 
is urgent and necessary. For instance, in 2019, Black cleaning women at the 
Ibis Batignolles hotel in Paris protested working conditions and the low pay 
for cleaning 60 rooms per day instead of 12, labor that made them sick. They 
sang: “Scrubbing, scrubbing must be paid!” (Frottez, frottez, il faut payer!)50
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Water, an Elemental

I also look at another elemental that is connected to cleaning: water. Water is 
an element of the Earth in continuous interexchange with humans and non-
humans. Water flows through ecological, infrastructural, and bodily systems; 
aquifers, rivers, lakes, seas, and oceans are all connected. Colonialism privat-
ized and diverted water to serve its benefits; it destroyed, erased, neglected, or 
stole the technologies of water that states or communities had created (irriga-
tion systems, basins to collect water, canals). It enforced rigid boundaries and 
deprived communities of their historical access to water. Mastering water has 
always fascinated power: beyond ordering works to avoid floods, emperors, 
kings, dictators, and other leaders have asked engineers to divert and control 
water to demonstrate that no element will not be disciplined. Cases abound. 
One is the construction of the Belomorkanal (White Sea Canal) ordered by 
Stalin to connect the Baltic Sea with the White Sea. The digging started in 
1931. In June 1933, the canal was completed; 15,000 to 30,000 zeks (inmates) 
had died during its construction from cold, accidents, or malnutrition, but 
the channel’s depth of 3.5 meters was insufficient for most heavy vessels.51 
The canal was of no use. But by demonstrating that mega-​projects can divert 
water work, that therefore plantations can flourish and cotton, sugar, and 
coffee can grow in deserts, that greening the desert is possible if the will is 
there, failures are forgotten or attributed to engineering faults rather than 
engineering being seen as hubris or at the service of power. Mega-​projects 
around water instituted a model that became too seductive to be ignored. The 
Global North showed how to privatize water; it was no longer a commons. 
Postcolonial nation-​states of the Global South followed suit. Dams, canals, 
and vast programs of irrigation illustrated the new states’ development. 
Mastering water meant abundance.

But water is not only a source that proves state power. It is also necessary 
for daily life, for community crafts (pottery, weaving, wood, and stone carv-
ing), for raising animals, and is at the heart of religious rituals and human 
care. When born, a baby and their mother must be washed, the dead are 
washed, women and men clean themselves with water, women even more 
so—​for decades of their lives, menstruation requires access to water every 
month. Water is an elemental of cleaning, of cooking, of washing clothes, for 
animals, for cleaning the home… Post-​catastrophe images show piles of plas-
tic bottles of water. The message is that access to drinking water is an urgent 
matter and is entirely justified. But what is not seen in such images is the water 
required for cleaning oneself. Water has become rare—​more than 1.1 billion 
people do not have access to clean water.52 According to a report issued by 
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UNESCO, the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, “up to 
3.5 billion people live under conditions of water stress at least one month 
a year.” Furthermore, “26% of the world’s population doesn’t have access to 
safe drinking water and 46% lack access to basic sanitation.”53 Communizing 
water will inevitably dismantle many systems of domination, exploitation, 
extraction, and dispossession. This means going beyond a universal right to 
clean water or air.54

Unpacking the connections between capitalism as the production of 
waste and the fabricated banality of non-​white women’s elementary needs 
or of their work contributes to an antiracist and decolonial environmental 
politics. I oppose the elemental to the organized trivialization and banali-
zation of women of color’s basic needs. I approach the critique of white 
bourgeois environmentalism by unpacking a web of intersected relations 
between colonialism, state capitalism, neoliberal capitalism, and authoritar-
ian capitalism that produce tons of waste; the cleaning work done by women 
of color both historically and in the present day; the organization of water 
scarcity; the weaponization of scarcity to impose policies of managing water 
that condemn non-​white communities to polluted and contaminated water; 
the racialized notions of cleanliness/​the odorless; and the consequences of 
warming temperatures caused by capitalist extraction, dispossession, and 
exploitation affecting the sources of water. In what follows, waste will thus 
be considered through different lenses: what colonialism considered wasted 
and dirty; what racism associates with dirtiness; what needs are discarded 
because they do not fit into bourgeois and white norms of what must be in the 
home; and waste as a central element of capitalist economy of consumption.

Women as a Praxis

By acknowledging the central role of Black women and women of color in 
the work of cleaning the world, and the facts that “pollution is colonialism”55 
and capitalism is the massive production of waste that needs to be cleaned 
every day while holding the thread of fabricated and weaponized scarcity, I 
hope to clarify what could be an antiracist struggle for cleanliness. I have writ-
ten how the industry of cleanliness in the West—​which includes programs of 
fasting, of meditation to cleanse the mind, of cleaning one’s intestines, and a 
whole set of cleansing practices appropriated from non-​Western cultures—​
is made possible through the exploitation of women of color.56 In the spaces 
where these practices are performed, women of color work as cleaners, mas-
seuses, and beauticians, but they do not have the financial means nor the 
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time to participate. The extraction of their skills and life force through their 
racial exploitation allows white bourgeois women to adhere to a philosophy 
of cleanliness.57

Exiting Colonial Dystopia

While aligning myself on the side of radical hope, I also acknowledge that, 
in the words of anti-​capitalist speculative fiction writer China Miéville: “It is 
hard to avoid the sense that these are particularly terrible days, that dystopia 
is bleeding vividly into the quotidian, and hence, presumably, into ‘realism,’ 
if that was ever a category in which one was interested. At this point, how-
ever, comes an obligatory warning about the historical ubiquity of the ques-
tionable belief that Things Have Got Worse, and of the sheer arrogance of 
despair, the aggrandizement of thinking that one lives in the Worst Times.”58 
The future in white environmentalism is conceived in ways that erase a past 
that was already a catastrophe. Racialized people have been living in dysto-
pias for centuries; there is no pristine past to return to. In an open letter to 
Extinction Rebellion in 2019, the grassroots collective Wretched of the Earth 
clearly articulated the different notions of time in the North and the South:

The bleakness is not something of “the future.” For those of us who are indigenous, 
working class, black, brown, queer, trans or disabled, the experience of structural 
violence became part of our birthright. Greta Thunberg calls world leaders to act by 
reminding them that “Our house is on fire”. For many of us, the house has been on fire 
for a long time: whenever the tide of ecological violence rises, our communities, espe-
cially in the Global South are always first hit. We are the first to face poor air quality, 
hunger, public health crises, drought, floods and displacement.59

As Indigenous, Black and Brown environmental activists face criminalization 
and death threats, they “carefully weigh the costs that can be inflicted on us 
and our communities by a state that is driven to target those who are racialised 
ahead of those who are white.”60 As Juan Pablo Gutiérrez, delegated spokes-
person for the Indigenous Yupka Nation (Colombia) writes: “The climate crisis 
is a COLONIAL CRISIS.”61 New perspectives must be acknowledged, in par-
ticular those that come “from the historically minimized, excluded and exter-
minated: THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES who today, in spite of being 4% of the 
world’s population have in our territories 80% of the world’s remaining diver-
sity.”62 Who speaks, who is heard and listened to, who matters, bring to light 
the colonial-​racial making of time. The ideology of “things will get worse” and 
that we are living in the worst time is a surrendering to colonialism and racial 
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capitalism. Yet, we must also recognize how destructive fossil capitalism and 
extractivism are and how fast they destroy. The past collides with the present 
and the afterlives of slavery and colonialism shape the present. The future in 
decolonial environmentalism is not a temporality that does not bear the traces 
of the past. A past whose damages are not yet repaired, a present pregnant with 
the past and weighed by new destructions, and a future that will be marked by 
the past and the present: these imbricated temporalities cannot fit into a neat 
“future.” I return here to Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s understanding of “an historical 
geography of the future,”63 framed in the temporalities of struggles.

Polluting, Contaminating, Cleaning Up

By saying that capitalism is waste, and that waste, as Marxist activist writers 
Fred Magdoff and Chris Williams have argued, “is a sign of capitalism’s suc-
cess,”64 I aim to show that cleaning is made impossible under an economy 
and an ideology that conceive of the Earth as a waste dump. Tons of things are 
produced without any socially useful purpose.65 In 2015, advertising, packag-
ing, and e-​commerce orders alone led to the production of 35 million tons 
of cardboard. In 2016, the world’s cities generated 2.01 billion tons of solid 
waste. In 2018, the World Bank estimated that 11 tons of solid waste were pro-
duced every year.66 Region-​specific data mask the fact that waste circulates 
(air and water do not know borders). In other words, waste generated by state 
productivism and Western imperialism, or produced for the comfort and 
consumption of privileged white people, ends up being dumped on racial-
ized people in impoverished racialized neighborhoods or in the countries 
of the Global South. What I mean by waste is not only solid waste and what 
we know as refuse and garbage,67 but also what is wasted by bombs, herbi-
cides, chemicals, megafarms, megafires, fast fashion, toxic haze, mining, the 
construction industry,68 the waste from mining minerals such as copper and 
lithium that are becoming more important than oil and coal, and the waste 
and destruction that deep-​sea mining will bring.69 Although they account for 
only 16 percent of the world’s population, high-​income countries collectively 
generate more than a third (34 percent) of the world’s waste.70 But these data 
look at waste as if waste and wasting were equally produced and distributed 
throughout the planet. It is not clear whether they take into account the huge 
amount of waste generated by imperialism, and the countries and bodies that 
colonial occupation (for instance, of Palestine) and imperialism have wasted. 
Armies are great polluters but most of their actions are hidden and kept secret 
so that the consequences are underestimated.
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The little-​known case of the closed-​down U.S. Camp Century Base on 
Greenland illustrates this. In 1951, Denmark and the United States signed 
the Defense of Greenland Agreement, which practically gave the U.S. Army 
all power of decision and impunity to its personnel in a foreign country.71 
Three air bases would be built and, after extensive research of the ice sheet, a 
nuclear base eight meters below the ice sheet’s surface would be established, 
and year-​round accommodation for anywhere between 85 and 200 soldiers, 
powered by a portable nuclear generator, would be provided.72 The Camp 
Century NATO base was abandoned in 1967. The North American defense 
took a nuclear reactor home with them, but left 9,200 tons of waste behind, 
low-​nuclear spill water included. They assumed that ice and future snowfall 
would preserve the base and the various remains more or less forever. But 
as temperatures have risen and the ice has melted, biological, chemical, and 
nuclear waste may leak into the waters of the world’s largest island.73 The U.S. 
Army is dragging the cleaning up of a land that was a Danish colony from 
1721 to 1953 and where the colonial policy of “Danization” was implemented 
through language, culture, and administration.74 What this case, among many 
others, shows is that colonialism lays waste (more on this later), and that the 
toxic consequences of colonialism and imperialism linger for generations.

Rather than putting an end to an economy that needs to produce waste, 
experts and policy makers discuss whether it makes “economic sense to 
manage waste properly.”75 Managing waste has become a profitable market. 
As McKinsey Sustainability writes, “With the right approach, many waste 
streams can become income streams, yielding economic value with technol-
ogy available today.” For instance, “every metric ton of used clothing collected 
could generate revenue of $1,975, if garments were sold at current secondary-​
market prices, comfortably outweighing the cost of $680 required to collect 
and sort each metric ton.”76 We should be full of optimism, McKinsey tell 
us: “The chance to tap into new sources of value through better waste man-
agement and win the ‘race against waste’ is cause for optimism. There are 
few areas where entrepreneurial success comes with more benefits to the 
economy and society at large.”77 Financial institutions acknowledge now 
the geopolitics of racism not as inherent structural features but as aggravat-
ing elements.78 McKinsey, the World Bank, the IMF, and private foundations 
such as the Gates Foundation now incorporate racial and gender discrimina-
tions in their calculus of costs-​benefits.79 The notion of management is key 
here: waste is approached as inert rather than as having a life of its own and 
being the inevitable production of capitalism. Racism runs through waste 
management policy, which becomes a justification for more criminalization, 
expropriation, dispossession, and exploitation.
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Hence in 1991, Larry Summers, then chief economist of the World Bank 
(and then president of Harvard University), spoke of the economic argument 
for exporting first-​world waste to developing countries: “I’ve always thought 
that under-​populated countries in Africa are vastly UNDER-​polluted, their 
air quality is probably vastly inefficiently low compared to Los Angeles or 
Mexico City.”80 One could not be more honest. The idea that Africa is “under-​
polluted” after centuries of wasting by imperialism shows how the corporate 
class conceives pollution: it is connected with race, and whereas a threshold 
exists for the West, the “rest of the world” has not yet reached this threshold. 
The notion of threshold, as Liboiron has argued, is in itself wrong because it 
masks the fact that there should be no threshold.81 Finally, the ideology that 
naturalizes dumping also uses notions such as “adaptation” or “resilience” 
to avoid revolt. Adaptation means that we must accept things as they are and 
trust technological inventions that will make an uninhabitable world livable; 
resilience is the promise that it is possible to overcome, personally or com-
munally, terrible cruelty without seeking justice and reparation.

The Racial Politics of Wasting and Cleaning Up

In this book, I attempt to propose a counter-​politics to racist cleaning up by 
showing how the latter ends up masking the social relations of dispossession, 
exploitation, and devastation. However, I do not suggest that a return to pre-​
wasted time is desirable or possible. This could be the terra nullius fantasy, the 
colonial dream of untouched nature populated by “natives” that may be first 
romanticized as guardians of nature or elements of nature, before becoming a 
threat to a nature shaped by colonial settlers. Indigenous activists and think-
ers have robustly challenged that fantasy and show that national parks were 
built on colonial violence worldwide. Cleaning up is the pursuit of the colo-
nial dream of national parks maintained for the benefit of the health of clean 
white bodies.82 The Albert National Park in the Belgian colony of Congo, estab-
lished in 1925, “set the tone for decades of colonial protected parks in Africa,” 
the violent expulsion of Indigenous communities, a few selected to add “local 
color.”83 Yet the colonial origins of the model persist and its methods con-
tinue to be adopted worldwide: “Scientists, politicians, and conservationists 
are championing the protected-​areas model, developed in the U.S. and per-
fected in Africa. In late 2022, at the United Nations Biodiversity Conference 
in Montreal, nearly 200 countries signed an international pledge to protect 
30 percent of the world’s land and waters by 2030.”84 Despite the work of 
Indigenous peoples to make their voice heard, the hegemonic policy remains  
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one of cleaning up an area to offer an “untouched” nature. “European coun-
tries are not going to evict white people from their lands,” said Fiore Longo, 
a researcher and campaigner at Survival International. “That is for sure. This 
is where you see all the racism around this. Because they know how these 
targets will be applied in Africa and Asia. That’s what’s going on, they are 
evicting the people.”85 The model is so hegemonic that it is adopted by states 
around the world and by nonprofit organizations such as the World Wildlife 
Fund, all helping to “fund violent campaigns against Indigenous peoples.”86 
In other words, the ideology of cleaning up can be found in corporate pro-
grams of crime-​washing or in states or nonprofit programs of conservation 
of nature. It is about building guarded enclaves whose economic objective is 
to make profits, and ideological programs whose promise is a piece of regi-
mented nature, freed from any human and nonhuman presence that could 
disturb the idea of nature: birds yes, but not snakes, humans yes, but in folk-
loric garb. An antiracist decolonial politics of cleaning, by contrast, seeks to 
rethink cleaning within social relations of solidarity and communizing needs.

Race, Gender, Capital, and Cleaning

In recent years, I have been considering how waste, race, and gender inter-
sect and the ways in which colonial slavery, colonialism, racial capitalism, 
and imperialism have constructed specific understandings of cleanliness 
and, consequently, dirtiness. After looking at “Who Cleans the World” in A 
Decolonial Feminism and at the interconnections between waste, race, gen-
der, and capital in a 2019 article,87 I wanted to take cleaning further as a polit-
ical question and focus on the elemental. The racialized production of waste, 
wasting, and wasted; the racialized division between clean and dirty; and the 
organized denial of the elemental appeared as a good starting point to take 
cleaning out of drudgery, out of the “woman’s question” that could be resolved 
through gender equality programs. I situate this book within the framework of 
these earlier publications, whose common thread is how to abolish systems 
of dispossession, exploitation, and extraction—​processes of racialization and 
domination. In doing so, I have addressed subjects that on first glance might 
appear to have nothing to do with each other: for instance, anticolonialism, 
memories, and afterlives of slavery, the work of the anticolonial figures Frantz 
Fanon and Aimé Césaire, colonial psychiatry, Indian Ocean processes of cre-
olization, decolonization of the arts, the impossible decolonization of the 
Western “universal” museum, anticolonial communism in Reunion Island, 
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and feminisms. This book is intended not so much as an academic work as a 
contribution to an antiracist politics that focuses on the racialization of waste 
and cleaning, with the objective of trying to answer the following questions: Is 
there an antiracist decolonial praxis of cleaning that is not only cleaning up 
the mess produced by racial capitalism? If we need to clean, why and how do 
we do so, and for what and by whom?

I cite here many reports from the United Nations (UN), the World Health 
Organization (WHO), the Climate Change Expert Group (CCXG), and other 
international institutions. They make for dreary reading, endlessly docu-
menting what is wrong but never, or very rarely, addressing why things are in 
such a bad shape. The latter can be found in activists’ articles and blogs and 
social networks, in decolonial scholars’ books. Reports that list everything 
that is wrong feed either a savior syndrome among Western private founda-
tions or civilizational feminists (those who have translated the vocabulary of 
the colonial civilizing mission for current colonial and imperialist endeav-
ors)88 or neoliberal mantras, reform and liberalization, and this despite 
decades of programs that have proven wrongheaded. Institutions or gov-
ernments offer solutions that deliberately avoid confronting the structural 
causes of racism, inequities, dispossession, exploitation, and injustices. 
They read as wishful thinking, calling to the good sense of rich countries, to 
the moral consciousness of the rich, or to an abstract common humanity, 
and they satisfy the narcissism of the rich for whom charity demonstrates 
their good heart. That ideology can even reach the absurd. As Italian jour-
nalist and social theorist Marco D’Eramo writes, it shows “the gigantic prac-
tical joke being played by world leaders in their ‘declaration of war’ on global 
warming.”89 In 2023, the French government sought “to encourage the textile 
and footwear industries to curb their practice of planned obsolescence, by 
imposing warranties that would oblige them to repair defective items free of 
charge for several years, or requiring the use of more durable materials.”90 
According to D’Eramo,

the total amount allocated for this revolutionary measure was €154 million. Assuming 
that this figure doesn’t include the cost of employing bureaucrats to assess requests, 
disburse subsidies and supervise the quality of the repairs, this means a handsome 
€2.26 has been allocated for each of France’s 68 million people. Even if one were to 
only consider the 29.9 million ménages composed of an average of 2.2 members, each 
household would receive a grand total of €5.13 per year. To put this in context, recall 
that the French state spent some €7 billion on its pointless colonial mission in Africa, 
Operation Barkhane, which ended in ignominy last year [in 2022]; roughly €100,000 
euros per year for every solider dispatched to the Sahel.91
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The ideology that blames poor and racialized peoples for climate chaos 
justifies the ravaging of the Global South, but that ideology is slowly coming 
to the North. For decades, austerity programs have been leading to chronic 
unemployment while enriching the financial class; poverty is increas-
ing in Europe, affecting more women and members of ethnic minorities.92 
Governments in Italy, Denmark, Holland, and France have adopted laws 
restricting access to social allowances, targeting Muslims, migrants, and refu-
gees, reducing the amount of social aid, and helping corporations to avoid 
limits on their use of toxic products. If Europe, thanks to centuries of colo-
nial extraction and dumping, is still protected from the worst of capitalism’s 
excess and imperialism’s “shocks in return” (more on this later), the latter are 
starting to be felt. Given this broader context, why use this data? Because they 
nonetheless provide, if we resist doom and gloom, a measure of the devasta-
tion brought about by centuries of extraction and exploitation by capitalism. 
Rather than producing pity, they should generate rage, a rage that fuels the 
desire to organize and fight back and to get inspired by the people who strug-
gle and never gave up.

The website of the World Counts, a Copenhagen-​based project that col-
lates live statistics on the state of the planet, contains the following headline: 
“Every year we dump a massive 2.12 billion tons of waste. If all this waste was 
put on trucks they would go around the world 24 times. This stunning amount 
of waste is partly because 99 percent of the stuff we buy is trashed within 6 
months.”93 This must be immediately questioned: there is no universal “we”; it 
hides the identification of precise actors in the production of waste and erases 
those who clean, whether garbage collectors (mostly men) or garbage pickers 
(women, children, men), either those in the streets or those going through 
dumping sites to collect what they can sell or repair. There is no “we” in an 
economy that produces waste, there is no togetherness but a repartition of 
waste along class and race lines. When we read that in 2015 toxic air contam-
ination was the single largest source of premature death in the world today 
with nine million people dying every year,94 the reaction should not be lam-
entation but rather an urgent examination of the causes and the structures 
that give rise to these premature deaths and understanding where, how, and 
with whom to fight.

The Elemental of Cleaning

“Who is doing the cleaning?” is a question that should constantly be on our 
minds when we enter a museum, office, or university; when we take a train or 
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bus; when we walk through an airport, a market, or a store. Being conscious 
that social, economic, political, and cultural activities are possible because 
women of color are cleaning the spaces where they occur, that their work 
holds the world, enlarges environmental studies. Cleanliness accomplished 
by non-​white women must become a fundamental analytical element in the 
perception and organization of cleanliness in a world that has been shaped by 
colonialism, racism, and imperialism. By hindering access to water and sew-
age facilities, racial capitalism has enforced the division between clean and 
dirty and slowly naturalized it. If women of color constitute the majority of 
cleaners worldwide, we should not forget the role of men of color in the mak-
ing of a clean world for the bourgeois class. Dalits in India, Black and Brown 
men in Europe, Black, Latinx, and Indigenous men and male children in North 
America, men from South Asia and Africa in the Gulf States are garbage collec-
tors, cleaners in factories, slaughterhouses, mega-​farms. They also occupy that 
space between mega-​projects that requires high technicity, incredible engi-
neering and computation, and mundane needs. The United Arab Emirates, 
which presents itself as a leader of green energy95 and which hosed the 2024 
COP28, illustrates very well that double need. Take a very green source of 
energy, the solar panel. It needs to be regularly cleaned. On the one hand, a 
company like Abu Hail Technical Services provides “solar panel cleaning ser-
vices for a range of systems. We can create a package to match your needs, 
whether you need roof cleaning, ground-​mounted cleaning, or a service that 
covers both your roof and panels. We recognize the necessity of keeping your 
solar panels clean, and we recognize that each system is unique and neces-
sitates a customized cleaning schedule.” And on the other hand, the company 
must hire men from South Asia who are prevented from organizing, are under-
paid, and are separated from their families.96 The need for a massive exploited 
and dispossessed workforce (only 10 percent of the population are Emirati citi-
zens) goes alongside high technology that seeks to cut costs. Thus, the cleaning 
of solar panels could be accomplished by a “durable, waterless cleaning robot 
that ‘crawls’ from one solar panel to another, saving thousands of man hours 
and countless more litres of water.” This has in fact already been invented.97

Liboiron and Lepawsky understand the role of waste and wasting to be 
“a technique of power,” power referring here “not to overt domination and 
coercion (the ability to force people to do things) but to the way that some 
things seem true, natural, and good and how those meanings are reproduced 
in particular ways that align with particular interests.”98 Denaturalizing clean-
ing means narrating when and how that work was racialized and gendered to 
align with particular interests. Worldwide, women account for 72.2 percent of 
the 100 million domestic workers. In Latin America and the Caribbean, this 
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share is 92 percent, while in Asia it is 82 percent, in Africa 73 percent, and the 
Middle East 64 percent. In 2011, the International Labor Organization (ILO) 
estimated that “women accounted for five in six (83%) domestic workers, with 
female domestic workers making up 3.5% of all female employment and of 
all female wage workers in the world—​reflecting the importance of domestic 
work as a source of employment for women.”99 Seventy-​one percent of clean-
ing employees are exposed to repetitive work, 61 percent to chemical risks 
and 52 percent to painful postures. Ninety percent are exposed to at least 
one physical risk, to bad smells, and risks of infection.100 The ILO describes 
domestic workers as providing

direct and indirect care services, and as such are key members of the care economy. 
Their work may include tasks such as cleaning the house, cooking, washing and iron-
ing clothes, taking care of children, or elderly or sick members of a family, gardening, 
guarding the house, driving for the family, and even taking care of household pets. 
A domestic worker may work on full-​time or part-​time basis; may be employed by a 
single household or through or by a service provider; may be residing in the house-
hold of the employer (live-​in worker) or may be living in his or her own residence (live-​
out). A domestic worker may be working in a country of which she/​he is not a national, 
thus referred to as a migrant domestic worker.101

Women cleaners are often long-​distance migrants in Europe, North America, 
or the Gulf States, members of a discriminated and insulted community, 
targeted as racialized subjects. They are, however, not passive victims. They 
organize: from the enslaved women who fled the plantation and their exploi-
tation as domestics, nannies, or field workers and went marooning to the first 
unions in the 19th century, women of color who clean, wash, iron, cook, and 
take care of children and the elderly have never stopped fighting. As labor 
columnist, author, and organizer Kim Kelly writes:

On June 16, 1866, laundry workers in Jackson, Miss., called for a citywide meeting. The 
women—​for they were all women, and all were Black—​were tired of being paid next 
to nothing to spend their days hunched over steaming tubs of other (White) people’s 
laundry, scrubbing out stains, smoothing the wrinkles with red-​hot irons, and haul-
ing the baskets of heavy cloth through the streets. At the time, nearly all Black female 
workers were employed as domestics by White families, to handle the cooking, clean-
ing and child care, hauling water, emptying chamber pots, and performing various 
and sundry other tasks that the lady of the house preferred to avoid.102

Today, there are women cleaners’ unions in Angola, Brazil, the United 
States, Mozambique, Malawi, India, Canada, and South Africa. It is racism that 
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invisibilizes the work of women cleaners and their presence (they are there 
but not there) and justifies them being hired, fired, underpaid, called by their 
first name. They have to deal with a boss or with intermediaries whether it is 
for housework or for industrial cleaning. If everything is done to erase their 
presence as human beings, their work must be very visible. It is their visibility 
as workers that is refused by the dominant classes; the latter do not want to 
see that their lives need cleaning, they want their cleaning to be hidden.

Organizing means overcoming isolation, the fear of reprisal, the fear 
of losing an income, and the fear of being expelled, since many women are 
undocumented. Narratives that focus on the exploitation and the lack of visi-
ble protest mask other forms of refusal. Isolation can be broken in other ways. 
In the United Arab Emirates, where passports are confiscated and women 
are systematically mistreated and overworked, some nonetheless find ways 
to meet, escape the suffocating atmosphere of their workplace, and even 
organize the escape of those who are violated and beaten. When I was work-
ing in Sharjah in 2021, I saw in the evening or on weekends groups of Filipina 
women—​who form the brunt of domestic workers, nannies, and beauty salon 
employees—​along a lake in Sharjah or in parks in Dubai and Abu Dhabi shar-
ing food and drinks, listening to music, laughing. I learned that, away from the 
gaze of their bosses, they organized birthdays, gatherings to do their hair and 
apply makeup, and karaoke sessions. I am not underestimating the organized 
isolation, but I want to signal different practices of refusal and of joy.

The Distribution of Time according to Class and Race

Cleaning by women of color preserves what philosopher Jacques Rancière 
has called the “distribution of time,” a distribution between two forms of 
life: the form of life of those who have time and the form of life of those who do 
not.103 Time is not strictly the hours that one disposes of; time—​as it has been 
divided along class, race, and gender—​is the time that one naturally takes as 
one’s own, a time historically produced by social relations. The time extracted 
from the lives of women of color for looking for work and going to work con-
cretely limits their own time. They have been assigned that amount of time 
by a racial system. The extraction of their time allows for the lifestyle of bour-
geois women, those who then have time. A bourgeois woman may clean her 
home or do her own washing and ironing, but the fact remains that women 
of color are expected to clean the world, take care of children, allocate time 
to white bourgeois women. The racial-​class division of time allows them to go 
to the movies, visit museums, go to work, and read women of color authors. 



26 Making the World Clean

Women of color bear the greatest burden of social reproduction, more than 
white women, because they not only do that reproduction for the home but 
also for society, outside the home. There is nobody to take on this role for 
them. If it is the case that “Now there was a time /​ When they used to say /​ 
That behind every great man /​ There had to be a great woman,”104 we could say 
that “behind every bourgeois white woman, there has to be a great cleaning 
woman of color.”

In 2019, I wrote that “every day, in every urban center of the world, thou-
sands of black and brown women, invisible, are ‘opening’ the city. They clean 
the spaces necessary for neo-​patriarchy, and neoliberal and finance capital-
ism to function. They are doing dangerous work: they inhale toxic chemical 
products and push or carry heavy loads. They have usually travelled long 
hours in the early morning or late at night, and their work is underpaid and 
considered to be unskilled.”105 I added that they

are usually in their forties or fifties. A second group, which shares with the first an 
intersection of class, race, and gender, go to middle class homes to cook, clean, and 
take care of children and the elderly, so that those who employ them can go to work in 
the places that the former group of women have cleaned. Meanwhile, in the same early 
hours of the morning, in the same big metropoles of the world, we can see women and 
men running through the streets, rushing to the nearest gym or yoga center. They pur-
sue the mandate of late capitalism to maintain healthy and clean bodies; they usually 
follow their run or workout with a shower, an avocado toast, and a detox drink before 
heading to their clean offices. Meanwhile, women of color try to find a seat for their 
exhausted bodies as they return on public transit from cleaning those gyms, banks, 
insurance offices, newspaper offices, investment companies, or restaurants and pre-
paring meeting rooms for business breakfasts. They doze off as soon as they sit, their 
fatigue visible to those who care to see it. The working body that is made visible is the 
concern of an ever-​growing industry dedicated to the cleanliness and healthiness of 
body and mind, the better to serve racial capitalism. The other working body is made 
invisible even though performs a necessary function for the first: to clean spaces in 
which the “clean” ones circulate, work, eat, sleep, have sex, and perform parenting. 
But the cleaners’ invisibility is required and naturalized.106

I argued that in the age of racial Capitalocene (I explain this below), the 
nexus of capitalism’s waste with race and gender “uncovers new borders that 
have been drawn between cleanliness and dirtiness in an age in which con-
cerns are growing for clean air, clean water, clean houses, clean bodies, clean 
minds, and green spaces,” and that it is necessary to explore the ways in which 
the industry of cleanliness in late racial capitalism superimposes new tropes 
derived from colonial and racist stereotypes.107
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In A Decolonial Feminism, when I asked “Who cleans the world?,” I was 
not looking at domestic cleaning, but at the organized industry of cleaning 
where a majority of women of color work, every day, in airports, schools, 
offices, banks, restaurants, railway stations, malls, shops, universities, muse-
ums, hospitals, factories, and so on.108 “The maid’s job is back-​breaking: push-
ing the cleaning cart is hard on the shoulders and lumbar vertebrae; making 
the bed by pulling the sheets and lifting the mattresses causes numerous 
hand tendonitises and sore shoulders; washing mirrors and the bathroom by 
stretching the arms generates neck pain. Handling toxic detergents encour-
ages the development of chronic and potentially fatal illnesses,” explained 
the Black women cleaners who went on strike at the Ibis Batignolles hotel 
in Paris, on July 7, 2019.109 I wanted to prompt a questioning of why, when 
we enter any public space in our everyday life, we do not wonder by whom 
it has been cleaned and when (usually early in the morning or late in the 
evening). By “we” I mean the antiracist activists, the feminists, the radical 
leftists. How much is she paid? Is she allowed to unionize? Is she a victim of 
sexual violence? Acknowledging that work that makes public events, political 
meetings, conferences, shopping, meeting, eating, and so on possible should 
become a given, not an empty gesture but an attention to the life and work-
ing conditions of millions of women of color and an active support to their 
struggles. Just as it is becoming common practice in settler-​colonial states 
to acknowledge that we stand on stolen land, we should learn to acknow-
ledge the underpaid, exploited, racialized work upon which our lives, as con-
sumers, academics, patients, students, and so on, depend. Few conversations 
on decoloniality, antiracist environmental politics, or anti-​capitalism start 
with the acknowledgment that it was not just ideas, energy, and funding that 
make our discussions possible, but the work of Black, Brown, and Indigenous 
women. We always expect the place we enter to be clean and are shocked 
when it is not. Cleaning work must be invisible, but not its result. Waste must 
be dumped out of sight by people out of sight. “We” here does not refer only to 
the bourgeoisie—​though the latter always feels much more entitled to being 
served by people who must make themselves invisible—​but to the whole of 
society.

The bourgeoisie wants to make dirt and waste invisible, so that their world, 
which rests on rot and decay, appears pristine and immaculate. They want it 
to disappear, to be put “away.” But as Julia Butterfly, who spent two years in a 
sequoia to prevent it from being cut down, has noticed, “away” is a word that 
does not mean much for many peoples.110 Indigenous communities told her 
that they had no words in their languages for “recycling,” “reusable,” or “waste 
disposal.”111 The borders between clean and unclean neighborhoods or those 
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between wealthy consumer societies and countries that serve as dumping 
zones are strictly enforced. Growth, in capitalism and in any regime that rests 
on overproduction, involves the use of tons of water by its industries, which 
then discharge toxic wastewater in rivers, lakes, and oceans.

Why Must Cleaners Be Invisible?

White bourgeois environmentalism’s notion of cleaning invisibilizes women 
of color’s work and exploitation and favors a visual culture of the spectacular 
aimed at triggering outrage and action. Major environmental organizations 
routinely use images of ocean oil spills, pipeline disasters, beaches covered 
with the bodies of dead birds and fish, rivers thick with plastic, plastic in 
the bodies of birds and fish, open-​cast mines, and vast landfill sites. It is not 
that these acts are blameless or that it is not important to trace responsibility 
and imagine action, but that the iconography of the spectacular marginal-
izes forms of pollution that are less visible or less potent in terms of leading 
to outrage. It points us to the spectacular end result, but not to the causes of 
the pollution, excavation, extraction, nor to the bodies that bear the great-
est burden of toxicity. Thus analyzing “artist Chris Jordan’s iconic photo-
graphs of albatross carcasses on Midway Atoll with plastic in their rotting 
guts,” Liboiron warns us that such images make us miss the “wider relations, 
the Land relations, of albatross and plastic, and [turn] them into a resource 
for shock, awe, and charismatic academic presentations.”112 Illustrations of 
cleaning women of color cannot fit into the aesthetic codes of shock and 
awe. Their uniform has been sexualized and racialized; the white apron, 
the broom, or the rag are not made for producing horror but rather sexual 
fascination, consternation, disgust, or pity. Further, as Discard Studies 
scholar Grace Akese has shown, those who clean refuse to become the illus-
tration of filth, repulsion, and disgust, and they contest degrading images 
of their work. Drawing on her own experience of doing fieldwork on elec-
tronic waste in Agbogbloshie in Ghana, Akese reports that refuse workers 
denounce the harm done “by attempting to do good research.” Even though 
she is from Ghana, when she approached people working with scraps, they 
told her: “This is a place of business. You people think we are here for you, 
eh? You come here all the time taking pictures. Every single day, someone 
wants to know something. Let me tell you; we are tired.” “We see you people 
[researchers] all the time. You come here and then write bad things about 
us. You bring your white people to come and see us. You take pictures of the 
boys there. Who permitted you to come here?”113
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Indeed, who grants permission for images to be taken that represent deg-
radation in the eyes of the Western viewer, the academic, the artist? Too often, 
these images have the effect of hiding the social relations that fabricate toxic 
waste dumps in the Global South and assign sorting to racialized people. They 
maintain in the bourgeois consciousness the racial-​colonial relation between 
dirty and non-​white people rather than showing that the racial-​colonial 
structure is responsible for dumping and a racial division of work.

Before further examining invisibility/​visibility, I want to suggest that 
invisibility must be amended to remark that cleaners are not “invisible” to 
those who hire and fire them, call them by their first name, sexually harass 
them, give them orders. What must be made invisible, i.e., seen with indiffer-
ence and denial and hence not paid suitably, is the work they do, the amount 
of it, the time and effort it takes, the fatigue it causes. The construction of the 
invisibility of cleaners’ labor and the visibility of their work’s results builds a 
white vision of cleanliness that is regularly disturbed by cleaners or garbage 
collectors’ strikes. The white world lives with the illusion that it does not prod-
uce waste and that the piles of filth and garbage in the Global South or poor 
neighborhoods are the result of inherent neglect, of a natural indifference 
of people of color to cleanliness. Images of dumping sites fill the Western 
public with horror. Warnings about hygiene and health when traveling to 
“these” countries add to the construction of a clean world vs. an unclean 
world populated by unclean peoples.114 In “Capitalocene,” I wrote that 
images of “mountains of garbage, of dirty streets, dirty rivers, dirty beaches, 
dirty neighborhoods, of plastic covering fields, of people—​women, children, 
men—​searching through garbage or pushing carts filled with refuse, of chil-
dren swimming in polluted water, all this in the Global South—​contribute to 
the creation of a naturalized division between dirty and clean.”115 The root 
causes remain hidden: the legacies of colonialism, of colonial urbanization 
and the racial restructuring of the landscape; structural adjustment pro-
grams that require governments to reduce public expenses; the externaliza-
tion of polluting industries.

The feeling that cleaning “that” world is an impossible task is slowly 
ingrained. What becomes a pressing issue is how to keep externalized pol-
lution from reaching “clean” areas.”116 The mystery of cleaning (of course it is 
clean, it is only when it is not clean that there is alarm) naturalizes the pro-
duction of waste. At many conferences, we drink water from plastic bottles 
without thinking twice. The question of where those bottles will go afterwards 
does not come into consciousness. We are thankful that people care about 
our health and warn us about water pollution, but we also know that water is 
not clean because of the privatization of water and the power of corporations. 
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During debates around the publication of A Decolonial Feminism, my open-
ing question, “Who has cleaned the place we are in?” caused some surprise, 
yet everyone knew the answer. It brought to light the naturalized erasure of 
women of color’s work. Decolonizing a site that occupies an important place 
in the reproduction of ideology and the ways in which representation is being 
conceived (a museum, a university, an art school, an art center) has meant, 
more often than not, including a better representation of non-​white authors, 
artists, and scholars, bringing more diversity to the books that were discussed, 
or changing what is hung on the walls, and has been less about examining 
who cleans, who guards, who serves—​all of those who make the place work 
but who are not included in the conversation.

The Denial of Vital Needs

I want to look critically at programs of cleaning up the planet and examine 
why the access of women of color to their own cleaning needs has been 
impeded. In other words, I want to take waste seriously but by looking not 
only at how cleaning and waste have been racialized, how the “ethics of 
cleanup” are “based on separation” while “those of purity” are “based on 
annihilation,”117 how waste and cleaning are regimes of power, but also the 
gendered and racialized work of cleaning waste. I am asking: What will we 
do with the tons of waste being dumped in the Global South and near the 
poor and racialized neighborhoods in the North? How can we clean the 
contaminated land, rivers, and forests left behind by the mining and chemi-
cal industry, the polluted land left behind by imperialist armies, the huge 
dumping sites where the fashion industry sends its overproduction, the 
cesspools yielded by the car, maritime, and oil industries, the toxic waste 
generated by agribusiness and the weapons industry? Rather than restore 
what existed previously, what can we learn from Indigenous philosophies, 
antiracist scientists, Black, Brown, and Indigenous feminists, and decolo-
nial activists and thinkers to rethink the notions of dirtiness and cleanliness 
necessary for a society to function? What would make the world clean while 
rejecting the white patriarchal bourgeois norms of cleanliness, with its colo-
nial, gendered, and racial genealogy? If cleaning is also a practice of care 
that makes social relationships livable, then what kind of cleanliness we are 
talking about? If it is not the whitening of space, its organization into clean 
vs. dirty places, then what is it?

If today in Western Europe women from the peripheral countries of the 
EU who are hired in the service and care industry are exploited, underpaid, 
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and considered expendable, they are hierarchically above women of color. 
What militant Marxist and Black feminist political activist Angela Davis wrote 
in 1981—​“more Black women have always worked outside their homes than 
have their white sisters”118—​is still in place. Alongside many feminists, she 
noted that “housework, after all, is virtually invisible: ‘No one notices it until 
it isn’t done—​we notice the unmade bed, not the scrubbed and polished 
floor.’ Invisible, repetitive, exhausting, unproductive, uncreative—​these are 
the adjectives which most perfectly capture the nature of housework.”119 
Davis concluded that “neither women nor men should waste precious hours 
of their lives on work that is neither stimulating nor productive.”120 Should 
we then put our efforts into inventing robots to abolish all drudgery? Davis 
is convinced that nothing good can be found in cleaning and encouraging 
women to get out of their home can only do them good—​they will be free of 
isolation, find comrades, understand exploitation, learn to organize. She is 
right. By listening to women who do tedious, tiresome work, we learn that 
they do not want to be deprived of the camaraderie they have found, of their 
sisters, as they often describe those who share their situation and with whom 
they also organize. Women cleaners do not like when their work is criticized 
or mocked by supervisors or bosses, whom they see as lazy, unable to do what 
they do and to see that they do it well. And they can also say how much they 
want to escape that work. Taking pride in one’s work does not mean that one 
is not aware of exploitation and racism; it is a reaction against the contempt 
with which of one’s work is considered.

Strikes by cleaners are always remarkable and powerful because they 
bring into the field of the visual the amount of rubbish societies living under 
colonialism and capitalism throw away every day, as well as how much waste 
people living in rich countries produce (a quick reminder: a white American 
in the USA produces 1,361 pounds of rubbish per year, 4.9 pounds per day).121 
Rubbish collectors’ strikes and strikes in hotels, hospitals, or universities 
bring to light what must remain behind the scenes, the piles of trash in the 
streets produced by what is thrown away in the spaces of domestic intimacy 
every day. The media, however, tends to reproduce images of cleaners strikes 
in ways that induce hostile reactions; seeing the waste piling up in the streets 
is an irritating reminder of what the city’s inhabitants discard. Opinions about 
threats to public health, about rats invading the streets, and the rotten smell 
that drives away tourists reinforce not only the idea that trash must not be 
seen but that it is the strikers who are responsible for the threat to public 
health rather than capitalism.

Studying the role of images of a 2021 cleaners’ strike in Lyon, France, dir-
ector and researcher Jordane Burnot and Lina Cardenas remark that “far from 
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being neutral, the photos accompanying the articles highlight the negative 
consequences of the strike for local residents. These representations shift the 
focus from the strike to its consequences, whatever the content of the article. 
Journalists use images to displace the problem, making overflowing garbage 
cans the main subject. The work of the garbage collectors, the consequences 
of the job on their bodies, the reasons for the mobilization, the demands or 
the picket lines are practically absent from the illustrations.”122 They then ana-
lyze how the production of images by a friendly filmmaker and by the strikers 
themselves offered a counternarrative that builds a “controlled representa-
tion of the struggle that challenges the hegemonic image of the mainstream 
media . . . . Beyond this symbolic use of conflict, these supports also played an 
important role in the legalization of the struggle.”123 The cleaners’ strikes high-
light the ways in which their work is perceived, insisting on the fact that when 
they work, they are “confronted with the invisibility and structural indiffer-
ence that assigns them the status of non-​person in the public space (‘You 
don’t exist for people’, ‘You’re part of the scenery’).”124 These daily situations 
maintain and reinforce an already existing feeling of devaluation linked to the 
performance of a “dirty job” (“We pick up other people’s shit,” “We’re shit to 
people”).125 Cleaners say that people voluntarily throw their waste in front of 
them, that racist and sexist remarks are constant, that adults loudly warn their 
children that if they do not work at school, they will end up as a cleaner.126

During the 22 months the Ibis Batignolles strikers picketed in front of the 
hotel, banging pots and pans, dancing and singing to keep their spirits up, 
in the summer heat and winter snow, hotel guests showed their displeasure 
by pelting the strikers with garbage from their rooms. “Guests were throwing 
cans, apples, coffees, newspapers at us because we were making too much 
noise,” striker Rachel Keke recounted.127 Guests who expected to find a clean 
room did not want to see and hear the Black women who did the work. They 
did not want to be reminded that Black women saw their waste, saw the dis-
gusting state in which some of them left their rooms, broke the quietude the 
guests expected when checking into a hotel. “Their” space was disturbed as 
they had to go through the picket line of Black middle-​aged women dressed 
in vibrant African fabrics chanting and dancing. This was not the Paris they 
had paid for. They made their displeasure known to the hotel management 
who took recourse in an injunction from the administrative court requiring 
the picket line to be relocated to a certain distance from the entrance and 
chants not to exceed a certain noise threshold. A bailiff was sent every day to 
measure the distance and sound level, and if the women did not respect these 
thresholds, they were fined. The customers’ discontent was symptomatic: it 
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reflected the ideology of consumers’ rights according to the market, for whom 
the conditions of production must be masked in order not to disturb the con-
sumers’ pleasure. This is how the racial-​colonial mode of life has been con-
structed historically—​enjoy what the market sells you and don’t ask how it 
was produced and brought to you.

In Paris, during the 2023 strikes against the governmental pension 
reform, the uncollected waste—​10,000 tons on the twelfth day of the strike, 
March 17, 2023128—​brought into the field of the visual the work garbage col-
lectors accomplish and the waste we produce. When such strikes make the 
daily production of waste visible in the cities of rich countries, the bourgeoi-
sie, suddenly realizing that daily cleaning is indispensable for its comfort, 
demands not only that the state intervene to end the strike but also army 
and police involvement, greater privatization of cleaning to prevent future 
strikes, and even making striking illegal. Cleaners’ struggles challenge the 
fabricated invisibility (of work) versus the visibility of results. The decay 
of social life under racial capitalism, usually masked behind the beauty of 
Western cities, is rendered visible. An antiracist decolonial feminism insists 
on the fact that “without them [cleaners], we’d be living in filth. They’re 
exhausted, really tired, scrubbing, scrubbing, hurts your back, hurts your 
feet, hurts your kidneys. Scrubbing, scrubbing, you’ve got to pay for it.”129 By 
occupying the space outside the work space—​the streets in front of the hotel, 
a space where people who are not workers must go through, as in a railway 
station—​they challenge the racial division between clean and dirty: they 
show that things do not get clean by miracle but by people who have voices 
and bodies.

Cleaners fighting for their rights turn to storytelling and refusal, mak-
ing the broom and the mop into symbols of intersected oppressions.130 They 
restore dignity to the job of cleaning, asking for safer working conditions, 
better pay, and respect. They reject the shame associated with cleaning and 
fight to make cleaning recognized as being based on forms of exploitation 
that are gendered and racialized, but also as elemental to social and planetary 
functioning and wellbeing. Against the politics that require a victimized body 
whose conditions of victimization must remain hidden and an accumulation 
of images of “wasted bodies and lands” that provoke horror and pity, what is 
needed is a visual activism that contributes to decolonial politics. Fully con-
scious of this, cleaners but also artists and writers have turned to narratives to 
bring to light not only the full content of the exploitation and the value of the 
work, but also why it cannot be considered trivial.131
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How to Name the Age of Waste and Wasting

To discuss waste is to discuss the naming of our current predicament. 
Anthropocene? Wasteocene? Plantationcene? Racial Capitalocene? 
Chthulucene? Anthropo-​obscene?132 “Anthropocene,” which describes the 
“human dominance of biological, chemical and geological processes on Earth,” 
was first introduced in 2000 in an article jointly written by Paul Crutzen and 
Eugene Stoermer. They dated its emergence to the latter part of the 18th cen-
tury, admitting that “alternative proposals can be made (some may even want 
to include the entire Holocene). However, we choose this date because, dur-
ing the past two centuries, the global effects of human activities have become 
clearly noticeable. This is the period when data retrieved from glacial ice cores 
show the beginning of a growth in the atmospheric concentrations of several 
‘greenhouse gases,’ in particular CO2 and CH4. Such a starting date also coin-
cides with James Watt’s invention of the steam engine in 1784.”133 Geologists, 
paleontologist, geographers, historians, and stratigraphers started to work 
on “climate change,” and in 2016, the Anthropocene Working group (AWG), 
created by paleontologists and stratigraphers of the University of Leicester, 
declared the “Anthropocene” to be stratigraphically real and recommended 
formalization at epoch/​series rank based on a mid-​20th-​century boundary.134 
Criticism of a term that encompassed all humans emerged quickly. “This 
‘anthropo-​’ blocks attention to patchy landscapes, multiple temporalities, 
and shifting assemblages of human and nonhumans: the very stuff of col-
laborative survival,” anthropologist Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing remarked.135 In 
2017, environmental historian and historical geographer Jason Moore argued 
that the term “Capitalocene” was better suited to describe the epoch, writ-
ing that “the Anthropocene is a comforting story with uncomfortable facts. 
It fits easily within a conventional description—​and analytical logic—​that 
separates humanity from the web of life. This makes for a familiar story, one 
of Humanity doing many terrible things to Nature.”136 Making the Industrial 
Revolution the birthdate of a geological turning point erased capitalism’s 
early origins and “its extraordinary reshaping of global natures long before 
the steam engine, is therefore significant in our work to develop an effective 
radical politics around global warming . . . and far more than global warming 
alone!”137

Choosing the Industrial Revolution was far from neutral. It erased the col-
onization of the Americas and the Caribbean, which “marked a turning point 
in the history of humanity’s relation with the rest of nature. It was greater than 
any watershed since the rise of agriculture and the first cities.”138 To Moore, 
the era of primitive accumulation gave rise to a “new world-​praxis: Cheap 
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Nature.”139 Moore dated the beginning of the Capitalocene to the 16th cen-
tury, which also witnessed the “discovery of the New World, people brought 
through the force of ‘blood and fire,’ the slave trade, the division of colo-
nies among European powers, as well as the organization on a global scale 
of a mobile, racialized, gendered, and bonded workforce. Hence the term 
Capitalocene, a “world-​ecology of power, capital, and nature” that situates 
the “rise of capitalism, historically accumulation of capital, and geographi-
cally, within the web of life. This is capitalism not as economic system but as 
a situated and multispecies world-​ecology of capital, power and re/​produc-
tion.”140 Even if he wrote that “nature, women and colonies, in this perspec-
tive, are not only plundered but actively created through symbolic praxis, 
political power, and capital accumulation,”141 Moore did not assign a central 
role to social reproduction or to race.

Scholar of inhuman geography Kathryn Yusoff situated her critique 
of the Anthropocene firmly in the struggle against anti-​Blackness: “As the 
Anthropocene proclaims the language of species life—​anthropos—​through 
a universalist geologic commons, it neatly erases histories of racism that 
were incubated through the regulatory structure of geologic relations.”142 
Yusoff sees a continuum between “indigenous dispossession of land and sov-
ereignty in the invasion of the Americas through to the ongoing petropoli-
tics of settler colonialism; of slavery, ‘breaking rocks on the chain gang’ (as 
Nina Simone sings it), to the current incarnations of antiblackness in min-
ing black gold; and of the racialized impacts of climate change. To redress 
how geology makes property relations and properties a relation of subjuga-
tion is to challenge the incompleteness of address in the Anthropocene.”143 
“The mine and the afterlives of its geomorphic acts constitute the materiality 
of the Anthropocene and its natal moment, from the transformation of min-
eralogy of the earth in the extraction of gold, silver, salt, and copper to the 
massive transformation of ecologies in the movement of people, plants, and 
animals across territories, coupled with the intensive implantation of mono-
cultures of indigo, sugar, tobacco, cotton, and other ‘alien’ ecologies in the 
New World.”144 Yusoff insisted: “The histories of the Anthropocene unfold a 
brutal experience for much of the world’s racialized poor and without due 
attention to the historicity of those events (and their eventfulness); the 
Anthropocene simply consolidates power via this innocence in the present to 
effect decisions that are made about the future and its modes of survival.”145 
To human geographer Andreas Malm, Moore was abolishing “even the oppo-
sition between the classes—​in language.”146 “Capitalism makes nature. Nature 
makes capitalism”—​none of these propositions is true, Malm wrote. Malm 
saw Moore as being closer to French philosopher and anthropologist Bruno  
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Latour and his hybridity theory than Moore thought: “Capitalism emphatically 
does not make nature; nature most definitely does not make capitalism.”147 
Malm rejected constructionism, which was transforming global warming 
into a discourse: “a storm is not a speech act”148 and “oceans are not pollut-
ing themselves; humans are doing it” (or rather colonialism-​capitalism).149 
Latour, who had declared that his aim was to blur “the distinction between 
nature and society durably, so that we shall never have to go back to distinct 
sets,”150 depoliticized climate disaster. As scientists protesting political inac-
tion claimed in 2016: “Ice does not have a program. It simply melts.”151

In 2015, feminist scholar Donna Haraway, thinking that “a big new 
name, actually more than one name” was warranted, named the moment 
“Chthulucene—​past, present, and to come,”152 “after the diverse earth-​wide 
tentacular powers and forces and collected things with names like Naga, 
Gaia, Tangaroa (burst from water-​full Papa), Terra, Haniyasu-​hime, Spider 
Woman, Pachamama, Oya, Gorgo, Raven, A’akuluujjusi, and many many 
more.”153 “ ‘My’ Chthulucene, even burdened with its problematic Greek-​ish 
tendrils, entangles myriad temporalities and spatialities and myriad intra-​
active entities-​in-​assemblages—​including the more-​than-​human, other-​
than-​human, inhuman, and human-​as-​humus,” she wrote.154 All distinctions 
were blurred. Hence her call for “ ‘Make Kin Not Babies!’ ” Making kin is 
perhaps the hardest and most urgent part. Feminists of our time have been 
leaders in unraveling the supposed natural necessity of ties between sex and 
gender, race and sex, race and nation, class and race, gender and morph-
ology, sex and reproduction, and reproduction and composing persons.”155 
This is “dissolutionism,” Malm argues,156 and the “hybridist dissolutionism” 
that Haraway and Latour defend leads to a lack of rigorous analysis. As they 
“wage war on distinctions,” they “not infrequently end up with a prose evacu-
ated of meaning.”157

This is what I want to avoid: transforming exhaustion, premature death, 
suffocation, and lack of water into narratives or discourse. Hence the notion 
of “racial Capitalocene” that I proposed in 2017 in a text that took leave from 
the work of Cedric J. Robinson, of the Black radical tradition, on racial capital-
ism.158 The term took into account slavery and colonialism, bringing to light 
the fact that the full ecological consequences of slavery and colonialism can 
appear centuries after colonies became independent, as historian Joachim 
Randkau has shown.159 “There is also a different kind of violence, not rapid 
but slow motion, not instantaneous but incremental, not body-​to-​body but 
playing out over vast stretches of times through the medium of ecosystems,”160 
as Malm has argued, after Nixon. “Blindness to our ancestors’ crimes, and to 
the ways we ‘whites’ continue to live from these crimes, keeps the suffering  
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of those already exposed to the devastation of climate crisis impossible for 
us to see or feel,” philosopher Donna M. Orange has written.161 But as we 
saw with the Wretched of the Earth collective, it cannot be a question only 
of seeing and feeling—​it has to be a question of doing. What transforms see-
ing into action? And “feeling,” as I sought to show in an earlier analysis of 
19th-​century French abolitionism, can stop at paternalistic abolitionism.162 
I spoke of a politics of feelings, of a dangerous pity (une pitié dangereuse), and 
looked at all the declarations of love toward the freed enslaved and toward 
the colonized as the exact counterpoint of the cruelty and brutality that was 
actually occurring in the age of post-​slavery colonization and imperialism.163 
Remaining within the frame of seeing and feeling often leads to sentimental 
politics that feed the savior syndrome. This is not what Orange is arguing, but 
we must attend to the long history of the fields of visibility and feeling in a 
Western humanitarianism that does not confront power.

Robinson’s theory of racial capitalism offered a corrective to Moore’s 
and Malm’s notion of Capitalocene (even though they differ). The colonial 
continuum that Robinson theorized added to the debate. Robin D. G. Kelley 
explains racial capitalism thus:

Capitalism and racism did not break from the old order but rather evolved from it to 
produce a modern world system of “racial capitalism” dependent on slavery, violence, 
imperialism, and genocide. Capitalism was “racial” not because of some conspiracy to 
divide workers or justify slavery and dispossession, but because racialism had already 
permeated Western feudal society. The first European proletarians were racial sub-
jects (Irish, Jews, Roma or Gypsies, Slavs, etc.) and they were victims of disposses-
sion (enclosure), colonialism, and slavery within Europe. Indeed, Robinson suggested 
that racialization within Europe was very much a colonial process involving invasion, 
settlement, expropriation, and racial hierarchy.164

In other words, racialism “permeates the social structures emergent from 
capitalism.”165 In her Rethinking Racial Capitalism: Questions of Reproduction 
and Survival, sociologist Gargi Bhattacharyya clearly summarizes the differ-
ent elements of racial capitalism. Her ten theses are useful: racial capitalism, 
she says, is 1) “not a way of understanding capitalism as a racist conspiracy 
or racism as a capitalist conspiracy”; 2) “feminist debates can help us under-
stand the role played by ‘non work’ as part of an expanded conceptualization 
of social reproduction”; 3) “racism had a history that precedes capitalism”; 
4) racial capitalism combines the “exercise of coercive power and the mobil-
ization of desire”; 5) “new and unpredictable modes of oppression must be 
understood”; 6) “we must grasp how people are divided from each other in the 
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name of economic survival or in the name of economic well-​being”; 7) racial 
capitalism “describes a set of techniques and a formation, and in both regis-
ters the disciplining and ordering of bodies through gender and sexuality and 
dis/​ability and age flow”; 8) racial capitalism is “intimately intertwined with 
the processes precipitating ecological crisis”; 9) “dehumanization seems to 
be an unavoidable outcome of the processes of capitalist development”; and 
10) racial capitalism is a “way of understanding why we seem so divided and 
yet so intimately intertwined with each other.”166

But sociologist and cultural studies scholar Paul Gilroy has also urged us 
to be “paying careful attention to the specific dynamics both of race as a mat-
ter of political ontology, and of racism as a variety of political speech. Race 
and nation are now primary sources of groupness and absolute ethnicity. 
They are supposedly endowed with a special power to restore certainty and 
find stability amidst the flux of precarious life in increasingly dangerous con-
ditions.”167 Commenting on the daily drowning of sub-​Saharan Africans in the 
Mediterranean or the English Channel, he says: “Clear, moral and juridical 
choices are involved in salvaging people from the water, as they are in the 
tasks of naming the drowned and promoting dignity by burying their bod-
ies. In many circumstances, we are referred to the forms of care and sociality 
conditioned by disaster and what might be called the banality of good. They 
operate on smaller scales than the revolutionary opportunities we associate 
with disaster capitalism. These responses are closer to the ordinary virtue that 
can be glimpsed in disaster altruism and disaster solidarity.”168

It was during the conference “Confronting Racial Capitalism: The Black 
Radical Tradition and Cultures of Liberation” in 2014 at the Center for Place, 
Culture and Politics at City University of New York that I first talked of “racial 
Capitalocene.” In the 2019 written piece, I insisted on earlier struggles and 
cited the organization of farmworkers led by Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta 
in California in the early 1960s for workplace rights, including protection from 
toxic pesticides, and the African American students in 1967 who opposed a 
city dump and in 1979 a landfill in Houston. Work on environmental racism 
had come from grassroots movements. The publication in 1987 of Toxic Waste 
and Race in the United States, a report by the Commission for Racial Justice, 
showed that race was the single most important factor in determining where 
toxic waste facilities were in the United States and that the siting of these 
facilities in communities of color was the intentional result of local, state, 
and federal land-​use policies.169 In the 1980s, in fact, the Reagan administra-
tion’s practice of cutting the budgets of federal environmental agencies had 
aggravated racist decisions. I also pointed to the October 1991 “Principles of 
Environmental Justice” that the delegates to the First National People of Color 
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Environmental Leadership Summit drafted, and which became a defining 
document for the growing grassroots movement for environmental justice. 
I quoted the preamble:

WE, THE PEOPLE OF COLOR, gathered together at this multinational People of Color 
Environmental Leadership Summit, to begin to build a national and international 
movement of all peoples of color to fight the destruction and taking of our lands and 
communities, do hereby re-​establish our spiritual interdependence to the sacred-
ness of our Mother Earth; to respect and celebrate each of our cultures, languages 
and beliefs about the natural world and our roles in healing ourselves; to ensure envi-
ronmental justice; to promote economic alternatives which would contribute to the 
development of environmentally safe livelihoods; and, to secure our political, eco-
nomic and cultural liberation that has been denied for over 500 years of colonization 
and oppression, resulting in the poisoning of our communities and land and the geno-
cide of our peoples.170

The preamble contained everything that would inform future anticolonial, 
antiracist environmental movements. It was a way of saying that no discus-
sion on global warming could afford to ignore race. “Global warming and its 
consequences for the peoples of the South is a political question and must be 
understood outside of the limits of ‘climate change’ and in the context of the 
inequalities produced by racial capital,”171 I wrote. By joining race and capital, 
I was still siding colonialism, which I am now emphasizing.

To Martinican scholar Malcom Ferdinand, the afterlives of slavery and 
colonialism cannot be separated from the struggle for environmental justice. 
“The ecological crisis began before these [before the Industrial Revolution]. It 
comes from a certain way of inhabiting the earth, from some believing them-
selves entitled to appropriate the earth for the benefit of a few.”172 The model 
of that organization is the “colonial habitation,” which was “a violent way of 
inhabiting the earth, subjugating lands, humans, and non-​humans to the 
desires of the colonizer.”173 The colonial habitation is a “violent and misogyn-
istic process, an awful way to inhabit the earth promoted by a colonizer for 
whom other human beings were dehumanized and for whom colonized lands 
and the non-​humans that inhabited them mattered less than his desires.”174 
To Ferdinand, if we exclude racism from political environmentalism, we will 
continue “to see slogans devoid of social thought. This allows others to co-​opt 
the environmental imperative and advocate a technocratic response, such as 
combatting pollution and resource scarcity through geo-​engineering or car-
bon markets.”175 Ferdinand adopts the term “Plantationocene” generated by 
the participants of a conversation recorded for Ethnos (Aarhus University, 
October 2014).176 Plantationocene is the devastating transformation of human 
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farms, pastures, and forests into extractive and closed plantations, based on 
slave labor and other forms of exploited, alienated workforce.

Tsing has looked at the “scalability” that colonialism created. Although 
scalability is “not an ordinary feature of nature,” “progress itself has often 
been defined by its ability to make projects expand without changing 
assumptions.”177 She argues that “scalability requires that project elements be 
oblivious to the indeterminacies of encounter,” which “banishes meaningful 
diversity, that is, diversity that might change things.”178 Tsing cites the example 
of Brazil: “In their sixteenth-​ and seventeenth-​century sugarcane plantations 
in Brazil, for example, Portuguese planters stumbled on a formula for smooth 
expansion. They crafted self-​contained, interchangeable project elements, as 
follows: exterminate local people and plants; prepare now-​empty, unclaimed 
land; and bring in exotic and isolated labor and crops for production. This 
landscape model of scalability became an inspiration for later industrializa-
tion and modernization.”179 Historians have shown how sugarcane planta-
tions were the model for factories during industrialization.180 And I argue that 
agribusiness is the heir of the plantation system.

“Wasteocene” is what environmental historian Marco Armiero proposes 
to describe the “planetary mark of our new epoch.”181 He writes that it is “not 
solely because of its ubiquitous presence—​after all, even CO2 emissions are 
basically atmospheric waste—​rather I argue that what makes the Wasteocene 
are the wasting relationships, those really planetary in their scope, which 
produce wasted people and places.”182 “Wasteocene” is the narrative linking 
waste, justice, and the making of our present world,” “waste being the planet-
ary mark of our new epoch.”183 To Armiero, “wasting, as socio-​ecological rela-
tions creating wasted people and wasted places,” is “a social process through 
which class, race, and gender injustices become embedded into the socio-​
ecological metabolism producing both gardens and dumps, healthy and sick 
bodies, pure and contaminated places.”184 Armiero describes the historic-
ally fabricated frontier between bodies and land that can be wasted versus 
those that are protected from being wasted. But wasting is also the process 
of invizibilization that “erases even the traces of what/​who has been wasted, 
the domestication of memory is perhaps a more sophisticated strategy to 
continue reproducing wasting relationships.”185 Domesticating memories is, 
Armiero writes, the process that hides the “systemic intersection of racism/​
colonialism, heteropatriarchy, class inequality and human supremacy.”186 
The “Wasteocene logic,” he suggests, “unites humans and nonhumans in its 
production of wasted lives and places. An entire ecosystem was subjugated 
to the mining industry under the usual extractivist regime which produces 
the ultimate other, disposable places and people to be exploited up to their 
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exhaustion.”187 The wasteocene is “about cleanliness and aseptic environ-
ments as much as it is about griminess and contamination,”188 a view that 
Liboiron and Lepawsky share in their book, Discard Studies: Wasting, Systems, 
and Power, in which they remark that the ways in which cleanliness and grimi-
ness have been constructed and distributed are two sides of the same coin. 
“The main theories, concepts, and techniques we know from discard studies 
are able to describe and help interpret instances of value and devaluation, the 
wasting of some lives and not others (necropolitics), dominant structures and 
how they are maintained or threatened, and how hierarchical categories are 
formed and do their work.”189 Liboiron and Lepawasky examine this by look-
ing at “wider system of waste and wasting” (rather than at “material waste 
and trash”) and why “wasting is a technique of power,” referring “to the way 
that things seem to be true, natural, and good and how these meanings are 
reproduced in particular ways that align with particular interests.”190 Waste 
here is thus not about how different cultures consider what is waste and how 
they organize cleaning, but about the fact that wasting is inseparable from 
colonial and capitalist regimes, which have given value to objects obtained 
through wasting (gold, silver, sugar, tobacco, cobalt) upon dispossession and 
exploitation.191

Although it did not seek to impose a name, ecofeminism, which emerged 
in the 1970s, offered and explanation to the environmental crisis that has since 
provided important literature in recent years proliferating blogs and social 
networks, inspiring influencers and movements. The term “ecofeminism” 
was first introduced by French feminist scholar Françoise d’Eaubonne in her 
book Le féminisme (1972).192 Ecofeminism appeared in a moment of intense 
debate in 1970s France around nature, society, and ecology that culminated 
with the candidacy of the agronomist René Dumont at the 1974 presidential 
elections. His L’Utopie ou la mort! (Utopia or death!) of 1973193 signaled a tone, 
either change or death, that was echoed in d’Eaubonne’s 1974 Le féminisme 
ou la mort (Feminism or death).194 In his book, Dumont predicted that “the 
total and inevitable collapse of human civilization will occur over the next 
century if population growth and industrial production continue at high lev-
els.”195 His theory echoed 1950 U.S. Malthusianism,196 although he added a 
great concern for what was then called the Third World.197 D’Eaubonne was 
greatly influenced by social psychologist Serge Moscovici and feminist phi-
losopher Simone de Beauvoir. Moscovici’s La société contre nature (Society 
against nature), published in 1972, argued that “society is not outside nature 
and against nature, it is in and by nature.”198 To him, “society is radically 
unnatural: the human species is the absolute end of nature and its crowning 
achievement, the highest form of all present, past and future existence in the 
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universe.”199 His idea was that “nature does not exist in itself, but is a social 
construction. It exists neither outside society nor beyond the action that 
human beings have over it.”200 This matched Beauvoir’s theory that women’s 
“nature” had been invented to dominate them. She saw an antinomy between 
society (where women can be free) and nature (which relegates women to 
assigned roles) and was convinced that only by leaving the home and being 
financially independent would women acquire freedom.201 From these argu-
ments, d’Eaubonne concluded that women and nature are both victims of 
male domination.202 To Gandon, d’Eaubonne argued that “the relationship 
between man and nature was more than ever that between man and woman. 
The destruction of nature was not the fault of mankind as a whole, but of men, 
who have built a sexist, scientistic civilization and, more broadly, a society of 
domination.”203 Opposing masculine and feminine values, she warned: “Yes, 
the bill is going to be heavy, in a sexist world where man has reduced him-
self and identified with the destructive Masculine, leaving the conservative 
Feminine to woman. He had thought he was investing his forces of aggres-
sion and destruction in the creation of techniques. . . . The values of the femi-
nine, so long scorned because they are attributed to the inferior sex, remain 
the last chance for survival for man himself. But we need to move fast; even 
more than revolution, we need mutation.”204 D’Eaubonne was not for revolu-
tion; rather, since “the two ecological consequences of the social on women 
and nature are agricultural overproduction and the over-​reproduction of the 
human species,” only feminism “by liberating women liberates humanity as 
a whole, in other words, wrests the world from today’s man today, to pass 
it on to tomorrow’s humanity.”205 Ecofeminism is a humanism, she insisted, 
and the “sole aim is to destroy the very notion of power: then, and only then, 
will the proletariat be able to define itself as proletariat, and women be able 
to assume themselves as proletariat, and women to assume universality: the 
human race.”206 Ecofeminism will even transform the content of develop-
ment (which was much discussed then either around the development of the 
Global South or through the modernization of Europe), because it invents 
“a mode of development that is other than Western and patriarchal, and a 
sustainable development that takes into account a differentiated gender 
analysis in all activities, whatever the field, so that it is not reduced to envi-
ronmental concerns alone.”207 The term ecofeminism was embraced around 
the world by feminist writers on the environment such as Carolyn Merchant, 
Val Plumwood, Vandana Shiva, Maria Mies, Selma James, Ariel Salleh, and 
Karren Warren, among others.208

There is renewed interest in ecofeminism. In 2021, feminist writer and 
activist Selma James argued that the struggle she has led for decades (Wages 
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for Housework, the history of which I will outline below) needed to be linked 
to the struggle for the care of the planet. “The kind of caring work that in every 
area of our lives is done by women who are enabling, who are protecting, who 
are preventing, who are making it possible for all of us not only to survive 
but to find some happiness—​that work is hidden. It’s hidden because we live 
in a capitalist society where the reproduction of the human race is not the 
priority.”209 Such work is not unlike the care for the planet. She argued that 
“skilled work, which requires judgement and, above all, self-​discipline and 
selflessness” needed to be paid because “all the injustices that the women’s 
movement has targeted, which shape our lives and relationships—​rape and 
domestic violence, pay inequality, exclusion from land ownership, sexual 
repression, lack of power in the family and in society generally—​can be traced 
to women’s lack of financial power.”210 A “CARE Income” would bring together 
wages for housework and care of the planet. It would speak

to the movement to end government subsidized factories in the field, which torture 
animals, poison the soil, and undermine local food production. It can increase the 
power of Indigenous communities and small farmers, the carers for the soil, providing 
land, water, and seeds that ensure food and economic independence, and methods of 
organic agriculture which can regenerate the health of people, wildlife, and the soil. 
As women in the Southern Peasant Federation of Thailand who are supporting a Care 
Income have said: “We care for the land in the same way we care for our families, try-
ing always to do what is best for the life and wellbeing of all.”211

To Jones, women have always been prominent in “environmental struggles,” 
which “are far from new,” by “protecting or reclaiming ancestral land from 
mining, dams, military bases, pipelines, cash crops, factory farms, and a vari-
ety of multinational takeovers that have led to poisoned land and water, dis-
ease, disability, death, displacement and destruction of communities, and 
mass migration to the city or to other countries.”212 Her slogan was “Invest in 
caring, not killing.”213

The connection between women’s practice and caring for the planet is 
being reconsidered by a new generation of feminists worldwide, and one 
must also add to this debate the literature around the intelligence of trees, 
plants, insects, and birds that challenges anthropocentrism and calls into 
question the idea that “man” has power over nature.214 Ecofeminism has its 
“schools,” Marxist215 or hybridist.216 The philosopher and yoga teacher Jeanne 
Burgart Goutal comes back to the remark that “the exploitation of nature and 
male domination have deep roots in common, and implement similar mech-
anisms (objectification, devaluation, violence).”217 Ecofeminism thus “seeks 
to make visible that which is invisible, yet indispensable to our lives and our 
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economy, such as domestic work (preparing meals, taking care of the house 
and children . . .), the overexploited work done on the other side of the world 
to manufacture the objects of our daily lives, or the work of self-​regeneration 
of ecosystems.”218 The task ahead is to “evaluate these vital tasks both morally 
and financially, and undoubtedly share them more equitably, or even move 
towards a different division of labor.”219

These calls to mutation, this trust in the power of visibility, forget that it 
comes back to power relationships. Patriarchal racial capitalism will never 
be convinced by moral injunctions. It will never pay cleaners as well as 
engineers and bankers, and if they are women and men of color, it is even 
unthinkable. Women cleaners obtain better salaries and working conditions 
because they fight back, they defy power. The ecofeminists who acknowledge 
colonialism, racism, and the North/​South divide seem nonetheless to trust 
change as mutation. But again, why would capitalists renounce a power that 
guarantees increasing profits? Being counted as a social group is not only 
about making that group visible. Any oppressed group must force the entry, 
even in a feminist assembly. This is what Argentinian feminist theorist and 
activist Veronica Gago recounts when she narrates the struggle of domestic 
workers in the gated communities of the Nordelta district in Argentina. The 
latter were identified by their bosses through smell and noise: “They were told 
that they smelled bad, that they talked too much. They were forbidden from 
traveling with their bosses or property owners, who did not want to share 
seats with them in the vans to and from gated communities, the only way that 
these women had to getting to their workplaces. Yet they do want those work-
ers to clean for miserable wages and to silently suffer abuses.”220 In a feminist 
assembly that was discussing the women’s strike of 2020, they insisted that 
“their situation be taken into account in the strike call and organization.”221 
In other words, in their discussion of domestic work and women’s strike, 
feminists must listen to the voices of those engaged in industrial or informal 
cleaning work. What the words of workers engaged in industrial or infor-
mal cleaning show is that the lived experience in its thick materiality (body 
exhaustion, pride in work, knowledge accumulated with years of work, mix-
ing of collective and individual life) is not just a narrative, a testimony or an 
illustration, but what determines the way in which any kind of resistance, of 
struggle (strike, march, occupation, going underground) will be organized, 
led, and sustained. It is not just about privileging the “first concerned” but 
about finding how radically different experiences (of the workers, the feminist 
academic activists, the activists, the women who work at home, the workers, 
the artists, the intellectuals) build a common platform of struggle. It is about 
embracing contradictions and differences, living in them.
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Racism and Waste

A great majority of peoples live among nonbiodegradable materials: plastic 
(which takes 100 to 1,000 years to degrade); glass; metals; cardboard; paper; 
old clothes; thermocol sheets; cans; man-​made polymer; biomedical waste; 
chemical waste; batteries (which take 500 to 1,000 years to degrade); elec-
tronic waste such as discarded mobiles, laptops, and batteries; steel waste 
from steel utensils; glass derived from households; metal waste; mineral 
waste; syringes, medicines, and other equipment from hospitals; and agri-
business waste. Colonialism and capitalism’s economy of extraction, dis-
possession, exploitation, and extinction leaves in its paths land exhausted 
by monocultures; forests lost forever; extinct species; cultures erased; cit-
ies obliterated; seas disrupted by mining; mountains hollowed; islands dis-
appearing; expunged memories; lives that do not matter; children of color 
condemned to premature death; Indigenous, Brown, and Black women mur-
dered every day; migrants and refugees drowning, maimed, and killed. The 
thinking of Western modernity seeks to domesticate memories, to transform 
wasting into sublime images of ruins, to recreate “nature,” or to advocate for 
excessive hygiene. All this aims at control and power rather than at ending 
devastation. It naturalizes the consequences of racial capitalism; catastro-
phes become acts of God, about which there is nothing to be done. It wants 
us to learn to be resilient and to adapt, to be fascinated by images of ruination, 
to accept that recreating nature is “better than nothing,” or to abide by exces-
sive norms of cleanliness.

The cartography of bordered social and racial segregation explains why 
catastrophes are more murderous among poor communities of color. In “The 
Case for Letting Malibu Burn,” American political activist and historian Mike 
Davis, after having explained how racial and social segregation in Los Angeles 
was built, shows that similar conflagrations (in this case, the 1995 fire) were 
“inverse mirror images of each other.”222 On one side, Westlake, a neighbor-
hood populated by migrants, and Black and Latinx working-​class residents; 
on the other, Malibu, one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in the USA. While, 
as Davis tells us, the wealthy inhabitants of Malibu were protected from the 
consequences of wildfire by “the largest army of firefighters in California his-
tory” and “benefitted from an extraordinary range of insurance, land use, and 
disaster relief subsidies as well as obsessive media coverage,”223 in Westlake, 
there were 100 fatalities. Davis details the intersected history of wealth, fire, 
water, protection, poverty, and cuts in public services like firefighting to dem-
onstrate the differentiated vulnerability to death in catastrophes and the rea-
sons why fires are so destructive in the area—​the lifestyle of the rich hinders 
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protection in that they oppose “prescriptive burning” because blackened 
landscapes negatively affect the value of their property and they favor tech-
nological solutions. These technological solutions have always gone against 
Indigenous peoples’, farmers’, and gardeners’ knowledge that is now in some 
parts recognized again. In Australia, for instance, long before it was invaded 
and colonized by Europeans, fire management techniques—​known as “cul-
tural burns”—​were practiced by Indigenous peoples who understood the role 
of prescriptive burning in controlling fires.

Shannon Foster, knowledge keeper for the D’harawal people and an 
Aboriginal knowledge lecturer at the University of Technology Sydney, 
remarks that the ways colonial settlers have controlled fires has led to bar-
ren, wasted land: “We can’t eat, drink or breathe assets. Without country, we 
have nothing.”224 On the contrary, “Indigenous cultural burns work within 
the rhythms of the environment, attracting marsupials and mammals which 
Aboriginal people could hunt.”225 Foster explains that “cool burning replen-
ishes the earth and enhances biodiversity—​the ash fertilises and the potas-
sium encourages flowering. It’s a complex cycle based on cultural, spiritual 
and scientific knowledge.”226 The same indifference toward local knowledges 
can be found in Asia, Africa, the Americas, or the Pacific, where colonial-
ism imposed the engineer over the farmer, the craftsperson, the worker. The 
power of the engineer rests on their capacity to treat the multiple lives in the 
world (forests, rivers, plains) as objects. In California, “the double standard of 
fire disaster was rubbed in the face of the poor,”227 Davis says before examin-
ing the ways in which they are criminalized, made responsible for the rate of 
deaths and for the destruction of property. The fact that “safety” for “luxury 
enclaves and gated hilltop suburbs” has become a major social expenditure 
is almost never debated, Davis concludes.228 The lifestyle of the rich rests on 
the exhaustion—​on the depletion of the energy and life—​of the poor and of 
their environment.

The Racial Stain of Cleanliness

As slavery and colonialism drew a rigid line between clean and dirty, white 
cleaning translated into an excessive and obsessive attention to be protected 
from the “stain” of Blackness. The racial genealogy of excessive industrial 
cleaning justifies programs of cleaning up that aim at erasing the conditions 
of wasting, keeping the illusion of pristine and immaculate nature, and does 
not acknowledge the way “nature” works in the first place, with germs and 
viruses. This is why it can be useful to develop an ethics of cleanliness that 
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is not afraid of waste and germs, that rejects wasting and does not dream of 
an untainted planet, that recognizes the colonial-​racial brutality and indif-
ference to the multiplicity of forms of living, and that takes into account the 
myriad of initiatives that are repairing wasted lands, bodies (including of 
water) and minds, in connection with nonhuman species. Against the fantasy 
of escaping Earth and colonizing Mars that demonstrates white bourgeois 
and male hubris and the incapacity to imagine the abolition of coloniza-
tion, queer, feminist, Indigenous, and decolonial speculative fiction offers 
ways to confront what cannot be brought back through mourning, collect-
ive intelligence, and creativity. Authors of antiracist, decolonial speculative 
creative work, from Octavia Butler to M. E. O’Brien and Eman Abdelhadi,229 
have imagined collective alternatives after the collapse of capitalism. These 
are not some kind of reverie, Hollywood scenarios of women and men surviv-
ing in a postapocalyptic world where one must show one’s ability to kill fast 
and without second thought, but scenes of living with differences as well as 
understanding the difficulties of collective living and finding ways to resolve 
conflicts outside the logic of carceral and punitive solutions.

The white escape for Mars is exactly what artist Thirza Jean Cuthand 
imagines in her film Reclamation (2018).230 “White people,” Cuthand writes, 
“have left Earth for Mars after the climate wars and have left the Indigenous 
people behind, who are working to restore their lands and communities. 
A lesbian couple and a gay man all discuss the work they are doing and how 
they are cleaning up after the colonisation, pollution and destruction of their 
lands.”231 What matters, she says, is a “possibility of hope and restoration in 
the hands of the rightful caretakers: Indigenous people.”232 Escaping Earth is 
not the ground upon which abolitionism is envisioned because, as Cuthand 
says, “feeling tied to your land as an Indigenous person makes leaving this 
planet behind incomprehensible.”233 Cuthand thinks that envisioning decol-
onization is “easier once the colonizers have gone and once the people left 
behind realize that not only is their planet healing but also their minds and 
hearts.”234 Capitalism and engineers never leave aside an opportunity to make 
profit. Waste management, as I’ve already said, has become big business not 
only in terms of getting rid of garbage but also by offering a way of life that is 
“sustainable”; in other words, there is no need to revolt, just recycle.

The premise that “recycling is environmentally friendly” does not hold 
because, as sustainability scholar and urban waste governance professional 
Samantha MacBride has shown, recycling “does not necessarily conserve 
resources or preserve nature” but “produces pollution.”235 Regarding the recy-
cling of paper that is supposed to preserve forests, MacBride remarks that “to 
save trees in a way that matters ecologically and socially means something 
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more. It means that forests, including forest ecosystems and surrounding live-
lihoods in all of their complexity, are actually protected in today’s world.”236 
And she warns that “both the economy of metals and as well as the material 
properties of metals make them relatively easy to be recycled over and over 
again and be reintroduced back into production, especially in comparison 
the heterogeneous range of synthetic polymers we call plastics. Yet we see 
growing rates of metals extraction taking place alongside growing recycling 
rates, worldwide.”237 In other words, recycling does not stop extraction and 
the production of waste, nor its cleaning.

Recycling provides a market for an experience that connects the cus-
tomer to emotion, authenticity, and the feeling that they are doing something 
for the planet while enjoying exclusivity. The notion of exclusivity is key as it 
signals both being singular in a mass and joining the people who understand 
the risk the planet is facing while being able to consume. The excess of waste 
under capitalism is repackaged by owners and founders of sustainable brands 
who contend that “there is an opportunity to process materials that are Earth-​
friendly and reusable. Piñatex, Bloom Foam and Orange Fiber are just some 
examples [of brands doing this well]. So let’s clean up; not only the waste that 
we have produced thus far, but [let’s] also look at each of our production pro-
cesses to find out how to [be] less wasteful and more resourceful.”238 Asked 
what a world without waste meant, the owners of Rusticae, which offers exclu-
sive boutique hotels and rural retreats in Spain and Portugal, answer: “The 
take, make and throw away model has to give way to movements such as the 
circular economy to achieve zero waste. We cannot keep filling our shopping 
cart in the supermarkets with plastics and more plastics that will end up fill-
ing our containers the next day. In our sector, we want to reduce the volume of 
waste by suggesting hotels offer solid or bulk cosmetics instead of infinite toi-
letries.”239 Hannah Coffins, founder of the company Needle & Thread, claims 
that “responsible sourcing is a core value at Needle & Thread, and our aim is 
to create timeless, beautiful pieces. Every fabric and component is carefully 
selected to stand the test of time and, as part of a company-​wide commit-
ment, the majority of our collection now includes organic cotton, recycled 
sequins and recycled polyester.” Coffins declares: “To me, a world without 
waste means a much cleaner and brighter future. My aim has always been to 
operate a responsible business and in order to do this, I believe it is important 
to consistently review the impact of our actions. Needle & Thread’s timeless 
pieces are designed to have longevity to reduce landfill waste.”240 Brands have 
learned the vocabulary of sustainability, recycling, and well-​being to make 
consumption guilt free.
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Recycling addresses waste by transforming it into “naturalized commod-
ities,”241 and by masking the links between waste, wasting, and racial capital-
ism. To unpack these links requires going beyond waste management. Let us 
look at fast fashion, which produces over 92 million tons of waste a year, whose 
workers are mostly women of color, and which dresses women for a low cost, 
notably in the West.242 Let’s start with the Rana Plaza, an eight-​story build-
ing in the Dhaka suburb of Savar in Bangladesh, a country which has 4 mil-
lion garment workers, more than 58 percent of whom are women. Workers of 
Rana Plaza “produced garments for the transnational commodity chain that 
stretches from the cotton fields of South Asia, through Bangladesh’s machines 
and workers, and on to retail houses in the Western world. Garments for fam-
ous brands such as Benetton, Bonmarché, Prada, Gucci, Versace, and Zara 
are stitched here, as are the cheaper clothes that hang on Walmart racks.”243 
On April 24, 2013, the building collapsed in the span of two minutes, killing at 
least 1,132 people (the majority of them women) and injuring over 2,500 more. 
One thread is to ask where most workers of these workers come from. Vijay 
Prashad, Indian historian and Marxist intellectual, tells us that they “bring 
with them the desolation of the countryside, its overworked soil and poisoned 
water ravaged by industrial agriculture as well as by the law of value that makes 
the small farmer redundant before the might of capitalist farms.”244 In garment 
factories that can be found in Haiti, Sri Lanka, Cambodia, or Mexico, violence 
is viewed as necessary. Prashad quotes one of the factory owners as saying:

Factory owners want to maximise profits, so they will cut corners on safety issues, on 
ventilation, on sanitation. They will not pay overtime or offer assistance in the case 
of injuries. They push workers hard because they don’t want to miss deadlines . . . 
Workers have no unions, so they can’t dictate their rights . . . Some of this can also be 
blamed on the branded retailers who place bulk orders and say, “Scale up production 
lines because it is a big order and improve your margins”. Even 2–​3 cents can make the 
difference, but these companies don’t want to factor [labour rights and safety] compli-
ance into costing.245

A first thread is the loss of land, a legacy of colonialism and a consequence 
of neoliberal policies imposed by the IMF and the World Bank and accepted 
by governments. Organized poverty is another, as well as systemic violence 
and racism. In her study of rural Bangladesh in the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
anthropologist Lamia Karim traced the trajectory from rural farms to facto-
ries. Women in Dhaka told her about “the horrific conditions inside these 
factories,” and that “on the job they have no recourse against irregularity in 
payment of wages, verbal and physical abuse and sexual harassment.”246
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Out of the two options that they have, to be factory workers or domestic 
servants, “most women prefer the garment sector.”247 They are not passive, 
they have fought many times but they face many enemies, not just local actors 
but also powerful international institutions—​for example, an agreement by 
the World Trade Organization that “removed tariffs from clothes manufac-
tured in Bangladesh and reinvented Bangladesh into a manufacturing site for 
cheap clothes.”248 The Rana Plaza collapse triggered a lot of soul searching and 
calls for boycotting fast fashion. To “evade criminal liability, global brands 
more readily entertained the demand for compensation. In less than three 
weeks after the collapse, long before the Rana Plaza Arrangement and the 
Rana Plaza Donors Trust Fund was established, PRIMARK injected money 
to steer the situation in their favour.”249 Six years after the disaster, one in five 
survivors’ health had deteriorated.250 Ten years later, “more than half (54.5%) 
of the survivors are still unemployed. The key reason is health conditions 
such as breathing difficulties, vision impairment and physical challenges, 
including not being able to stand or walk properly.”251 Mushrefa Mishu, presi-
dent of the Garment Workers Unity Forum (founded in 1995), asserted that 
“buyers and the international community should ask garment factory owners 
about workers’ wages, freedom of expression, registration of government 
opponents’ unions, clean washrooms, safe food, and clean drinking water in 
the factories. They should ask the garment factory owners about forced over-
time until midnight, torture and harassment, illegal dismissals, and a lack of 
compensation.”252

Things got worse with the COVID-​19 pandemic when fashion orders 
“were abruptly cancelled, which left millions of workers unemployed with-
out severance pay.”253 Recycling clothes in the West produced in these facto-
ries does not address the systemic and structural violence that justifies their 
creation. What the women workers demand is practical solidarity: not being 
forced to be landless, getting higher pay, the right to unionize, schools for 
their children, clean washrooms, safe food and clean drinking water in the 
factories, the end of sexual violence. Boycotting fast fashion or recycling the 
tons and tons of clothes do not provide an answer to the organized abandon-
ment of racial capitalism. Corporations and their subsidiaries will not answer 
the demands of garment workers unless a power relation is instituted. Why 
can simple things as clean washrooms, safe food, and clean drinking water 
not be found in factories? It is not ill will or conspiracy. A decolonial antira-
cist politics of the elemental is not humanitarian, but targets the reasons why 
“simple” things like vital needs are to be considered. Looking back at the Rana 
Plaza disaster, Prashad quotes Karl Marx: “But in its blind unrestrainable pas-
sion, its werewolf hunger for surplus labour, capital oversteps not only the 
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moral, but even the merely physical maximum bounds of the body. It steals 
the time required for the consumption of fresh air and sunlight. . . . All that 
concerns it is simply and solely the maximum of labour power that can be 
rendered fluent in a working day. It attains this end by shortening the extent 
of the labourer’s life, as a greedy farmer snatches increased produce from the 
soil by robbing it of its fertility.”254 The merely physical maximum bounds of 
the body indeed.

The Politics of the Elemental

Reading reports on the aftermath of the terrifying earthquake that hit eastern 
Turkey on February 6, 2023, I learned about the causes of the earthquake’s 
strength, why so many buildings fell apart so fast even when they were new, 
why survivors had to dig through the ruins with their own hands, why there 
was so much delay of state aid, and the different treatment of Turkish citizens 
and Syrian refugees. Buried among these facts, I read that in Turkey, women, 
girls, and trans people suffered the most from the lack of access to water, but 
also that “female survivors of earthquakes find it very difficult to ask for sani-
tary pads. There is an assumption that within the broader picture of devasta-
tion and destruction, such matters are a trivial concern.”255

In Pakistan, following the 2022 floods, more than 400,000 pregnant 
women found no medical support for themselves and their newborns, no 
food, no security, and no basic medical care, and miscarriages rose drasti-
cally. Girls with their periods had no menstrual care, and an estimated 70 per-
cent of women in flood-​affected areas suffered urinary tract infections (UTIs) 
from lack of access to bathrooms and from using dirty fabric in the place of 
clean pads.256 Generally, UTIs are not attended to even though they pose a 
serious threat to health. Indeed, if they are not treated (and they can disap-
pear in two days with antibiotics), the infection can spread to the kidneys and 
other parts of the body, and if the infection gets in the bloodstream, it is life-​
threatening. Since water is the best cleanser of a woman’s urinary tract, and 
washing must be done daily, we can guess why a lack of water and privacy 
cannot be considered a trivial matter. Furthermore, if in all these situations, 
LGBTQ+​ communities meet sexual harassment and violence, “women and 
girls often suffer the most during humanitarian emergencies,” wrote Racha 
Nasreddine, regional director of ActionAid Arab Region, in February 2023. 
“Violence against them increases and they are more at risk of being exploited. 
There’s very limited access to services like hospitals and so pregnant women 
are at risk of complications if they can’t receive the medical care they need. 
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Those who are menstruating will also need to manage their periods without 
the right products and with very little privacy.”257

Six months after the floods, researchers from Islamic Relief talking to 
people in affected areas in Pakistan found that “40% of the children they sur-
veyed had stunted growth and 25% were underweight as families struggle 
to access food and healthcare . . . Women and girls reported being particu-
larly affected, with pregnant women still struggling to access health services 
and girls most likely to be underweight. Many of the women displaced by the 
flooding do not have the privacy to breastfeed, meaning poorer health for 
their babies.”258 A study of women’s health in the Rajanpur district of Punjab 
revealed that “women had been suffering from abdominal pain, gastric dis-
eases and kidney issues because of contaminated water, inadequate nutrition, 
and insanitary conditions in camps.”259 After catastrophes, women and girls, 
pregnant or not, menstruating or not, systematically find themselves with a 
lack of toilets, cleaning facilities, and access to medical resources, in greater 
number than men, which creates a “major source of distress.”260 “Distress” 
does not seem the correct word to express the consequence of what should be 
termed a structural denial of the elemental. It does not adequately describe 
the depth of anxiety, even panic and dread, that women, girls, and trans 
people experience when they need to pee, to poop, to wash themselves, and 
thus involuntarily expose intimate parts of their bodies, and what these feel-
ings do to their bodies and minds.

The representation of the lack of privacy, the unbearable irritation of 
intimate parts of a woman’s body, the shame of talking about these needs, 
and the threats that the lack of access to clean water, intimacy, sanitary pads, 
pills pose to women’s health do not make for shocking images. The visual cul-
ture of catastrophes must not only hide the conditions of production of lack 
of water, but the fact that women and girls will be the first to be deprived of 
access to cleaning. A sanitary pad does not make good visual culture of catas-
trophe. The triviality of women of color’s basic needs, which demonstrates 
how structurally racist politics deeply affect women’s health and bodies, is 
connected to cleaning as something trivial. Trivializing women of color’s 
needs for privacy and cleaning associates them with being dirty according 
to patriarchal norms and structural racism, while making cleaning one of the 
jobs they can easily access because it is associated with being a woman and 
with race. Structurally racist built environments that have made Black, Brown, 
and Indigenous women, and trans and queer people more susceptible to pre-
mature death and climate disaster (not “climate change”) are exacerbating 
preexisting inequalities. Yet the narrative that presents women of color’s dis-
placement as new and unique is wrong; it erases the forced deportation of 
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African women during the slave trade, or the migration (forced or autono-
mous) of women from South and East Asia as indentured workers in the 19th 
century.

What matters is an approach that acknowledges inequities, autonomy, 
systemic violence, and class among women who move. Currently, as Disha 
Shetty, a science journalist based in Pune, India, has argued, the data that 
has become standard among international institutions—​that women make 
up 80 percent of global refugee and displaced populations—​is not solid. It is 
important to distinguish why and when women flee. Studies show that “refu-
gees fleeing from armed conflict are especially likely to be women and chil-
dren, with men often staying behind as combatants,” but “by contrast, women 
made up the vast majority of people who remained in New Orleans in the 
wake of Hurricane Katrina, mainly because they didn’t have the means to 
flee.”261 Shetty warns about the objective to shock by using the 80 percent fig-
ure: it “distracts from the needs of women who haven’t been displaced but are 
impacted by climate change nonetheless,” and treats them as passive victims 
whose needs are then missing from media coverage or programs on gender 
vulnerability.262 Michelle Bachelet, UN high commissioner for human rights, 
said in 2022 regarding the women who do move: “While they sleep, wash, bathe 
or dress in emergency shelters, tents or camps, the risk of sexual violence is 
a tragic reality of their lives as migrants or refugees,” adding: “Compounding 
this is the increased danger of human trafficking, and child, early and forced 
marriage which women and girls on the move endure.”263 These remarks are 
not wrong in themselves. In their testimonies, women speak of the systemic 
violence they encounter, but by insisting on victimization, such claims do not 
include women’s practices of resistance, nor do they clearly point to struc-
tural causes. Women and girls become an indistinct mass that must be pro-
tected by international agencies or private foundations. Their own forms of 
organization are ignored.

In Les damnées de la mer (The wretched of the sea), geographer Camille 
Schmoll, after reminding us that the reasons of displacement can also be 
personal (escaping family, husbands, companions), describes the “sexual 
humanitarianism” that “articulates sexuality and gender to construct, hier-
archize and organize vulnerabilities,” and hinders women’s autonomy and 
right to privacy. Privacy in humanitarian and state refuges “is a privilege,” she 
concludes, underlining that daily life in these spaces is monitored in ways 
that are experienced as paternalistic.264 What is needed, it must be repeated, 
is not victimization but an end to political and racist organized denial.

Studying the effects of climate disaster on Black women, sociomedical 
sciences scholar Naomi Michelson writes that “the notion that Black women 
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are dying at higher rates to benefit private corporations is not a new one; it is 
just being reiterated by the climate crisis. Just like imperialism, anthropogenic 
climate change is inextricably linked to a history of theft, power, and greed.”265 
She cites the facts that “greenhouse gases emitted within racially segregated 
neighborhoods are likely to increase the incidence of infectious diseases 
within the Black community” and that “Black infant and maternal mortality 
are being exacerbated by climate change, the mental health effects of climate 
change.”266 According to Michelson, women of color worldwide “are projected 
to face a unique set of health outcomes under climate change.”267

A 2019 study showed that “2.1 billion people lacked safely managed 
drinking water and 4.5 billion worldwide lacked a safely managed sanitation 
service in 2015.”268 Behind the bureaucratic language, what can be deduced is 
that the privatization of water by big corporations, together with state indif-
ference and racism, deprives the majority of humanity of water. Children of 
color are particularly affected: in war zones, “more girls and boys die from 
diseases linked to unsafe water and sanitation and lack of hygiene than from 
direct violence,” a United Nations report said.269 Not only are women and 
girls usually excluded from decision-​making processes, but the water know-
ledge of Indigenous peoples has so far been ignored. However, we must pay 
attention to the ways in which the inclusion of women and girls is enacted 
by foundations such as the Gates Foundation and to the cultural appropri-
ation of water knowledge. This is because the notion of “gender equality” 
chooses to ignore the social relations that racial-​colonial capitalism has cre-
ated. Indeed, though the number of studies focused on menstruation, sani-
tation, and hygiene has increased in recent years,270 many remain within the 
field of “gender equality” and “empowerment,” which does not account for 
the systemic racial organization of the deprivation of water. As historian J. R. 
McNeill has shown, during the twentieth century, rich countries of the North 
“customized their share of the hydrosphere much more thoroughly than poor 
ones,” adding that, at century’s end, the West “directly consumed 18% of the 
total available freshwater runoff of the globe and appropriated 54% of it one 
way or another.”271 The “West” here refers to the colonial/​racial world, the 
rich countries of the North, whose administrators, engineers, and scientists 
devised the distribution of freshwater in order to serve its industries regard-
less of the needs of people who ended up deprived of water or unable to pay 
the fees that the privatization of water distribution imposed.

But is it possible to build an argument from these two case studies: the 
organized denial of women’s needs in Turkey and Pakistan? Is it possible 
to generalize? Is this denial of the elemental systemic? Is it the same every-
where? What can be inferred from different cases is that menstruations 
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remain a problem in patriarchal-​racial capitalism, which requires neutral 
bodies. Ignored, seen as an obstacle to work, a source of shame and pollu-
tion, menstruations become a source of punishment. In India, reports show 
that “many female sugarcane cutters—​primarily from Maharashtra’s Beed 
district—​have had their wombs surgically removed. The everyday lives of 
these female labourers are extremely challenging. Long workdays along 
with inadequate housing and limited access to healthcare facilities have a 
negative impact on both their physical and mental wellbeing. Women in this 
profession also frequently develop multiple infections and serious repro-
ductive issues as a result of unhygienic sanitation practices.”272 Women are 
encouraged to have a hysterectomy by doctors and sugar mill owners who 
do not “provide basic facilities such as running water, adequate bathroom 
facilities and suitable living accommodations for all of their employed 
laborers.”273

Mahadev Chunche, associate professor at the Kumbhalkar College of 
Social Work in Wardha, Maharashtra, who spoke to more than 400 women 
in Maharashtra for his PhD on India’s sugar laborers, said that “almost 80% of 
them told him they faced sexual harassment, were molested or raped by male 
sugar labourers, drivers and middlemen.”274 The women constantly “com-
plain of stomach aches because of bad nutrition, inability to have access to 
hygienic care during their periods, heavy loads to carry and insufficient post-
partum care. To get a hysterectomy done, many of them take a loan of about 
INR 50,000 from the contractor who then starts to deduct the amount through 
the six months of labor. Surgeries, often performed by quacks, also means 
that may lead to serious health hazards, abdomen pains, vaginal infections, 
cervical problems and also cancers at a young age.”275 As medical studies have 
shown the link between a hysterectomy and osteoarthritis, this surgery leads 
to incapacitating health problems.

In a 2015 study in Odisha, India, women demonstrated their understand-
ing of the consequences of the denial of their viral needs. They “ranked seven 
sanitation activities (defecation, urination, menstruation, bathing, post-​
defecation cleaning, carrying water, and changing clothes) based on stress 
(high to low) and level of freedom (associated with greatest freedom to hav-
ing the most restrictions).”276 Menstruation was “most likely to be ranked as 
the most stressful behavior,” “followed by defecation and urination,”277 though 
sources of stress vary from one site to another (rural vs. urban, differences from 
one community to another), and water appeared as an “essential component 
of sanitation related behaviors in this setting and was used in post-​defecation 
cleaning, bathing and for menstrual hygiene management.”278 Water’s depri-
vation is a major source of “emotional distress” and “fear, worry, anger, and 
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bother.”279 “Women are disproportionately burdened by the persistent lack of 
access to safe sanitation. Women’s experiences and/​or fear of physical and 
sexual violence associated with having to walk to and use sanitation facilities, 
particularly in more violent neighborhoods (e.g., informal settlements), have 
forced many to revert to forms of sanitation that increase their risk of direct 
contact with untreated waste (e.g., plastic bags or bucket toilets).”280

These facts have not been ignored. There is a literature about the lack of 
access to space for cleaning oneself and to water, about the stress that men-
struation bring to girls and women during decades of their lives, the danger 
that peeing represents to billions of women. Data and analyses can be found 
in public health and medical journals; in the media; in WHO, UN, UNESCO, 
and NGO reports; and in feminist journals of the Global South. Articles speak 
about the shame of what I have been referring to here as the elemental, the 
negative effects on mental health, the threat of rape and murder when girls 
and women go to release themselves at night, or the lack of adequate toilets 
in refugee camps, in cities, and in the countryside. Nothing is new. But there 
is much more money invested in technological progress for mining, identi-
fying sources of rare metals, for surveillance and policing, for exploring the 
universe than for imagining an antiracist decolonial politics of the elemental. 
If programs of gender equality may bring some relief, and that should not be 
dismissed, they do not put an end to a structural denial, they do not radically 
abolish the structures of racism, colonialism, and patriarchy that perpetuate 
indifference and denial.

As I have been arguing, these structures are rooted in racialized and colo-
nial ideologies of clean/​dirty, in the whitening of cleanliness, in the assigna-
tion of cleaning to women (and to men) of color, in the organized denial of 
vital needs, and in considering cleaning a job without great importance. Of 
course, I could be told that as soon as technology sees an opportunity to make 
money, huge progress will be made (there already are intelligent vacuum 
cleaners, refrigerators available to some that regulate by themselves the level 
of cold for different food, better cleaning chemicals, more “bio” or “green” 
cleaning products). But what I am arguing for, which will become clearer as 
we proceed, is a decolonial antiracist feminist cleaning, i.e., a cleaning that 
does not adopt white bourgeois norms of cleanliness.

Framing women, self-​care, and water exclusively in terms of availability 
is limited because it is “implicitly suggesting that if facilities are accessible, 
they will be used. A more nuanced view that takes into account not only the 
existence of facilities but also the factors influencing their use is needed to 
understand the dynamics of women’s sanitation use in the region.”281 This is 
what I have tried to clarify: there is a need, there is a solution for that need, 



57The Politics of the Elemental

and there is the way in which that solution is implemented. This process is too 
often left to engineers or administrators, who will calculate the time a woman 
needs to pee and the space she needs, neat calculations that will be entered 
in a computer and spat out. The women’s “sanitation” (toilets, privacy, access 
to water) question has become an important human rights issue that appears 
in all international institutions reports. Solutions go from UNESCO training 
women and girls as masons, as in Jharkhand, India, where “girls who have 
dropped out of school because of the lack of facilities for dealing with their 
periods are becoming rani mistri, toilet-​builders, in their communities,”282 to 
corporate philanthropy. Gender equality programs will not answer the denial 
of vital needs because, as I have attempted to show, it is a structural denial, an 
organized abandonment.

In 2011, in a keynote address at the 2011 AfricaSan Conference in 
Kigali, Sylvia Mathews Burwell, president of the Gates Foundation’s Global 
Development Program, called “on donors, governments, the private sector, 
and NGOs to address the urgent challenge, which affects nearly 40 percent of 
the world’s population” and announced “$42 million in new sanitation grants 
that aim to spur innovations in the capture and storage of waste, as well as its 
processing into reusable energy, fertilizer, and fresh water. In addition, the 
foundation will support work with local communities to end open defecation 
and increase access to affordable, long-​term sanitation solutions that people 
will want to use.”283 The foundation was “reinventing toilets” since they were 
“working to develop new tools and technologies that address every aspect of 
sanitation—​from the development of waterless, hygienic toilets that do not 
rely on sewer connections to pit emptying to waste processing and recycling. 
Many of the solutions being developed involve cutting-​edge technology that 
could turn human waste into fuel to power local communities, fertilizer to 
improve crops, or even safe drinking water.”284 Before being amazed by the 
claim of reinventing toilets, let us remember that “philanthropy is the private 
allocation of stolen wages,” as Ruth Wilson Gilmore has said.285 What she calls 
the “non-​profit industrial complex” works thusly:

The first line of defense is the market, which solves most problems efficiently, and 
because the market is unfettered, fairness results from universal access to the same 
(“perfect”) information individuals, households, and firms use to make self-​interested 
decisions. And where the market fails, the voluntary, non-​profit sector can pick up any 
stray pieces because the extent to which extra economic values (such as kindness or 
generosity or decency) come into play is the extent to which abandonment produces 
its own socially strengthening rewards. That’s their ideal: a frightening willingness to 
engage in human sacrifice while calling it something else.286
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Girls and women’s sanitation in the Global South has become a concern 
for private foundations and international organizations while the economy 
rests on the structural ignorance of women of color’s vital needs. Corporate 
philanthropy leads to depoliticization and dependency and satisfies the white 
savior syndrome and the still-​alive colonial civilizing mission. As Gilmore 
tells us, “the grassroots groups that have formally joined the third sector are 
in the shadow of the shadow state. They are not direct service providers but 
often work with the clients of such organizations as well as with the providers 
themselves.”287

Refusing dependency and white saviors, South African activist Sibusiso 
(S’bu) Innocent Zikode, a cofounder in 2005 of the South African shack dwell-
ers’ movement and of the University of the Poor, reflected in a 2009 interview 
how, upon his experience as a young activist trained into killing, he moved 
to a conception of a politics of “humanizing the world” and “living commun-
ism” and understood that

a living politics is not a politics that requires a formal education—​a living politics is 
a politics that is easily understood because it arises from our daily lives and the daily 
challenges we face. It is a politics that every ordinary person can understand. It is a 
politics that knows that we have no water but that in fact we all deserve water. It is a 
politics that everyone must have electricity because it is required by our lives. That 
understanding—​that there are no toilets but that in fact there should be toilets—​is 
a living politics. It is not complicated; it does not require big books to find the infor-
mation. It doesn’t have a hidden agenda—​it is a politics of living that is just founded 
only on the nature of living. Every person can understand these kinds of demands and 
every person has to recognize that these demands are legitimate.288

“Real politics” is not about the exercise of power and the capacity to 
impose consent, “not about how many people you are willing to arrest, 
threaten or kill; . . . a real politics is not a fight to be able to abuse state power 
but . . . a real politics is in fact about how many people you are willing to listen 
to and to serve—​and to listen to them and to serve them as it pleases them, 
not yourself.”289 Zikode defends a “living communism” which is “a living idea 
and a living practice of ordinary people. The idea is the full and real equal-
ity of everyone without exception. The practice, well, a community must 
collectively own or forcefully take collective ownership of natural resources—​
especially the water supply, land and food. Every community is rightfully 
entitled to these resources.”290 “What is needed for your life, for your safety, 
for your dignity” should always be the starting point of living communism.291

I find Zikode’s remarks powerful and persuasive because they set the tone 
for establishing a praxis grounded in the elemental and whose objective is the 



59The Politics of the Elemental

abolition of all structures that hinder access to the elemental. S’bu Zikode’s 
living communism is what I saw in the making in Reunion Island, to which 
I will return, in the 1960s to 1970s: a fight for land and dignity, for equality and 
solidarity, which has forged my thinking, when the trivial is the basis of polit-
ics. A living politics is a politics of the elemental, because understanding that 
there are no sanitary pads but that in fact there should be is a politics of living 
care and cleaning. I add to this Gilmore’s “abolition ecology” with its “polit-
ical ecological imperatives of access to fresh air, clean water, sufficient land, 
amelioration of toxic chemicals and beyond.”292 “By centering attention to 
those most vulnerable to the fatal couplings of power and difference signified 
by racism, we will develop richer analyses of how it is that radical activism 
might most productively exploit crises for liberation ends,” Gilmore argues.293 
Abolition as a “theory of change,” “a theory of social life,” echoes S’bu Zikode’s 
“humanizing the world” and “living communism.” This is what activist Fannie 
Lou Hamer articulated when she said the following in 2018 about food pro-
duction in the South of the United States: “Down where we are, food is used 
as a political weapon.”294

Since then, studies of food in the Global South and poor, Black, and 
Brown communities in the North have shown how it is indeed a political 
weapon against mental and physical health. Analyzing environmental racism 
means thus looking at the past and the present that capitalism, colonialism, 
and imperialism have produced and the future they prepare, paying attention 
to local cosmologies, their understanding of waste and cleaning, their prac-
tice of life in rehearsal. Decolonial environmentalism is abolitionist because 
it looks at the multiple racial institutions that make the world irrespirable and 
uninhabitable for the many.

Among the sites of irrespirability and uninhabitability (mining, planta-
tions, factories, youth education centers), prisons stand as “daily environ-
mental injustice.”295 In her work in the U.S., Gilmore has shown how the state 
unevenly distributes risk, fatality, and access to resources across different 
social groups over time; why prisons deserve to be studied; and why abo-
litionism targets the political and economic forces that choose to invest in 
mass incarceration rather than in education and health. Such forces encour-
age a huge increase in prison construction, a vast expansion of domestic 
police forces, and the “common sense” that treats these violent institutions 
as catch-​all solutions to social problems.296 Furthermore, prisons pollute. In 
the USA, most are built on landfills or near former coal mining sites, exposing 
prisoners to high levels of toxic chemicals in the ground and waste,297 and “zip 
codes with prisons had higher toxic contamination than zip codes without 
prisons.”298 French prisons are overcrowded, four to five persons are forced 
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to cohabit in 12m2 cells full of cockroaches and rats, eat their meals “close to 
the toilet” and wash in showers that “show traces of mold and do not guar-
antee privacy.”299 In the French overseas departments, the prison situation 
is worse—​a legacy of slavery, colonialism, and structural racism. No health 
measures were taken during the COVID-​19 pandemic, which brutally hit their 
populations. In Brazil, a policy of mass incarceration has resulted in “severe 
overcrowding. Cases of ill-​treatment are widespread in prisons across the 
country,” “torture and other cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment or pun-
ishment” take place daily.300 This is repeated worldwide. Decolonial antiracist 
feminist theory cannot ignore prisons. Inspired by the work of Gilmore, Study 
and Struggle’s curriculum for October 2021 (under the title “Green”) reads:

As you study the environmentalisms that sustain prisons and imagine an environ-
mentalism without them, consider the physical space necessary for mass incarcer-
ation. On whose stolen land do America’s prisons and jails sit? What types of violence 
were necessary to establish and then to maintain a system of private property? What 
sorts of historic and current value extraction from the earth can you think of? Who 
decides whether to use land to build a prison or to grow food? How does the nation-​
state’s promise of exclusivity and security to property owners perpetuate militarism at 
home and abroad? Why must we be in solidarity with nonhuman relatives with whom 
we share the land?301

Chronic sore throats, thyroid disorders, cancer, shortness of breath, 
headaches, sores, cysts, tumors, and vision problems are the symptoms of 
the destruction of human and nonhuman lives. The struggle for food, ade-
quate and affordable housing, clean water, quality education, healthcare, 
and employment defines the political terrain of the trivial and the elemental, 
which are actively opposed by colonialism, racial capitalism, and imperialism.

The Marxist Feminist Theory of Social Reproduction

There cannot be a discussion of cleaning without referring to the Marxist fem-
inists’ theory of social reproduction. Maria Dalla Costa, Selma James, Maria 
Mies, Tithi Bhattacharya, Silvia Federici, Angela Davis, and many others, 
have argued that, as Federici puts it, “unpaid labour is not extracted by the 
capitalist class only from the waged workday, but . . . it is also extracted from 
the workday of millions of unwaged house-​workers as well as many other 
unpaid and un-​free labourers.”302 To Marxists, hetero-​patriarchy and capital-
ism organized the division between unpaid (housework) and “real” (paid) 
work. Black feminist historians and theorists showed early on that the Black  
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women’s position in the labor force was linked to the historical legacies of 
sexism and racism, dating back to the division of care work in slavery and 
domestic service. It was not just a question of hetero-​patriarchy and capital-
ism. The racialization of cleaning emerged with colonial slavery and coloni-
zation, preceding the Industrial Revolution.

In her classic Women, Race, Class (1989), Angela Davis wrote that dur-
ing slavery, cleaning and caring became associated with Black women who 
“worked as cooks, nursemaids, chambermaids and all-​purpose domestics” 
and that “white women in the South unanimously rejected this line of work.”303 
Later on, white women who worked as domestics “were generally European 
immigrants who, like their ex-​slave sisters, were compelled to take whatever 
employment they could find.” Yet, white women could more easily escape 
the drudgery of cleaning for others and “proportionately, more Black women 
have always worked outside their homes than have their white sisters.”304 
Cleaning work, rift with sexual violence, was soon “considered degrading 
because it has been disproportionately performed by Black women, who in 
turn are viewed as ‘inept’ and ‘promiscuous.’ ”305 Reflecting on the white fem-
inist demand that housework be equally shared between women and men, 
Davis remarked that “neither women nor men should waste precious hours 
of their lives on work that is neither stimulating, creative nor productive” and 
observed that “the structural separation of the public economy of capital-
ism and the private economy of the home has been continually reinforced 
by the obstinate primitiveness of household labor. Despite the proliferation 
of gadgets for the home, domestic work has remained qualitatively unaf-
fected by the technological advances brought on by industrial capitalism. 
Housework still consumes thousands of hours of the average housewife’s 
year.” To Davis, since housework should not be “considered necessarily and 
unalterably private in character,” “a substantial portion of the housewife’s 
domestic tasks can actually be incorporated into the industrial economy . . . 
Teams of trained and well-​paid workers, moving from dwelling to dwelling, 
engineering technologically advanced cleaning machinery, could swiftly and 
efficiently accomplish what the present-​day housewife does so arduously 
and primitively.”306

Davis’s conclusion was consistent with that of Western Marxist feminists 
who, in the 1970s, borrowed from Karl Marx’s observation that every system of 
production involves not only the production of necessities but also the repro-
duction of the tools and labor power required for production. They showed 
that women have been responsible for the social reproduction necessary for 
the industrial economy to function, maintaining homes, raising children, and 
sustaining community ties.
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Selma James, an anticolonial and anti-​imperialist activist, who supported 
Palestinians’ rights for a land and against Israeli occupation, was a forceful 
voice in the struggle for the recognition of what she called “unwaged work.” 
James popularized the demand that the state recognize the need for a salary for 
unpaid work in the home and in the community.307 At the 1985 UN Women’s 
Conference in Nairobi, James explained why “Time Off” should become a 
worldwide slogan: “It’s time now, today, that we begin to acknowledge that we 
are every woman, each of us, carrying the burdens of the world, two-​thirds 
of the world’s work, and that in the course of acknowledging that burden and 
making governments acknowledging that burden, we are in the process of lift-
ing that burden, finally, once and for all, off our shoulders.”308 “Time off” was 
inspired by the “Women’s Day Off” that took place in Iceland on October 24, 
1975, the first day of the UN Decade for Women. The Icelandic Redstocking 
movement was the leading force behind the idea of a one-​day women’s strike, 
advocating the idea that there are indissoluble links between class struggle and 
women’s liberation. Its activists agitated for the women’s strike idea at a con-
ference they held together with the largest women’s labor unions in January 
1975.309 On October 24, some 90 percent of women all over Iceland stopped 
working to protest the wage gap and their status compared to men. James, who 
had initiated the International Wages for Housework Campaign, suggested 
adopting their slogan: “When women stop, everything stops.”

In her 2018 book, Wages for Housework, feminist political scientist Louise 
Toupin reminds her readers that the objective of the movement was “to bring 
together people assigned to perform domestic work and housework—​as it 
happened, women—​in order to change their situation of dependency, reverse 
the relations of power, and redistribute the wealth that they produced. The 
vast majority of women who had waged jobs returned to being housework-
ers once they got home, having worked during the day in specialised sectors 
associated with housework. It turned out that waged and unwaged women 
were, in reality, the same people. This was a potentially unifying force, and the 
strength of the Wages for Housework demand.”310 The approach was revolu-
tionary for it meant “analyzing housework and reproductive work through the 
prism of work and using union strategies disrupted the entire value system 
on which the age-​old role of the houseworker was based. Demanding a wage 
was, first of all, to discover oneself as a worker.”311

Wages for Housework’s political thought deeply transformed the way to 
look at the socioeconomic system of capitalism and understand how it was 
reproduced on a global level and “the central role that the vast majority of 
women and wageless people played in it.”312 Workers might be wageless, but 
they could nonetheless strike. The Global Women’s Strike was launched in 1999 



63The Marxist Feminist Theory of Social Reproduction

at the United Nations headquarters in New York with this demand: “Payment 
for all caring work—​in wages, pensions, land, and other resources. What was 
more valuable than raising children and caring for others, we asked”; and 
“invest in life and welfare, not military budgets and prisons.”313 Critical of 
bourgeois feminism, which “largely chose the market” to escape the drudg-
ery of cleaning, James declared that its refusal to fight for wages for house-
work had enabled “governments to demean rather than recognize caring.”314 
But the opportunity to build a strong feminist movement that would have 
connected race, class, and gender was lost, James observed. “The women’s 
movement faced a choice. It could embrace the market: careers for some and 
low-​paid jobs for most. Or it could find another way to live: demanding that 
the work of reproducing the human race was recognized as central to all pri-
orities. Getting wages from the State for this work, carers would help reshape 
all social relationships: reorganizing work to incorporate men into caring and 
women into—​everything.”315 Imposing a salary for housework was funda-
mental because “pay is social power; it determines how we live, with whom, 
and on what terms,”316 and because “in a capitalist society, money is power, 
and if you don’t have money, you don’t have power, and that’s how it is.”317

Worldwide, women recognized themselves in James’s remarks that “wom-
en’s capacity to populate the world and to breastfeed the newborn, fundamen-
tal to any society, should have been a source of power for us. Instead, we were 
robbed of the financial recognition and support that this unique contribution 
should entitle us to. Instead, we have had to be dependent on the wages of 
other workers, that is men. When we earned our own wages, they were lower 
than men’s, and we were financially punished every time we went on mater-
nity leave or had to meet other caring obligations.”318 Marxist feminists warned 
about the “profound crisis of social reproduction that entire populations 
across the world are experiencing because of the impoverishment capitalist 
development is producing, due to the defunding of social programs, the poli-
tics of extractivism and the now permanent state of warfare.”319 By insisting that 
“all women were workers who kept the cogs of capitalism turning, and that all 
households were workplaces,” they claimed that the demand for a wage was not 
the only objective. The ultimate objective was to refuse housework: “what mat-
tered was that women’s grueling and thankless work was recognized, such that 
its conditions could be fought against—​and, indeed, ultimately refused.”320 To 
feminist Marxist thinker and activist Silvia Federici, remuneration for unpaid 
work was a revolutionary strategy because it made invisible work more visible, 
demystified and disrupted the structural reliance of capitalism on the unpaid 
work of (mostly) women, and subverted the supposedly natural social role of 
“housewife” that capital had invented for women.321
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Social reproduction feminists might have shown that reproductive labor 
involves both emotional and manual work for all women, but Black feminist 
Dorothy Roberts argued that there has been a racialized distinction within the 
housework itself.322 Historically, she said, housework was divided into “spir-
itual” and “menial,” a dichotomy “inextricably connected to a racial division 
between domestic laborers, a division that has survived dramatic changes in 
women’s relationship to the market.”323 “It is true that housework has always 
been women’s work, but polishing floors, scrubbing clothes, and tending to 
children for pay has been seen as Black and other minority women’s work.”324 
To white women of privilege, “paying someone else to perform menial house-
work freed time for these women to engage in housework’s spiritual aspects, 
supervising their servants and educating their children.”325

According to health policy and care work scholars Janette Dill and Mignon 
Duffy, the spiritual side, “dominated by White women of privilege, was work 
that was considered to require moral character and relational skills: serving as 
hostess, supervisor of the daily work, or a role model for children. In contrast, 
the most strenuous and unpleasant tasks (scrubbing floors and washing laun-
dry, caring for the bodily needs of household members, and preparing and 
cleaning up after meals) were thought to require little or no skill. This menial 
labor was relegated to slaves and domestic servants and was ideologically 
associated with women who were Black, Indigenous, and people of color.”326

The paid labor force and the increased commodification of household 
chores did not affect these divisions, and “the shift to a service economy had 
a different impact on white and Black women: while many white women 
‘moved up’ to jobs formerly occupied exclusively by men, most Black women 
only ‘moved over’ to the less prestigious jobs traditionally reserved for white 
women.”327

That Black women are overwhelmingly represented in low-​wage jobs in 
the cleaning and caring industry is therefore not surprising.328 “Racial-​ethnic 
women are employed to do the heavy, dirty, ‘back-​room’ chores of cooking 
and serving food in restaurants and cafeterias, cleaning rooms in hotels and 
office buildings, and caring for the elderly and ill in hospitals and nursing 
homes, including cleaning rooms, making beds, changing bed pans, and pre-
paring food.”329 “In these same settings white women are disproportionately 
employed as lower-​level professionals (e.g., nurses and social workers), tech-
nicians, and administrative support workers to carry out the more skilled and 
supervisory tasks.”330 The Black Women for Wages for Housework, founded in 
1976 as an international network campaigning for people, the environment, 
and ending poverty and racism, declared in 1977: “We have never been paid 
enough for all the work we have already done.” To this, they added: “We don’t 
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need more work. We need money to work less,”331 connecting reparations for 
centuries of low pay and the need to earn more to work less. Care was not sen-
timentalized. It was work, and women of color had never been paid enough 
for it. Their understanding of motherhood, care, work, and cleaning was 
deeply shaped by their living experience as racialized human beings. Already 
in the 1950s and 1960s, poor Black women, making up “the bulk of the Welfare 
Rights Movement wanted to prioritize motherhood instead, arguing that eco-
nomic justice was about more than job opportunities. To them, it meant a 
guaranteed standard of living, regardless of whether or not you worked out-
side the home.”332 The “single mothers of the Welfare Rights Movement devel-
oped bold welfare policy proposals that prioritized their dignity and agency. 
In a country that still defines poverty as an issue of individual poor choices, 
the insistence that their economic condition wasn’t a personal failing was a 
significant intervention in 1960s America—​especially as poor, mostly Black 
women advocating for themselves.”333

Women cleaners want to decide for themselves what will amelior-
ate their lives, and protection as it is conceived by the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) and Left governments does not always fulfill their needs. 
For instance, in Brazil, which counts the greatest number of domestic work-
ers, 7.2 million—​out of which 93 percent are women—​the ratification on 
February 1, 2018, of ILO Convention 189, covering decent work for those car-
rying out domestic tasks in the home, was not always felt as progress. As well 
as social protection rights, ILO Convention 189 reinforced a law from 2015 
that had introduced an eight-​hour limit to the working day, a ban on child 
labor, fines in cases of unfair dismissal, and the right to paid holiday and a 
thirteen-​month salary. Researcher Lilian Steiner has shown that to women 
cleaners, although progress has been real in many instances, the law’s provi-
sions do not always help. Rosa Alves, a cleaner Steiner interviewed, said that 
“she prefers to keep working through her 30 days’ paid holiday, so she has a bit 
more money at the end of the year. Although her employers pay her above the 
minimum wage, the mother of three, who has been working since she was 12, 
still has difficulty making ends meet in raising her children. ‘I pay taxes now, 
but the state school and health system are still just as bad,’ she laments.”334 In 
2020, Luiza Batista Ferreira, president of the National Federation of Domestic 
Workers, was worried about the “introduction of a new ‘intermittent employ-
ment’ contract that allows hourly payment for domestic tasks, with no 
guarantee of minimum wage or number of hours. ‘It makes it easy for employ-
ers: they can reduce the hours of work and pay less,’ says Ferreira.”335

Cleaning under racial-​colonial capitalism has never been anything else 
than a backbreaking job that deals with smelly, contaminated, polluted waste 
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and that remains viewed with contempt and assigned to people of color, in 
particular women of color, because it is about waste and, as we have seen, 
waste has been constructed as unrelated to whiteness.

The Whitening of Cleanliness

As I have begun to argue, unpacking the connections between colonialism 
and capitalism as the production of waste, the whitening of cleaning, and 
the fabricated triviality of non-​white women’s elementary needs or of their 
work means looking at how colonialism and racism historically constructed a 
division between the clean/​civilized/​odorless world and the unclean/​uncivi-
lized/​smelly worlds while making cleaning a racialized and gendered job. 
Hygiene and smells became connected with the calculation of the level of 
civilization that had been reached.

Colonial narratives insisted on the smells of food, homes, and bodies 
in the colonies that naturally irritated a European nose, even though the 
two capitals of the most important colonial empires (post-​slavery) in the 
19th century, London and Paris, were known for their horrific smells, pollu-
tion, and lack of hygiene, and the Thames and the Seine were so thick with 
waste of all kinds that disgusting bubbles were bursting on their surfaces.336 
Historically, in the Arab and Asian worlds (as well as imperial Greece and 
Rome), washing one’s body was esteemed highly, and a close attention to 
perfuming bodies and to intimate hygiene was a sign of culture and self-​
esteem. Europe remained insensitive to daily bathing, thinking even that it 
was bad for the health. Indeed, historical records have informed the racial-​
colonial description of a dirty non-​European planet. In ancient Babylon 
(2800 BCE), soap or soap-​like products were known, found in clay cylinders. 
The Egyptian Ebers Papyrus, a medical document from about 1500 BCE, 
described combining animal and vegetable oils with alkaline salts to form 
a soap-​like material used for treating skin diseases, as well as for washing. 
Medieval authors have mentioned the presence of hammams (public baths) 
in Muslim societies, in accordance with Islamic recommendations for skin 
care and hygiene practices, whereas King James VI of Scotland wore the 
same clothes for months on end, even sleeping in them on occasion. Hilal 
al-​Sabi’ (969–​1056) estimated that Baghdad at its height had 60,000 bath-
houses.337 Arab chronicler Ahmed ibn Fadlan, born in the late 9th century, 
described the Vikings he encountered (he called them “Rus”) during his 
journey along the Volga River as the “filthiest of God’s creatures.”338 In 1580, 
Ambroise Paré, one of the most revered scientists of Europe, wrote: “Baths 
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must be forbidden because the pestiferous vapour can enter a man’s body 
quickly and make him die suddenly.”339

In 17th-​century Europe, doctors continued to advise against drinking 
water, which, “given its nature, brought too much cold and humidity to the 
stomach. This could cause a dangerous drop in body temperature, which 
was thought necessary for digestion.” In his 1668 Anatomical History of the 
Genitals of Man and Woman, the physician Reinier de Graaf stated that it was 
enough for a virgin to bathe in water in which men had previously ejaculated 
in order to become immediately pregnant.340 The aristocrats barely bathed, 
and palaces such as the Louvre or Versailles were known to stink and be 
filthy. It wasn’t until the end of the 18th century that the bourgeoisie started 
to bathe, but it soon became a class and race distinction. Bourgeois litera-
ture described the lower classes as smelly, dirty, and living in horrific hov-
els; women of the lower classes, sex workers, and Jewish or Roma women 
were constructed as even more smelly and dirty than aristocrats and bour-
geois white women. Processes of racialization based on foul odor happened 
in Europe, affecting populations that colonial imperialist Europe (France, 
England, and Germany) perceived as inferior: Italians, Spaniards, Greeks, 
and Polish. Everywhere, the poor and racialized inevitably stank.

Colonialism pitted a clean Europe against an unclean “rest” of the world. 
The colonial obsession with smells and hygiene barely masked the putrid and 
decayed smell of colonization, of bodies decomposing, of contaminated riv-
ers, of open mines. In Europe, the bourgeoisie depicted the peasantry and the 
working class as smelly and unhygienic and associated cleanliness with bour-
geois whiteness and its naturally higher level of civilization. Colonial narra-
tives insisted on the smells of food, homes, and bodies in the colonies that 
naturally irritated a European nose, even though, for long, Europe remained 
insensitive to daily bathing, even thinking, as we have seen, that it was bad for 
the health.

Captured African women, children, and men, who had bathed in the 
rivers and lakes of their countries, were forced into the filth and stench of 
the barracks, then of the slave ship. To be sold, they were washed and oiled 
and presented naked. On the plantation, the slave owner’s house had to be 
cleaned and shined daily, which still barely covered the stench of slavery. 
Plantations, ships, mines, and then the factories of the Industrial Revolution 
contributed to the race, class, and gender regimes of cleanliness.

Though they had been declared dirty and unclean by the dominant 
classes, in Europe, women of the lower classes did the cleaning until the 1960s, 
when they were replaced by Black and Brown women. In the Caribbean, the 
Americas, and Indian Ocean European colonies, Black women continued 
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to clean homes and wash white people’s bodies and clothes. That apparent 
paradox, asking “unclean” people to clean the white bourgeois homes and 
bodies, was in fact a direct implementation of structural racism: cleaning had 
to be done by people stigmatized as unclean to keep the whitened division 
between clean and unclean alive. Europe’s own processes of racialization 
were globalized, and the colonial and racial construction of uncleanliness and 
smell against Black and non-​European peoples further whitened cleanliness.

Olfactory Racism

Smell plays a role in the production of historically situated racial otherness. 
French historian Alain Corbin has described how, from the 1750s onward, 
a stigmatization of groups associated with strong smells was part of a “per-
ceptual revolution” that encouraged a growing intolerance of odors that 
increased in the 19th century among the bourgeoisie, which associated them 
with the crowd and the people, and it was how bourgeois hygienists began 
the enterprise of deodorization.341 The poor stank like death, like sin, the 
bourgeois said. To stop the sources of foul smells, roads were paved, swamps 
drained, and garbage dumps located away from bourgeois neighborhoods, 
leading progressively, according to Corbin, to “olfactory silence,” but only 
in certain parts of the city. Corbin left aside the racial ideology of smell. The 
racial making of an odorless world and its connection to conceptions of 
washing and cleaning described how in Europe, Jews, Roma, Irish, workers, 
and peasants were said to have distinctive smells that situated them outside 
of a civilized group. Food and hygiene became markers along a racial hierar-
chy of smells, which consolidated as colonialism expanded. “At the beginning 
of the eighteenth-​century [sic] Native Americans were described as sweet but 
by the end of the period, they were said to project ‘outward stench.’ By the 
early eighteenth century the cause of the racial perceived stink of the Jews, the 
‘foetor judaicus,’ was now seen as the product of distinctive hygiene and diet 
rather than a curse from god.”342

White supremacy drew a very detailed nomenclature connecting non-​
whites and foul odor and, by the 18th century, it made an association between 
the African’s dark skin and stench. Non-​whites were situated along a scale of 
putridity and foul odor. Slavery and colonization were the matrix of the racist 
discourse linking non-​whiteness, foul odor, and uncleanliness. Beauty was 
connected to an odorless white body that could then be perfumed, whereas 
non-​whites were said to have an odor that could never be overcome, even 
with repeated baths. An example of this are the letters and writings of Lady 
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Anne Lindsay Barnard, a Scottish travel writer, artist, and socialite, from 
when she lived in Africa with her husband, the colonial secretary of Cape 
Town, South Africa, for five years.343 In a 1799 letter to Melville, then secretary 
for war and the colonies in England, she complained that “one of the worse 
points of [female] slaves . . . is the dreadful smell which they leave behind 
them—​a ‘fox is a rose to it’ ” and subsequently complains that she would 
rather slaves were not able to attend a ball since she did not “ ‘much like the 
smell’ of their oil.”344 Distinctions, based on pure fantasies, were made among 
Africans according to their smells. In his natural history, the French natural-
ist Buffon argued that “those of Guinea are extremely ugly, and have an insuf-
ferable stench” whilst “those of Sofala and Mosambique are handsome, and 
have no bad smell.”345 As historian Andrew Kettler has shown, “the African 
subject was defined as a scented object, appropriated as filthy to create lev-
els of ownership through discourse that marked African peoples as unable 
to access spaces of Western modernity. Embodied cultural knowledge was 
potent enough to alter the biological function of the five senses to create a 
European olfactory consciousness made to sense the African other as foul.”346 
The European nose became the arbiter of nice smells, imposing its percep-
tion of foul/​smelly not only on non-​white women and men but also on non-​
European fruits, spices, or ways of cooking. The gaze was not the only sense 
convoked to racialize; olfactory racism, as Kettler calls it, was as important in 
the formulation of racial ideas.

All throughout the 18th century, white supremacy perfected its discourse 
of race and odor, which had concrete consequences. By the 19th century, 
whites used dogs to track runaway slaves because they could supposedly 
detect “racial odor,” foreseeing the use of dogs by the Nazis to detect the “odor 
of dissent.”347 Ideas about odorous women, the lack of sensitivity to foul smells 
among the poor, and the peculiar odor of inferior races mutually reinforced 
racism. The racist trope of smell constructed a false history where whites and 
European have always been odorless and clean. Yet, as Italian journalist and 
social theorist Marco d’Eramo (whom we encountered earlier) reminds us,

domestic running water—​for toilets, cooking, personal hygiene, washing clothes and 
dishes—​is a very recent and ephemeral phenomenon, dating back less than a century. 
In 1940, 45% of households in the US lacked complete plumbing; in 1950, only 44% of 
homes in Italy had either indoor or outdoor plumbing. In 1954, only 58% of houses in 
France had running water and only 26% had a toilet. In 1967, 25% of homes in England 
and Wales still lacked a bath or shower, an indoor toilet, a sink and hot-​ and cold-​water 
taps. In Romania, 36% of the population lacked a flushing toilet solely for their house-
hold in 2012 (down to 22% in 2021).348
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In France, the modernization of bathrooms came with the end of the 
colonial war in Algeria, as scholar of urban and revolutionary history Kristin 
Ross has shown in Fast Cars, Clean Bodies: Decolonization and the Reordering 
of French Culture (1996).349 Ross draws a connection between torture and 
shampoo, between water in the bathtub and colonial war, between the new 
modernized hygienic France and the sale guerre across the sea. She describes 
a cartoon showing a “French paratrooper in camouflage bending over a 
sudsy bathtub, his hands submerged; a box of Pax laundry soap (‘extraordi-
naire pour la lessive!’) standing next to the tub—​but a man’s feet stick out of 
the water; the bubbles aren’t suds, but rather the tortured man exhaling.”350 
The year the Algerian revolution started, in 1954, only 17 percent of Parisians 
had a shower or bath in their dwellings, Ross reminds us.351 The racist tropes 
around smelly Arabs and dirtiness were used to justify torture and murder. 
The war in Algeria and its presence in France was a cleansing operation: the 
French army burned forests, bombed with napalm, and forcibly relocated the 
Algerians into camps. As architect Samia Henni has shown, “the French civil 
and military authorities profoundly reorganized Algeria’s urban and rural ter-
ritory, drastically transformed its built environments, rapidly implanted new 
infrastructure, and strategically built new settlements in order to keep Algeria 
under French colonial rule and protect France’s interests in Algeria.”352 As 
Henni explains:

The construction of militarily controlled camps dubbed centres de regroupement 
(regrouping centers) in Algeria’s rural areas resulted from the creation of the forbidden 
zones—​free fire zones—​and engendered massive forced relocations of the Algerian 
population. Special military units called the Sections administratives spécialisées 
(Specialized Administrative Sections) supervised the evacuation of the forbidden 
zones, the regrouping of the Algerian population, the construction of temporary and 
permanent camps, the conversion of a number of permanent camps to villages, and 
monitored the daily life of Algerian civilians.353

Fanon had explained why the divide between the white and non-​white 
town had to be clear and visible.354 The settlers’ town “is a brightly lit town; 
the streets are covered with asphalt, and the garbage cans swallow all the 
leavings, unseen, unknown and hardly thought about . . . His feet are pro-
tected by strong shoes although the streets of his town are clean and even, 
with no holes or stones,” while the town belonging to the colonized people 
is “a world without spaciousness; men live there on top of each other, and 
their huts are built one on top of the other.”355 The settler’s town must be 
clean because it must project his own image, the one that is built on racism 
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and white supremacy. His city is clean because non-​white people have 
cleaned it, and garbage has been dumped in their neighborhood because 
of supposed natural white superiority. In the aftermath of French colonial 
wars against movements of national independence and as the French state 
was reorganizing itself along capitalist modernization ideology, the colonial 
discourse on the threat by natives to cleanliness and hygiene was imported 
into France.

If we look at Paris, the bourgeoisie has historically made every effort to 
delimit the white/​clean city from the non-​white/​unclean neighborhoods. 
Transformations of the city, already undertaken at the beginning of the 19th 
century, accelerated a growing concern for cleanliness following the revo-
lutions of 1830 and 1848. “Paris is an immense site of putrefaction, where 
misery, pestilence and disease work in concert, and where air and sunlight 
hardly penetrate. Paris is a bad place, where plants wither and perish, where 
six out of every seven children die in a year.”356 In the 1840s, French states-
man Adolphe Thiers ordered the construction of city fortifications transform-
ing Paris into a fortress, and Georges Eugène Haussmann, the official who 
made Paris the city it is still today, started to redraw the city in 1852. The Paris 
Commune was a turning point, and a terrified bourgeoisie was intent on 
pushing away an international working class, which had the temerity to chal-
lenge its power and invent new ways to live. Later, the destruction of the for-
tifications was decided and completed in 1929 and replaced at the beginning 
of the 1930s by social housing. It was called the “zone,” inhabited by zonards 
(a deprecating term for someone from a deprived area) in their “insalubri-
ous housing.” In 1956, the government decided to construct a périphérique 
that would separate Paris proper from the banlieues (outskirts). The zone 
was cleared, its inhabitants evicted, and the périphérique was inaugurated 
in 1973.

Olfactory racism remained alive in the postcolonial West. In an infamous 
1991 speech, Jacques Chirac, then mayor of Paris and later French president, 
declared:

How do you expect the French worker who lives in the Goutte-​d’or,357 where I was 
walking with Alain Juppé three or four days ago, who works with his wife and who, 
together, earn about 15,000 francs, to see a family with a father, three or four wives, and 
about twenty kids, on the landing next to his HLM, crammed together, earning 50,000 
francs in social benefits, without of course working! [loud applause]. If you add to that 
the noise and the smell [loud laughter], well, the French worker on the landing, he 
goes crazy. He goes crazy. That’s the way it is. And you have to understand, if you were 
there, you would have the same reaction.358
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The group Zebda, based in Toulouse and created by sons of migrants from 
North Africa and French youth, answered in 1995 with a rap song reminding 
the French that those who “smell” had built their society:

Who built this road?
Who built this city?
And who doesn’t live here?
To those who complain about the noise
To those who condemn the smell
I introduce myself
My name is Larbi, Mamadou Juan and make way
Guido, Henri, Chino Ali I am not ice
A voice told me “Marathon” seeks the light
From the abyss I drew a fight “the good deal.”359

Olfaction, which is “possibly our most primitive sense,” has been very 
useful in many jobs: medicine, cooking, gardening, taking care of animals, 
babies, the elderly, but racial capitalism has imposed a perfumed and deo-
dorized world where some smells are found offensive.360 The distinction 
between the open market with its smells of fish, fruit, meat, and piles of rotten 
vegetables and the odorless supermarket with its packaged fruits, vegetables, 
and meat, where even fresh fish has no smell, is made everywhere. In the 
Global South, tourists are warned that if the local market makes for great pic-
tures, beware of the smell of the durian fruit or any other smell that assaults 
the Western nose, of fresh and dry fish, of raw meat, and certainly do not 
buy fruit there. Rather, go to the supermarket, whose brands (U.S., French, 
British) are familiar. On the other hand, smells have been a source for mar-
keting perfumes, deodorants, creams, and home or office ambiance smells. 
Olfactive branding is a new field based on neuroscience research on the link 
between smell and emotions, which has expanded the field of fabricated 
smells in a search for authenticity in fashion (the “authentic” smell of cotton 
or wool, for instance). Dawn Goldworm, cofounder and nose, or scent, dir-
ector of the olfactive branding company 12.29, “uses the ‘visceral language of 
scent to transform brand-​building’ in the actual buildings where clients res-
ide (mostly through ventilation systems or standalone units).”361 Goldworm 
designed Nike’s signature scent, which she explains in a video “was inspired 
by, among other things, the smell of a rubber basketball sneaker as it scrapes 
across the court and a soccer cleat in grass and dirt.” She says her goal is to 
create “immediate and memorable connections between brands and con-
sumers.”362 What this shows goes beyond perfumes and the ways people in 
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different cultures like or dislike certain smells; it points to a manufactured 
world of scent.

The distinction between smells (odorless/​foul) has had concrete con-
sequences on the elemental by hindering access to water, by justifying mas-
sacres and murder, by denying public health, by segregated housing, and by 
considering the needs of women of color to be trivial. The notion of cleanli-
ness of white bourgeois bodies and the cleanliness of their cities and of the 
planet they wish to inhabit must be analyzed along the axis of Global North 
and Global South, but also by looking at the ideology that ascribed cleaning 
that which is dirty to certain groups of people.363

Wasting and Protecting under Racial Capitalism

Waste has become the measure of the potency of racial capitalism. The effort 
to “green” waste or hide the fact that it is colonizing the planet is essential to 
its regime. This strategy of dissimulation harks back to colonial time and its 
division between clean bodies and societies (white) and unclean ones (Black 
and Brown) to the reduction of bodies to a vital force that must be extracted 
as fast as possible and then discarded. Since racial capitalism has become 
hegemonic and concern about climate disaster entered the public conversa-
tion, cleaning has become cleaning up the excess of waste that neoliberalism 
overproduces. “Green capitalism” was then presented as a solution to disas-
ter capitalism, and research centers, corporations, and universities opened 
programs on “sustainable disaster,” preparedness, response and mitigation, 
and sustainable recovery.364 The latter concerns environmental catastrophe 
and its management, and there is a growing body of academic, governmen-
tal, and corporate literature that discusses what to do with waste, advocating 
a “green” cleaning up industry as well as international institutions, founda-
tions, and governments with their own experts, engineers, and technicians. 
In the words of World Bank urban development specialists Sameh Wahba 
and Silpa Kaza, a good management of waste will be “leaving no one behind,” 
because “when properly supported and organized, informal recycling can 
create employment, improve local industrial competitiveness, reduce pov-
erty and reduce municipal spending.”365

International organizations and private foundations of billionaires find 
in environmentalism as dispossession a reason to claim the greening of a 
region. For example, in 2011, in Uganda, 22,000 farmers were evicted for the 
UK-​based New Forests Company (NFC) plans.366 The company had planted 
and harvested timber on tree plantations in Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda, 
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and Mozambique, claiming that the timber produced satisfied all the popu-
lation’s needs and would prevent logging in natural forests. But the reason 
that pine is “favored by carbon farmers is that it grows quickly,” meaning 
that the “native trees which held up well during the cyclone, live for longer 
therefore sequestering carbon for longer, and encourage biodiversity” are 
deprioritized.367 Further, studies have shown that “pine trees are one of the 
biggest contributors to air pollution. They give off gases that react with air-
borne chemicals—​many of which are produced by human activity—​creating 
tiny, invisible particles that muddy the air.”368 In other words, they contribute 
to what I will be calling unbreathing: the organized pollution of air because 
capitalists know they contaminate the air people breath.

In Brazil, the Guaraquecaba Climate Action Project, bankrolled by 
Chevron, General Motors, and American Electric Power, restricts and dis-
criminates the communities’ traditional ways of life, locking the Guarani 
people away from their own forest. To do so, and to intimidate local commu-
nities into submission, it employs armed guards, the environmental police 
of the state of Paraná, known as the Força Verde (the Green Force).369 Força 
Verde officers have forcibly entered and searched private homes without due 
authorization. A local community member reports:

They wanted us to collaborate with them, and we agreed to collaborate . . . but then 
they started sending the guards in. Around three days went by and they started to send 
the guards to my house. They came in saying that I had hidden things there, it was 
completely wrong, if the door was closed they would come in anyway. They would 
bang on the door and say they had a court order, they didn’t care about anything, they 
would just come right in. . . . The Força Verde came into our house numerous times, 
not once or twice, many times. . . . If there was any kind of weapon in the house, they 
would grab it and take it with them. . . . You couldn’t even have a knife, they would take 
it away, they wanted everything. . . . They never showed us anything, they just turned 
up and came right into the house.370

This is environmentalism as dispossession, what the Indigenous Environmental 
Network calls “carbon colonialism.” Arms trading, dictatorships, and murder 
are environmental politics.371 But as we already saw in the discussion on indus-
trial cleaning-​up, corporations not only know how to avoid responsibility, but 
even turn environmentalism against environmental activists or victimized 
communities.

Take the Bhopal example. On December 3, 1984, more than 40 tons of 
methyl isocyanate gas leaked from a pesticide plant in Bhopal, India, owned by 
an Indian subsidiary of the U.S.-​based Union Carbide Corporation (now Dow 
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Chemical), immediately killing at least 3,800 people and causing significant 
morbidity and premature death for many thousands more. It was the worst 
industrial accident in history. Union Carbide immediately tried to dissoci-
ate itself from legal responsibility and finally accepted to pay “$470 million in 
compensation, a relatively small amount based on significant underestima-
tions of the long-​term health consequences of exposure and the number of 
people exposed.”372 Tens of thousands more people have died since. Thirty-​
nine years later, a 2023 study has found “that the impacts of that horrific 
accident span generations. Researchers show that the disaster has burdened 
people who were born in the year after the accident with cancer, disabili-
ties and poverty.”373 Again, this is a slow violence that is also systemic, racial, 
structural. In 2003, William Stavropoulos, CEO of Dow—​who has, recall, “no 
responsibility to the chemically maimed of Bhopal—​said in a press release, 
‘Being environmentally responsible makes good business sense.’ ”374

The geopolitics of clean/​dirty draws a line between areas of dirtiness—​
characterized by disease, “unsustainable” birth rates, violence against women, 
crime, and gangs—​and areas of cleanliness, which are heavily policed and 
where children can safely play, women can walk freely at night, and streets 
are occasionally closed to traffic to allow shopping, dining, and other leisure 
activities. The clean/​dirty division is connected to the militarization and gen-
trification of cities, with poor people of color blamed for their innate dirtiness 
and driven out of their neighborhoods in order to make the city “clean.” The 
economy and geography of dumping-​recycling of waste is clearly racial, from 
Western countries to the Global South. The most important global recycling 
market has settled in Asia.375 Most of the sites are in Africa, Asia, and South 
America/​the Caribbean, with two in the margins of Europe (the biggest one 
is in Belgrade, Serbia).

In data on waste dumpsites from the mid-​2010s, featured in the top 50 
were the Jam Chakro in Pakistan (extending over 202 hectares, it is one of the 
largest dumpsites in the world), three in the Gaza strip alone, and six in Nigeria, 
with Agbogbloshie in Accra receiving 192,000 tons of e-​waste annually.376 It is 
easy to observe that all are in poor neighborhoods in the Global South or in a 
territory occupied by a colonial state. By dumping trash on poor, colonized, 
and non-​white people and in countries of the Global South, racial capital-
ism continues to trace the border between clean and unclean that slavery and 
colonialism produced. If it were not for the dumping of e-​waste and fast fash-
ion waste in the Global South or for shipbreaking in Bangladesh where more 
than 100 out of 700 ships are scrapped each year,377 or for the dumping of tons 
of waste by the State of Israel in in the occupied territories of Palestine, the 
postcards of clean beaches, romantic streets, or glamorous neighborhoods 
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in which to enjoy a stroll or a nice dinner would not be possible. Trash does 
not disappear, it is “managed” or “dumped” somewhere far from bourgeois 
living spaces. Racial capitalism suffocates the planet with its waste, which can 
never be totally discarded, despite the industry of waste management and the 
work of millions of people involved in the informal waste recycling and clean-
ing, 80 percent of whom are waste pickers.378 These workers, who tend to be 
seen with contempt or pity, demand better pay and working conditions. One 
percent of the urban population in developing countries makes their primary 
household income through informal sector waste management activities, 
and in Latin America alone, 4–​5 million waste pickers earn their livelihood by 
being a part of the global recyclables supply chain.379

Recycling rates in Argentina are at 11 percent of the total waste stream, 
with 95 percent of this material recovered by the informal sector. The latter are 
specialists of waste, and if their work is dangerous for their health, neither pity 
nor disgust is helpful. They demand dignity and respect and fight against the 
privatization of working in dumping sites. Indeed, private companies, sud-
denly aware of the potential benefits they can gain from transforming recy-
cling into a business, are using the arguments of protection and amelioration 
of the living conditions of pickers to appropriate cleaning and recycling.

The effort of greening waste or hiding the fact that it is colonizing the 
planet is essential to its the regime of racial capitalism. This strategy of dis-
simulation harks back to colonial time, and its division between clean bodies 
and societies (white) and unclean ones (Black and Brown) to the reduction 
of bodies to a vital force that must be extracted as fast as possible and then 
discarded.

In Is Racism an Environment Threat?, anthropologist Ghassan Hage 
makes the link between racism, particularly Islamophobia, and Western anxi-
ety about the environment.380 His argument that “the racial crisis manifested 
by Islamophobia and the ecological crisis not only happen to have an effect 
on each other; they are in effect one and the same crisis, a crisis in the domi-
nant mode of inhabiting the world that both racial and ecological domina-
tion reproduces” expands the literature on environmental racism.381 Speaking 
about waste management, he addresses the way in which the vocabulary 
used to speak about refugees is comparable to the one used to speak about 
nonrecyclable waste. “Rubbish and waste,” he writes, are “an inevitable left-​
over of the process of colonization that one has to live with and manage but 
that one can do without. In a way, the racialization of the Arabs as ‘waste’ pre-
figures the current forms of neoliberal racialization where the uselessness of 
the racialized to the racist displaces the earlier racism where the figure of the 
useful laborer or slave dominated.”382 By imagining Arabs into “ungovernable 
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waste,” he writes, “Islamophobia points us most clearly to the ecological cri-
sis as it is experienced today. For what is the ecological crisis if not a crisis of 
ungovernable waste, whether in the form of plastic in the oceans, toxic chem-
icals in the rivers and the soil, or greenhouse gases in the atmosphere?”383

To Hage, by inventing waste as ungovernable, thus threatening and 
deadly, “the civilized space of legality and democracy is dependent on the 
racist colonial space of unregulated accumulation for its existence, suste-
nance, and regeneration.”384 Hage argues that “the colonial and the ecological 
crises generate similar affective tendencies associated with a sense of loss of 
control and sovereignty, point to them sharing more than just an objectivist 
‘logic of capitalist exploitation.’ ”385 The sense of loss of control that the climate 
crisis induces, what psychologists have called “eco-​anxiety,” thus creates sim-
ilar affective tendencies that capitalist exploitation alone cannot explain.

The Pleasure of Water

“The people’s history of bathing is one of shared space. Histories and prac-
tices of the bath belong to histories and practices of the commons. Bathing 
routines are cultural rituals, architectural forms, and natural environments 
combined to make arts of living out of everyday necessity. The aquatic land-
scapes that make us want to jump into and splash about in—​rivers, pools, 
waterfalls, springs, and sea—​are where we have always washed and where we 
might like to immerse ourselves each day if we could,” architect and urban 
interventionist Christie Pearson writes.386 We live with and in water. The Earth 
is a watery place (about 71 percent of the Earth’s surface is water covered, and 
the oceans hold about 96.5 percent of all Earth’s water).387 Water is indispen-
sable to live and wash and breathe. It washes the newborn and the dead, is 
offered to goddesses and gods, and is present in cooking and cultivating, for 
enjoyment and pleasure. Babies have a high percentage of water in their bod-
ies, which decreases with age, and up to 60 percent of the human adult body 
is water.388

Water was a central element of beauty in the gardens of Mexico, Granada, 
or Baghdad. The sound and the sight of water were said to soothe and facili-
tate reverie; peoples invented architecture on water, organized a maritime 
nomad life, learned to fish, navigate, and play in water. Baths in Arab, Roman, 
and Asian cultures were sites of social life. European travelers and historians, 
arriving with set racial ideas about cleaning in non-​European countries, have 
described their astonishment when they saw the sophisticated architecture 
around water, the care taken in cleaning the body and the environment, and 
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bathing in steam or in water. As bathing in steam was “a common practice 
throughout the Mediterranean world, Scandinavia, and Eastern Europe,” it 
was seen as an element of European culture, whereas, for instance, it “was also 
the principal form of bath for the people of Mexico before and after conquest, 
all the way up to the nineteenth century. This Mesoamerican steambath—​the 
temazcal—​was called a baño or ‘bath’ throughout the colonial and national 
periods, and the bathhouses, or baños, of Mexico would usually include 
tubs for immersion as well as a temazcal.”389 In 1449, “Nezahualcóyotl, the 
ruler of Texcoco who was allied with Moctezuma Ilhuicamina, the ruler of 
Tenochtitlán, designed and built an enormous earthen levee across the entire 
lake, protecting the city as well as the rich agricultural lands and the fresh 
waters of the western shore from the salty waters that surged into the eastern 
end of the lake.”390

Water was used in rituals and in spiritual practices among Indigenous 
and enslaved Black communities. Bathing in water has been seen as an act of 
purification from humiliation and violence. Iya Osundara Ogunsina, a priest-
ess, explains how Blacks practice spiritual bathing: “People are into cleansing 
their homes, smoking out their homes with sage, palo santo, and incense.”391 
Baptism, not only in Christian rituals, is done in water. The classical African 
American spiritual “Wade in Water” is “enmeshed with multiple subtle refer-
ences to water as a cleansing and liberating space, not just biblically, but as 
a cue for slaves to communicate with each other as they sought an escape to 
freedom.”392 Water in the Black tradition “expresses spiritual decontamina-
tion, salvation, self-​care, and survival. It is the ultimate life force that compels 
consistent acknowledgment and consumption, both internally and exter-
nally. Hygiene has been intertwined with Black traditions even in the direst of 
circumstances, and that anchored reverence is a genetic imprint that no pop 
culture trend can divorce us from.”393 Among Indigenous peoples, relations to 
water and cleaning vary according to context, but they are also founded on a 
spiritual relation to cleaning in water.

The Enclosure of Water

The hydrologic cycle that has brought water to Earth is threatened by the 
warming of temperatures, a consequence of climate catastrophe. The lack of 
water—​no water at all, not enough water, or contaminated polluted water—​is 
structural. Water is a colonial tool to discipline and punish, it is capitalized, it 
serves in diplomatic or economic bargains. Making cleanliness into a tool of 
racial and gendered domination is linked to the organization of lack of water 
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or of polluted water. The production and existence of water, which did not 
need humans’ intervention to exist, have been affected by racial capitalism 
and imperialist armies.

About the latter, it is worth knowing that imperialist armies devised a 
politics of water to serve their needs as early as 1920. Charles H. Lee, a cap-
tain in the 26th Engineers Water Supply in the U.S. Army, remarked on “the 
important relation water supply bears to the successful execution of military 
operations,”394 which need several million gallons of water per day. He was 
just following in the military tradition of appropriating water. After carefully 
examining the sources of water available to satisfy the needs of the U.S. armies 
in France during World War I, Lee concluded that hydrology played a central 
role in the success of military operations. And indeed, it does. The privatiza-
tion and weaponization of water are as old as war: protecting sources of water, 
carrying water, depriving populations of water, poisoning or contaminating 
wells and sources of water to subdue the enemies or the civil populations. In 
the USA, from 2001 to 2020, market opportunities engineered by the occu-
pation of Afghanistan and federal contracts for weapons grew by $119 bil-
lion. “Military hegemony also aids in securing profitable markets through 
the installation of compliant political regimes. Capitalist Elon Musk alluded 
to this fact in July 2020 when he proclaimed on Twitter, ‘We will coup who-
ever we want! Deal with it.’ ”395 Could we then look at the military strategy of 
scorched earth that is intent to leave nothing behind but the deliberate and 
widespread destruction of resources, as what imperialist wars do?396

“War is a racist enterprise,” activist and political analyst Danny Haiphong 
has written.397 He adds that “as the market for private military contractors 
has grown, so too have profits for Wall Street investors. Fossil fuel corpora-
tions supply one of the largest polluters in the world, the U.S. military, with 
the crude energy necessary to facilitate its endless expansion. Oil shares fre-
quently rise with each prospect for war.”398 Haiphong notes that “the truth is 
that the U.S.’s wars at home and its wars abroad cannot be viewed as sepa-
rate entities. Military contractors are cashing in on weapons transfers to local 
police departments based upon a litany of racist justifications for the mass 
incarceration state to terrorize Black Americans. They also benefit from the 
erection of a deportation machine that labels undocumented people ‘illegal’ 
for the sake of ‘border control.’ ”399

The enclosure of water has led to death. A 2006 United Nations Human 
Development Report stated that “on average, a child dies from a water-​related 
disease every 15 seconds in the Global South. Unsafe drinking water and poor 
sanitation are leading causes of death in the Global South for children under 
age 5.”400 Close to half of all people living in the Global South suffer from a health 
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problem related to water and sanitation deficits. Trachoma—​which threatens 
400 million individuals with blindness and is prevalent in children—​is a direct 
result of living in dry, dusty, water-​scarce environments where sanitation is 
lacking, according to the WHO.401 According to a 2010 UNEP/​Pacific Institute 
report, “every year, more people die from the consequences of unsafe water 
than from all forms of violence, including war. And, every year, water contam-
ination of natural ecosystems affects humans directly by destroying fisheries 
or causing other impacts on biodiversity that affect food production”; we can 
assume that things have gotten worse since.402 Two-​thirds of the world’s popu-
lation may face water shortages in 2025, and we know that this two-​thirds will 
primarily be in the Global South or among poor and racialized communities 
in the North.403 Already some 1.1 billion people worldwide lack access to water, 
and a total of 2.7 billion find water scarce for at least one month of the year. 
Inadequate sanitation is also a problem for 2.4 billion people, who are then 
exposed to diseases, such as cholera and typhoid fever, and other water-​borne 
illnesses.404 Two million people, mostly children in the Global South, die each 
year from diarrheal diseases alone, which can be easily avoided with access 
to clean freshwater. According to the WHO, “unsafe or inadequate water, 
sanitation, and hygiene cause approximately 3.1 percent of all deaths—​over 
1.7 million deaths annually—​and 3.7 percent of DALYs (disability adjusted life 
years) worldwide.”405 Scientists even showed in 2023 that “gravitational sur-
veys have measured the depletion of underground reservoirs, which is caused 
in large part by irrigation, especially in northwestern India and western North 
America. These surveys show that groundwater pumping shifted enough mass 
into the oceans to cause 6.24 millimetres of global sea-​level rise between 1993 
and 2010,” which led to a “substantial impact on the Earth’s rotation axis.”406 
It was not caused, as many articles said,407 by “humans” but by the insatiable 
thirst for water by agribusiness growing water-​dependent crops despite near-​
desert conditions408—​in occupied Palestine, northwestern India, or in the 
western United States (for instance, with Saudi alfalfa farms expanding into 
the Arizona Sonoran Desert).409

The vocabulary of these reports carefully masks the responsibility of 
ideologies and of political choices by using “human activities” to denounce 
the facts that “metals, such as arsenic, zinc, copper, and selenium, are 
naturally found in many different waters. Some human activities like min-
ing, industry, and agriculture can lead to an increase in the mobilization 
of these trace metals out of soils or waste products into fresh waters. Even 
at extremely low concentrations, such additional materials can be toxic to 
aquatic organisms or can impair reproductive and other functions.”410 These 
“activities” are not “human,” they are dictated by colonialism, imperialism, 
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and capitalism. Crops such as corn, rice, cotton, or sugarcane; the garments 
and textile industry; meat production; the beverage industry; automotive 
manufacturing;411 and militaries the world over all need a lot of water. The 
privatization of water, leading to higher cost of water, and the monopoly 
over sources of water by a dozen corporations in the world412 belie the prin-
ciple of universal access to water. The accumulation of such data may have 
a numbing effect. What can be done against so many assaults on the bodies 
and minds, on the mental and physical health of billions of racialized peo-
ple? Where to start?

Water has been made scarce by structural racism, and that scarcity is 
manipulated to restrict even more access to water. It is expropriated to wash 
the streets of wealthy neighborhoods; make their trees, lawns, and flowers 
grow and flourish; fill up their swimming pools; allow for showers three times 
a day; answer to the avidity of the agribusiness, fashion, chemical, building 
industries. The racial distribution of water impacts peoples living under the 
regime of fabricated scarcity. Water scarcity takes a greater toll on women and 
children because they are often the ones responsible for collecting it. When 
water is farther away, it requires more time to collect, which often means less 
time at school.

In Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive Accumulation, 
Federici mapped the connections between the forms of enclosure that 
occurred with the birth of capitalism and the destruction of the commons. 
She looked at the multiple attacks launched by capitalism on the vulner-
able, the poor, on women exercising healing practices, on midwives curing 
people with herbs or charms, on mutual aid and on popular powers.413 More 
recently, looking at the “new enclosures” at the heart of the present phase of 
global capitalist accumulation from a feminist perspective, Federici centered 
on women and “reproductive work as crucial to both our economic survival 
and the construction of a world free from the hierarchies and divisions capital 
has planted in the body of the world proletariat.”414 The commons, she said, 
should not be understood as happy islands in a sea of exploitative relations 
but rather as autonomous spaces from which to challenge the existing capital-
ist organization of life and labor. The commons (light, air) were neither pub-
lic nor private land or goods, they could not be “owned by particular groups 
or individual and were enjoyed by all.”415 As politician and politics scholar 
Derek Wall has written, prior to the period of European colonialism, “com-
mons were the rule rather than the exception across much of our planet.” Wall 
notes that although “commons were never pure,” the “global assault on the 
commons did real damage to formerly communal peoples, and such attacks 
on indigenous people and commons continue in the twenty-​first century.”416



82 Making the World Clean

Weaponizing Water

Capitalism needs water to run its economy, and the military, an institution 
vital to its protection, consumes a lot of water and will do anything to keep 
its privileged access to that resource. There is a long history of water manage-
ment to serve the interests of the colonial extraction economy, racial capit-
alism, and neoliberal economies. From the canals built to bring water to the 
sugar plantations’ mills, to white enclaves, to the Industrial Revolution came 
the pollution of rivers and the diverting of water. Armies have been known to 
poison water or bomb dams. In the 20th century, diverting rivers and build-
ing dams to bring water to large irrigation projects for different industries and 
agribusiness, and increased use of pesticides, became a requirement.

Let me refer to some of the numerous criminal projects around water. 
Colonial states, empires, and armies have threatened to flood a city or a val-
ley, to poison wells and rivers, to hinder access to water. The Water Conflict 
Chronology dates the oldest example in 2500 BCE, when Urlama, King of 
Lagash (from 2450 to 2400 BCE), in Mesopotamia, diverted water from this 
region to boundary canals, drying up boundary ditches to deprive Umma 
of water. But weaponizing water does not belong only to old empires or to 
Biblical times. Western colonial civilizing missions did not hesitate to poison 
wells or deprive populations of water. In 1904, as German colonial troops 
brutally suppressed a rebellion by the Herero people of German South West 
Africa (modern-​day Namibia), General Lothar von Trotha pledged to exter-
minate the Herero people. Germans drove the populations into the Namib 
Desert, which led to massive death from dehydration and starvation; they also 
reportedly poisoned desert water wells. Seventy percent of the Herero popula-
tion was killed in what became known as the Herero and Namaqua Genocide. 
In the 1960s, the U.S. Army bombed irrigation water supply systems in North 
Vietnam. An estimated 661 sections of dikes were damaged or destroyed; and 
between 1967 and 1972, its “Operation Popeye” used silver iodide for cloud 
seeding over Vietnam, hoping to provoke floods. In Mozambique in 1976, the 
apartheid Rhodesian government dropped bacteriological agents in ground-
water. And, as I will come to in more detail, the State of Israel systematically 
deprives Palestinians of water or pollutes their sources of water.417

Under colonialism, the appropriation of water went hand in hand with 
land theft. In India, for instance, where an irrigation network was well devel-
oped, the British interest in water resources in the Indus Basin “was closely 
related with plans for large-​scale agriculture production in the sub-​continent 
which subsequently would boost the British Empire,” and “preference was 
given to the reclamation of large barren and unoccupied wastelands and 
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transforming them into productive land. There were well-​developed canal 
command areas or colonies, which cultivated a variety of crops, such as cot-
ton, rice, wheat, barley, sugarcane among others.”418 It is important to notice 
the long afterlife of this colonial policy when the British Raj turned “repre-
sentative chiefs into unrepresentative aristocrats, granting them magisterial 
powers, a paramilitary apparatus and immense landed estates (jagirs) on 
newly irrigated land,” siphoning “off rents, land revenues, and export cash 
cops like indigo, opium and cotton, all at the expense of previously pastoral 
tribesmen now forced to settle and toil as local farmers.”419 Large estates, 
monoculture, and exploitation no longer protected the land from the worst 
of floods or droughts.

Contaminating water does not occur only in the Global South; the Love 
Canal case in the 1950s United States shows how inhabitants of the same 
polluted water site were treated differently along racial lines. Looking at 
the role of racism offered a “wider perspective, emphasizing how gender, 
race, and class shaped the environmental movement.420 The Love Canal was 
originally planned as a community settlement powered by a canal connect-
ing the Niagara River with Niagara Falls.421 Only one mile of the canal had 
been dug when the project came to a halt due to lack of funding. The site 
was sold to Hooker Chemical Company, which, from 1942 to 1953, with gov-
ernment sanction, used the partially dug canal as a chemical waste dump. 
Public awareness of the disaster unfolded in the late 1970s when investiga-
tive newspaper coverage and grassroots door-​to-​door health surveys began 
to reveal a series of inexplicable illnesses—​epilepsy, asthma, migraines, and 
nephrosis—​and abnormally high rates of birth defects and miscarriages in the 
Love Canal neighborhood. Wet winters in the late 1970s raised the water table 
and caused the chemicals to leach into the basements and yards of neighbor-
hood residents, as well as into the playground of the elementary school built 
directly over the canal.422

Race played a role in how the damages were assessed. Those living in 
the “projects”—​the racialized poor neighborhoods called Griffin Manor—​
were ignored in the allocation of damages. As a 63-​year-​old Black grand-
mother said in response to the lack of attention that low-​income renters had 
received: “Mostly black people live in these projects, what do they care? Kill 
them all (laugh).”423 White workers created the Homeowners’ Association, 
with membership based on home ownership because many were owners of 
their homes, while many Black residents living in Griffin Manor were rent-
ers. Finally, white owners receive compensation or moved away; Black people 
stayed and did not receive the same amount of compensation. When the scan-
dal erupted, Hooker Chemical and Plastics Corporation sold the territory to 
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the municipality of Niagara Falls, arguing that their contract absolved them of 
all responsibility. The canal was backfilled with earth, and a new Niagara Falls 
neighborhood was built on it. If the Love Canal scandal brought awareness 
to contamination, structural racism maintained the division between the 
uncontaminated and the polluted, as we saw in 2016 with the lead seepage 
into the drinking water of Black communities in Flint, Michigan.424

In the Global South, the Green Revolution—​the 20th-​century agricultural 
project initiated by the USA that utilized plant genetics, modern irrigation 
systems, and chemical fertilizers and pesticides in the name of increas-
ing food production and reducing poverty and hunger—​began in Mexico, 
then reached India, Pakistan, China, the Philippines, and farther.425 It led to 
increased water consumption, soil degradation, and chemical runoff that did 
significant environmental damage; simultaneously, fertilizers and pesticides 
polluted air and water. The Green Revolution had harmful consequences on 
agriculture and human health. In India, for instance, the increase in the use 
of pesticides led to a “large amount of water pollution and damage to the soil. 
Another major issue is the pest attack, which arises due to an imbalance in 
the pests.” It added to the problems brought by the canal systems and by the 
“irrigation pumps that sucked out water from the groundwater table to sup-
ply the water-​intensive crops, such as sugarcane and rice.”426 Since it was led 
by scientists and engineers trained in the West, or applied by foundations or 
NGOs linked to the West, the Green Revolution dismissed Indigenous know-
ledge and crops.427 In the 1990s, “under the patronage of the international 
financial institutions and certain governments of the North, the big multi-
national groups of the sector managed to gain control of the water services 
in many cities of the world, particularly in the Global South.”428 This was 
when a major global offensive in favor of the privatization of water services 
and sanitation, which ended up benefiting large multinational corporations, 
was orchestrated by international financial institutions such as the World 
Bank and International Monetary Fund. But, as journalist Olivier Petitjean 
has remarked, “it was also supported with great enthusiasm by the govern-
ments of the countries where these multinational groups originated (first and 
foremost by France) as well as by the European Union.”429 The promises of 
corporations proved to be misleading, leading to increased costs of access to 
freshwater, corruption, and mismanagement in the cities of the Global South 
and the Global North.430 Large and modern irrigation projects obstruct access 
to water for people of color and Indigenous people. One example is the Majes 
Project, a large-​scale irrigation system in Peru that “aimed in its first stage to 
turn 22,000 ha of arid lands of the Majes desert into a highly modern and profit-
able agriculture oriented towards growing commercial export crops.”431 Juana 
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Vera Delgado and Margreet Zwarteveen, in their detailed study of Indigenous 
resistance to the project, show how what was considered “a key element of the 
modernization of the Arequipa region in Peru,” which “included the resettle-
ment of people, development of roads, generation of electricity and reform 
of land tenure systems,” was “carried out by centrally financed bureaucratic 
institutions, highly dependent on international funds.”432 The colonial ideol-
ogy that had seen Indigenous water systems as “ ‘anomalous’, ‘abnormal’ and 
even ‘unnatural’ ” persisted among “those who propagate modern ‘univer-
sal’ models of water management.”433 Globally, existing ways of managing and 
using water have not been “seen and judged on their own merits and terms 
but are evaluated against the universal and ideal model.”434

Management of water under racial capitalism is like neoliberal cleaning 
up: it does not listen to communities’ needs; it looks at numbers, computer 
tables, and profits. In A Vital Frontier: Water Insurgencies in Europe, anthro-
pologist Andrea Muehlebach retraces the history of a “Global Water” struc-
ture435 whose objective was to facilitate the creation of water markets where 
investors could insert “the logic of private property and profit ‘into the heart 
of a public infrastructure.’ ”436 The “number of people globally served by pri-
vatized water companies” thus grew “from 335 million in 2000 to 1.1 billion in 
2015.”437 The water insurgencies in Italy or France, she then described, oppose 
the “possessive individualism so central to capitalist modernity.”438 We might 
look to Bernard Barraqué’s genealogy of “water management.”439 His three-​
step approach on the development of the water industry goes like this: (1) in 
the 19th century, a quantitative water management based on civil engineer-
ing; (2) from the end of the 19th to the beginning of the 20th century, a quali-
tative management based on sanitary engineering and local institutions; and 
(3) since the end of the 20th century, a heritage management with an envir-
onmentally engineered approach.440 This approach includes neither colonial 
or imperialist policies, nor Indigenous programs of water in the non-​West (in 
India, Cambodia, or China, for instance), nor movements in the Global North 
that oppose the privatization of water commons.

A decolonial antiracist feminist and abolitionist critique studies how 
access to water, as elemental, is privatized, racialized, and gendered. By doing 
this, it anchors environmental politics in the experience of Black, Indigenous, 
and Brown peoples. If their needs for water were fulfilled, then it would mean 
that clean water has been communized. Water scarcity limits access to safe 
water for drinking and for practicing basic hygiene at home, in schools, and 
in healthcare facilities. When water is scarce, sewage systems can fail, and 
the threat of contracting diseases such as cholera surges. Scarce water also 
becomes more expensive. Water is at the core of national and global policies 
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but as long as we do not attack racial capitalism, racial and gender inequities 
will continue.

Discourses and policies that rest on data and call for a universal right 
to water use the vocabulary of “humanity” and “humans” as a single cat-
egory. As Jamaican novelist and philosopher Sylvia Wynter has warned us, 
the “human” was reconceptualized in relation to concepts of Blackness and 
modernity. She explains that “the word ‘native’ really means the European is 
‘generically human’ and its ‘natives,’ ‘others.’ ”441 And she adds: “If we are the 
bearers of ‘human otherness,’ it means that the world of the human remains 
subordinated to the world of ‘Man.’ We are going to have to struggle for an 
entirely new definition of what it is to be human. The West has ‘unified’ the 
world, but it has ‘unified’ the world increasingly under one, what I call the 
‘ethno-​class’ or Western bourgeois conception of what it is to be good man 
and woman of one’s kind.”442 Or, to say it more bluntly: “Do you realize what 
is happening? YOU HAVE ‘PEOPLE,’ WHO ARE THE ‘REAL’ HUMANS!”443 
Historically, the distribution of water has been geared toward the satisfaction 
of “real humans.” Reports on “humans” and humanity” continue to maintain 
the division Wynter analyzed.

Around the world, communities have adopted the dual strategy of resist-
ance practices that Delgado and Zwarteveen have observed among Andean 
Indigenous communities “to obtain legitimacy as citizens and water-​right 
holders.” On the one hand, they affirm their “own culture, language and tradi-
tions to demonstrate their own ‘otherness’ ”; on the other, they “pragmatically 
and strategically appropriate and borrow elements of these same hegemonic 
discourses and insert those into their own modes of thinking and doing to 
construct a dynamic alternative to modernity and development.”444

In 2023, the population of Guadeloupe, whose native name is Kerujéra, 
“the island of beautiful waters,” had lived for thirty years with water cutbacks. 
An obsolete network, its poor maintenance, and a poor water quality have 
demonstrated the persisting colonial domination on water. Furthermore, 
domestic tap water has been unfit for consumption due to chlordecone 
contamination. Under ministerial dispensation, chlordecone, a pesticide 
that was banned in France in 1990, continued to be authorized until 1993 
for use in the banana plantations in Martinique and Guadeloupe owned by 
descendants of slave plantation owners. It has caused significant and long-​
lasting pollution on both islands. Over 90 percent of the adult population is 
contaminated by chlordecone, according to Santé publique France, and the 
population has one of the highest rates of prostate cancer in the world.445 The 
French state made exceptions to the law forbidding the use of chlordecone 
to “satisfy the voracity and financial appetites of the descendants of slavers, 
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who unfortunately found accomplices in the political class in Martinique,” 
Garcin Malsa said.446 Malsa, the former mayor of the town of Sainte-​Anne 
in Martinique and the former president of a local ecological association, 
Assaupamar (Association pour la sauvegarde du patrimoine martiniquais), 
founded the first Martinican ecologist party, Modemas.447 To Caribbean 
scholar Malcom Ferdinand, not only “As [sic] no viable decontamination 
method has yet been found, this molecule is likely to remain in the soil for 
many generations to come,” but also “extending to all the ecosystems of these 
islands, this pollution is widespread. All of Martinique’s water sources and 
80% of Guadeloupe’s are located in contaminated areas.”448 As early as 2006, 
the associations SOS environnement Guadeloupe, Union régionale des con-
sommateurs, Agriculture-​santé-​société-​environnement, and Union des pro-
ducteurs agricoles de la Guadeloupe filed a complaint against X (X in French 
law is when the author of the damage or crime cannot be identified), so that 
those responsible for the chlordecone pollution affecting Guadeloupe’s soils 
and food chain might be “identified and punished.”449

After sixteen years of investigation, on January 2, 2023, a French tribunal 
dismissed the chlordecone scandal and ruled out any criminal liability of the 
state and plantation owners, while young activists who had protested against 
the chlordecone scandal were quickly indicted and tried.450 To Ferdinand, the 
chlordecone poisoning was a case of ecocide, the crime characterized as “ ‘an 
extensive damage or destruction which would have for consequence a severe 
alteration of the global commons or the Earth’s ecological system’—​upon 
which rely all living beings in general and humankind in particular—​and in 
compliance with the known planetary boundaries.”451 The “economy of the 
French West Indies is largely agricultural. But this agriculture is still struc-
tured by a colonial logic. From the outset, these colonies were conceived as 
‘gardens’ to be exploited by Western players, with no regard for the land or its 
inhabitants, to supply their own markets with exotic food products, bananas 
in particular. This is what I call colonial living [l’habiter colonial],” Malcom 
Ferdinand said.452 A month after the criminal case of chlordecone contamina-
tion had been dismissed, five Guadeloupeans took legal action in the Pointe-​
à-​Pitre court against the private and public players responsible for water 
distribution in Guadeloupe. The plaintiffs claimed that the restricted access 
to water and sanitation on the island, as well as the contamination of water by 
chlordecone, penalize and endanger the population. The contamination of 
water and the fabricated water scarcity also mean that water corporations are 
making a lot of profit, as Guadeloupeans must buy over fifty million plastic 
bottles a year.453 Finally, after decades of fighting by the peoples of Martinique 
and Guadeloupe, in March 2024, the French National Assembly unanimously 



88 Making the World Clean

voted a proposition for a law that establishes the responsibility of the French 
state in the Chlordecone pollution and establishes compensation for its 
victims.454

The French colonial mode of living can be found in all French “overseas 
territories” (outre-​mer), the territories of the former colonial empire (slavery 
and post-​slavery) that are not independent and remain under French law.455 
Let’s look at Mayotte, an island of the Comoros archipelago in the Indian 
Ocean with a Black and Muslim population. The French state, with the com-
plicity of a local pro-​France elite (the leader of the far-​right party National 
Rally, Marine Le Pen, is always received with flowers and grandeur), sepa-
rated it from the Republic of the Comoros in 1974, making it a French depart-
ment.456 The French State has economic and geopolitical interests; there is a 
Foreign Legion that has had a base there since the 1970s; gas has been found, 
so French companies are interested in Mayotte as a site of extraction;457 the 
island is in the Mozambique Canal, where oil tankers pass through; and it 
serves as a military base for French interventions in the region. As protests 
against the pension reform mobilized people in France in May and June of 
2023, the French state was preparing a vast campaign of expulsion of “illegal” 
tenants and the destruction of houses in a context of a months-​long lack of 
water. Freshwater is now flown by planes from Reunion and Mauritius, but 
it’s sold at a price few people can afford. On June 12, 2023, the authorities 
decided to cut off the water supply four times a week, from 5 p.m. to 7 a.m., 
and declared that this frequency could rise to five, then six, weekly cuts.458 
Local elected representatives blamed the water crisis upon a lack of mainten-
ance of the water system and on migrants;459 the government blames it on an 
exceptional drought. But rather than an exceptional drought, the pollution 
of rivers, accelerated deforestation (Mayotte is the most deforested French 
department), neocolonialism, and racism explain the situation of disposses-
sion and racial politics on the island.

On September 2, 2023, the French minister of the outre-​mer announced 
proudly that every “vulnerable” person (he cited pregnant women and babies) 
would receive two bottles of water per day, while others would have access to 
water every third day.460 The declaration was flabbergasting and cynical. How 
will two bottles of water satisfy the daily needs of a pregnant woman to wash 
herself and the children she may have, to prepare her food, wash her clothes? 
Who calculated the amount? Upon what facts did the expert who declared 
that two bottles were enough base their decision? What about women and 
girls who are menstruating? What about the toilets? Toilets in schools are 
already closed, which means that children cannot relieve themselves all day 
long; by the end of September 2023, many schools had to close because they 
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could not deliver water to the children, and analyses revealed noncompliant 
water quality, deemed unfit for consumption.461 It is certain that none of the 
whites who make these decisions have ever experienced what it is to have 
only two bottles of water in the heat. Furthermore, to attribute the crisis to 
exceptional weather and to practice magical thinking by affirming that rains 
will come and save the situation reveals the chosen heedlessness of French 
state administrators. Not a word about the structure that has led to a lack 
of water—​the power cuts that made the pumps unable to operate, the “sus-
pected pollution of a raw water catchment,” the consequences, according to 
Mayotte elected officials, of “the State forcing us to transfer, in 2017, millions 
of euros to a private operator [SMAE] that has shown itself incapable, in five 
years, of meeting its commitments to increase water production by desali-
nation.”462 And all the reports that draw a link between colonialism and the 
worsening of the consequences of climate disaster were ignored. The water 
situation in Mayotte is exemplary of the ways in which the elemental needs 
of people of color, especially women (in this case Black, Muslim women), are 
not only ignored but treated with contempt.

Indeed, armies, either legal or extralegal, work closely with the police to 
protect the privatization of water, extraction, border control, colonial occupa-
tion . . . Economist Claude Serfati has studied how France has become what 
he has called “l’État radicalisé” (the radicalized state) by making “arms sales 
and nuclear power the last levers of its industrial policy, to the detriment of 
sectors otherwise useful to the population. By arrogating national defense 
issues to themselves, successive presidents have accentuated the authoritar-
ian features of the Fifth Republic, a regime shaped by military coups de force. 
Today, the French army is present in the streets, on Health Defense Councils, 
and wherever Total, Bolloré and consorts take their interests around the 
globe. Freedom-​destroying laws follow one another, giving more power to 
the administration and the police, beyond any democratic control.”463 These 
remarks can be applied to most states defending neoliberal extraction, racial 
capitalism, and occupation, since armies and the police are two major pro-
tectors of environmental racism’s interests and colonization.

Palestine under Colonial Water Politics

Expropriation, dispossession, and restriction of water under colonial occu-
pation and the role of the army in these strategies are well illustrated in 
Palestine. In June 1967, after Israel occupied the West Bank, including East 
Jerusalem, and the Gaza Strip, the Israeli military authorities instituted 
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complete power over all water resources and water-​related infrastructure 
in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, introducing sweeping bans and 
restrictions. In November 1967, Military Order 158 stated that “Palestinians 
could not construct any new water installation without first obtaining a per-
mit from the Israeli army.” Palestinians were forbidden to “drill new water 
wells, install pumps or deepen existing wells, in addition to being denied 
access to the Jordan River and fresh water springs. Israel even controls the 
collection of rain water throughout most of the West Bank, and rainwater 
harvesting cisterns owned by Palestinian communities are often destroyed 
by the Israeli army.”464 The Israeli state declared parts of the West Bank  
“ ‘closed military areas,’ which Palestinians may not enter, because they are 
close to Israeli settlements, close to roads used by Israeli settlers, used for 
Israeli military training or protected nature reserves.”465 Palestinians were 
forced to use the new access gained to water sources, especially in the 
Jordan Valley. Israel “connected all the settlements built in the West Bank, 
with the exception of the Jordan Valley, to the Israeli water grid.”466 The Water 
Agreement entrenched Israel’s monopoly over water sources and cemented 
its status as regulator and sole authority for strategic decisions concerning 
water. “Israelis have access to water on demand, while Palestinians receive 
water according to predetermined allocations.”467 In 2023, a report stated 
that “since 2021, Israeli authorities have demolished nearly 160 Palestinian 
reservoirs, sewage networks and wells across the occupied West Bank and 
East Jerusalem—​claiming they were unauthorised—​according to the United 
Nations humanitarian agency, OCHA.”468 During the first half of 2023, 
authorities knocked down almost the same number of Palestinian water 
installations as they did during all of 2022. Defending the demolitions, the 
Coordination of Government Activities in the Territories (COGAT) said that 
“the allocation of water for agriculture is performed in accordance with the 
law.”469 “According to Amnesty International, Palestinians in the occupied 
West Bank each consume, on average, 73 liters of water a day. Israeli citi-
zens, meanwhile, consume approximately 240 liters of water a day. And, 
even worse, illegal Israeli settlers consume more than 300 liters per day. The 
Palestinians’ share of the water is not only far below the average consumed 
by Israelis, but is even below the recommended daily minimum of 100 liters 
as designated by the World Health Organization.”470 According to another 
report, “Palestinians say they can barely get enough water to bathe their 
children and wash their clothes—​let alone sustain livestock and grow fruit 
trees,” while “in sharp contrast, neighboring Jewish settlements look like an 
oasis. Wildflowers burst through the soil. Farmed fish swim in neat rows of 
ponds. Children splash in community pools.”471
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The Israeli army “has confiscated approximately 1000km2 of land to cre-
ate closed military zones, which amounts to more than 20% of the West Bank 
territory. Excluding the areas that fall between the green line and the segre-
gation barrier, Palestinians are barred entry to all of the military zones which 
are mainly on the eastern slopes of the Bethlehem and Hebron Governates 
in the Jordan Valley.”472 The army not only confiscates land for its own pur-
pose and protects the privatization of water and its racialized distribution, 
but it also contaminates sources of water. Hence, Doctor Mahmoud Sa’ada, 
former head of the Middle East Division at International Physicians for the 
Prevention of Nuclear War, gives the example of nuclear facilities in Israel in 
the contamination of water: “the radiation from the facilities and its waste 
burial sites is causing increased rates of cancer and birth deformalities [sic] in 
the Palestinian communities of the West Bank.” He also notes the “incidence 
of radiation leakages into the subterranean water systems in both Wadi Araba 
and the aquifers of the Naqab Desert.”473

When in March 2023 Itamar Ben Gvir, Israel’s national security min-
ister, whose portfolio includes overseeing prisons within the Green Line, 
ordered “an end to what he calls ‘the summer-​camp conditions of mur-
derous terrorists,’ ”474 nobody was surprised that it meant, among unprec-
edented measures against all Palestinian prisoners, the limitation of 
showers to four minutes per person. Furthermore, each prison wing would 
be curbed to one hour of running water each day (less than one minute 
per person).475 Ben Gvir clearly showed how, under colonialism, cleanli-
ness is reserved for the occupiers. His decision is one among many taken 
in the Israelis’ water war against Palestinians.476 By violating a basic human 
need, to wash oneself, Ben Gvir was weaponizing the necessity of wash-
ing and cleaning oneself. His decisions were simply the borrowing of colo-
nial racial politics that had declared that the colonized were smelly and 
unclean, in order to legitimize torture and denial of rights. They are also 
connected to racial colonial representations that seek to confirm the line 
between clean/​civilized: here the green lawns of Israeli streets, the clean 
beaches of Tel Aviv, a people who “literally made the desert bloom; and 
over there, deliberately polluted sites.477

For years, millions of liters of sewage were discharged into the coast of 
Gaza every day.478 Dr. Abdallah al-​Kishawi told the Associated Press that in 
Gaza alone, there has been a 13–​14 percent increase every year in the number 
of patients admitted with kidney problems to Gaza City’s Shifa Hospital.479 
Not only is the State of Israel organizing the lack of water, it is forcing the 
Palestinian Authority to “purchase water from the national Israeli water com-
pany, Mekorot, at several times the cost. In total, Palestinians in the West Bank 
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consumed 239 million cubic meters (mcm) of water in 2020, 77.1 of them 
purchased from Israel and then distributed unequally throughout the West 
Bank.”480 The State of Israel has “established at least 15 waste treatment facil-
ities in the West Bank to recycle waste largely produced inside Israel,” pro-
cessing “hazardous waste and dangerous substances such as medical waste, 
solvent waste, oil waste, metals, electronics and batteries, as well as sludge.”481 
At the same time, it has “prohibited Palestinian communities from develop-
ing essential infrastructure, including waste treatment facilities.”482 The waste 
dumped in Palestine also arrives “from the illegal Israeli settlements,” exacer-
bating the “already dire situation of these overburdened landfills. Currently, 
there are over 200 Israeli settlements in the West Bank housing a settler popu-
lation of more than 620,000.”483

To Mohammad Shehadeh, Euro-​Med Monitor regional manager in 
Europe, Gaza is a place where “a civilian population caged in a toxic slum 
from birth to death are forced to witness the slow poisoning of their children 
and loved ones by the water they drink and likely the soil in which they har-
vest, endlessly, with no change in sight.”484 The Israelis’ war on water against 
Palestinians (and neighboring countries) knows no limits, and is made even 
worse by the climate crisis. The European Union has remained passive when 
confronted with the fact that Israel “has caused destruction worth more than 
$2 million to EU aid projects in the occupied West Bank over the past five 
years . . . Israel has ‘demolished or seized’ almost 560 ‘structures’ within aid 
projects since 2015. The projects were financed by the EU collectively and by 
its governments individually. More than 70 of those structures were destroyed 
or confiscated between January and October [2023], according to the note.”485 
Cases abound of organized spoiling of soil and water scarcity caused by colo-
nialism, the army, and the state. The state can thus turn off water or drastically 
limit its use by prisoners, patients in mental hospitals, or the elderly in hos-
pices, who are no longer given time to shower, adding to humiliation, a loss of 
self-​worth, stress. It affects mental health and punishes communities. Water 
is a weapon against Palestinians’ lives.

Challenging the description of a region as dry, barren, a terra nullius (the 
term used by colonial powers to describe a land as barren, unoccupied, and 
uninhabited in order to justify colonization, genocide, and dispossession) 
contributes to a decolonial narrative. It is important to insist on the fact that 
no region was barren, that it had lush gardens, snow, wet mountains, oases 
where water has long nourished a flourishing agriculture, or deserts where life 
was sustained. “Water scarcity is not so much about how much water there is 
and more about what it is being used for.”486 Images of water scarcity, of streets 
full of discarded plastic bags and refuse, make for compelling headlines. The 
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deliberate poisoning of water by the State of Israel and the Israeli army shows 
that depriving Palestinians of clean water is a racial weapon.487

Occupying Armies and Water Contamination

Occupations by armies have a direct effect on water because of their material 
needs and the daily needs of soldiers, because of their waste, and because 
of the racist assumptions underlying occupations. The cholera epidemic 
that broke out in October 2010 in Haiti, six months after the 2010 deadly 
earthquake—​“one of the most deadly in modern times, with 800,000 sick and 
at least 10,000 dead” (the official death toll)—​embodies the politics of the 
colonial and imperialist enclosure of water that leads to death. Despite the 
high death rate, the search for the causes took a very long time, bringing to 
light complicit links between the military, the politics of neglect of a civilian 
Black population, racist assumptions, and, in this case, adding the obstacles 
international institutions created to slow if not forbid inquiry in their chain of 
management.488 For nearly two months after the outbreak began, the United 
Nations, the World Health Organization, and the U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention in Haiti refused to investigate the source of the chol-
era epidemic, arguing it was more important to treat patients than to find the 
source of the disease.

If it had not been for the relentless pressure of Haitians themselves—​who 
were convinced that there was an explanation other than the lack of sanita-
tion in Haiti and rejected the racist assumption that since it was Haiti (poor, 
with corrupted elites and neglect of hygiene), an epidemic was not surpris-
ing—​the source would likely not have been uncovered. They organized pro-
tests and finally, in December, UN Secretary-​General Ban Ki-​moon relented 
and called for an investigation. The UN had until then refused to consider 
what Haitians had suggested: that circumstantial evidence implicated UN 
peacekeepers. The protection of the institution preceded the protection of the 
Haitians. The hypothesis of the Haitians had to be proven right by a French 
doctor from Doctors without Borders, Renaud Piarroux—​another sign of rac-
ism. Piarroux retraced the path of the vibrio taken from the sick in Nepal, 
where an epidemic was raging at the same time, to the Nepalese peacekeep-
ers’ camp in Haiti, where many soldiers were sick, and then to the towns and 
villages along the river that feeds a water system where thousands of Haitians 
drink, bathe, and play. Thus, the hypothesis of the Haitians was proved right. 
It was the discharge of the septic tanks of the camp in the river that was at the 
origin of the bacteriological epidemic. Despite the proof, the UN refused to 
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apologize and to consider reparations. Haitian life was considered cheap; it 
did not matter. A river had been wasted, people had died, but saving a reputa-
tion and avoiding having to pay for damages were more important. The search 
for the causes of the cholera epidemic in Haiti showed that it is necessary to 
discover the cause of lack, of contamination and pollution, before imagining 
what action could be taken. Finding the source of the cholera epidemic did 
not contribute to imagining the kind of action that would concretely lead to a 
politics of the elemental.

Engineering Water and New Forms of Privatization

Water’s scarcity is another opportunity for engineering that serves neoliberal 
racial capitalism. The rush to artificially produce rain and other technologies 
to provide water (desalinization, for instance) has mobilized engineers, states, 
and the military. The United Arab Emirates, a petro-​monarchy, one of the hot-
test and driest regions on Earth, has been leading the effort to seed clouds and 
increase precipitation. It flies planes that release salt flares into the most prom-
ising white clouds, hoping to trigger rain.489 Another technique is to zap clouds 
with electricity.490 However, there are questions over whether seeding clouds 
in one location might take rain away from another location, and over the long-​
term environmental impacts of silver iodide. China, Iran, the USA, and India are 
all experimenting with artificial rain. In India, Kondala Murali Mohan, a scien-
tist with Krishi Vigyan Kendra (Medak), who works on such experimentations, 
said: “The method can lead to acidification of the oceans, ozone layer depletion 
and an increase in the levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide. Silver is a heavy, 
toxic metal and it harms the health of plants, humans and animals. Cloud seed-
ing is also a costly method. A foot of rainfall costs around USD 200.”491 According 
to engineers, “produced water” found in most oil-​ and gas-​bearing rocks will 
mitigate lack of water. Produced water is the result of the technique of hydrau-
lic fracturing (“fracking”), which brings “frac fluid” or “flowback water” to the 
surface. Engineering, closely associated with the military and the economy 
of extraction, offers technological solutions to social and political problems 
whose formulation neutralizes short-​ and long-​term consequences.492 Thinking 
together technology and race, Ruha Benjamin coins the term “the New Jim 
Code,” by which she means “the use of new technologies that reflect and repro-
duce existing inequalities, but are promoted and perceived as more objective 
and progressive than the discriminatory systems of a previous era.”493

The production of contaminated water and air, of racially and socially 
segregated public and social space, has not stopped. We cannot expect 
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communizing politics of water from the neoliberal authoritarianism whose 
objectives have been embraced by the state. Sources of water that feed worth-
less projects (the swimming pools and lawns of the rich, resorts, and so on) 
or mining, fast fashion, the military, and the chemical, car, nuclear, and agri-
business industries must be cut and reappropriated. Any privatization of 
water must be resisted. The discourse of “sobriety,” advocated by Western 
governments, puts the burden on people, whereas industries that consume 
too much water and reject polluted water continue to do as they want. The 
way in which imperialism, the military, and capitalism talk about the wars 
on water is a warning. Their war is a war to protect expropriation and extrac-
tion, and armies are mobilized to keep water flowing for their interests and 
those of capitalists. Engineers and scientists are mobilized to find artificial 
sources of water rather than contributing to stop climate warming, deforesta-
tion, mining, and agribusiness. Against this war of attrition that condemns 
the majority of humanity and other species to death by thirst, wars of libera-
tion of the commons must be organized. If the enemy cannot be underesti-
mated because it knows nothing else but colonization and extraction, then 
for those fighting the wars of liberation of the commons, it is a question of life 
and death for the many.

The denunciation of the fabricated triviality of non-​white women’s ele-
mentary needs must be connected to the current crisis around water. The 
analysis of the hindered access to water and its consequences for health and 
washing reveals a nexus of diverse interests: the long history of wars around 
water, and the privatization of water and its transformation into a rare and 
costly commodity; the role of the chemical, cattle, fashion, agriculture indus-
tries in the pollution and contamination of water; the military; and the class 
of engineers who are trained to treat social and cultural demands with indif-
ference. Communities’ opposition to the privatization of water and engineer-
ing projects that threaten the sources of water, the constant work of scientists 
and activists to unveil why and how water is contaminated, and what are the 
diseases that contamination produces, bring to light the understanding of 
water as a common that must be collectively managed.

Colonialism Lays Waste

“Hostile nature, obstinate and fundamentally rebellious, is in fact repre-
sented in the colonies by the bush, by mosquitoes, natives and fever, and 
colonization is a success when all this indocile nature has been tamed,” wrote 
Fanon.494 Colonialism transforms peoples into bodies to exhaust to death 
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and land into a resource to exhaust to extinction. Both are capitalized upon. 
Colonization moves to a new site to exploit once it has dispossessed and over-
worked a people, once it has exhausted a mine, a territory, a forest, a river 
of their resources. It leaves behind open pits, emptied forests, contaminated 
soils, legacies of trauma, villages destroyed; it increases the consequences of 
fires and floods. Waste is the other name of colonialism.

To Liboiron, to make “capitalism and colonialism synonymous, or to 
conflate environmentalism and anticolonialism, misses [the] complex rela-
tions” that Glen Sean Coulthard (Yellowknives Dene) has explained when 
calling “for scholars to shift their analysis away from capitalist relations 
(production, proletarianization) to colonial relations (dispossession, Land 
acquisition, access to Land).” Liboiron cites Coulthard: “Like capital, colo-
nialism, as a structure of domination predicated on dispossession, is not a 
‘thing,’ but rather the sum effect of the diversity of interlocking oppressive 
social relations that constitute it. When stated this way, it should be clear 
that shifting our position to highlight the ongoing effects of colonial dispos-
session in no way displaces questions of distributive justice or class struggle; 
rather, it simply situates these questions more firmly alongside and in rela-
tion to the other sites and relations of power that inform our settler-​colonial 
present.”495 In other words, Liboiron wants “to make (more) apparent their 
ongoing relationships maintaining colonial Land relations as well as to anti-
colonial Land relations.”496 Liboiron cites Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, for 
whom the “homogenization of various experiences of oppression as coloni-
alism” accomplishes “a form of enclosure, dangerous in how it domesticates 
decolonization. It is also a foreclosure, limiting in how it recapitulates dom-
inant theories of social change.”497 As Tuck and Yang write, among the differ-
ent forms of colonialism, settler colonialism institutes a relation to land and 
home that is

rooted in a homesteading worldview where the wild land and wild people were made 
for his benefit. [The settler colonist] can only make his identity as a settler by making 
the land produce, and produce excessively, because “civilization” is defined as pro-
duction in excess of the “natural” world (i.e. in excess of the sustainable production 
already present in the Indigenous world). In order for excess production, he needs 
excess labor, which he cannot provide himself. The chattel slave serves as that excess 
labor, labor that can never be paid because payment would have to be in the form of 
property (land). The settler’s wealth is land, or a fungible version of it, and so payment 
for labor is impossible. The settler positions himself as both superior and normal; the 
settler is natural, whereas the Indigenous inhabitant and the chattel slave are unnatu-
ral, even supernatural.498
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As I was reading during the summer of 2023 about the devastating fires in 
Maui, Hawaii, which destroyed much of the historic city of Lahaina, I guessed 
colonialism was partly responsible. At a briefing on August 9, 2023, Major 
Gen. Kenneth Hara, commander general of the Hawaii Army National Guard, 
said: “We don’t know what actually ignited the fires, but we were made aware in 
advance by the National Weather Service that we were in a red flag situation—​
so that’s dry conditions for a long time, so the fuel, the trees and everything, 
was dry. That, along with low humidity and high winds set the conditions for 
the wildfires.”499 Despite this, colonialism was quickly held responsible, along 
with climate disaster, and explanations appeared about how colonialism had 
contributed to climate disaster. Posts claiming “the wildfires in Maui are not 
a ‘natural’ disaster” started to appear online.500 Scientists “prominently men-
tioned the role of non-​climate influences in the intensity of the firestorm, 
such as the introduction of highly combustible nonnative plants, as well as 
weather patterns that happen naturally.”501 Carmen Lindsey, the board chair 
of the Office of Hawaiian Affairs, said: “The fires of today are in part due to the 
climate crisis, a history of colonialism in our islands, and the loss of our right 
to steward our ‘āina and wai. The same Western forces that tried to erase us as 
a people now threaten our survival with their destructive practices.”502

The city of Lahaina was once the seat of the independent Hawaiian 
Kingdom, where the “waters were so abundant that boats once surrounded 
the iconic Waiola Church. Kamehameha The Great’s palace stood tall at 
the town’s center, keeping watch over the shoreline.”503 Then the USA colo-
nized the island,504 and 19th-​century colonizers seized land from Indigenous 
hands, disrupted “traditional resources management,” and introduced non-​
native plant species such as guinea grass, whereas plants native to Hawaii 
were beneficial to limiting wildfires.505 The colonial objective was to “forci-
bly snuff out native flora, creating land area for large-​scale agriculture and 
plantations.”506 Cattle ranching and sugar and pineapple plantations (Dole 
Pineapple Company) laid waste on the island. Large-​scale monocropping 
“led to the rapid loss and degradation of native ecosystems through increas-
ing dominance by non-​native plants,” which contributed to the frequency 
and strength of fires. During the “post-​plantation era,” starting around the 
1990s, plantations were abandoned, and easily flammable non-​native grass 
spread. The number of wildfires Hawaii experienced rose drastically in the 
same era.507 Maui became an island where “golf courses glisten emerald 
green, hotels manage to fill their pools and corporations stockpile water 
to sell to luxury estates. And yet, when it came time to fight the fires, some 
hoses ran dry.”508 To Kaniela Ing, former Hawaiian legislator and the director 
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of the Green New Deal Network, the wildfires are “a tragic symbol of the cli-
mate emergency and colonial greed.”509 Ing notes that the colonial “ethos of 
extraction and destruction persists in Maui’s most dominant industries: land 
speculation and tourism.”510 Canadian political analyst Naomi Klein and 
Hawaiian law professor Kapua’ala Sproat warned about what would unfor-
tunately come if there were no collective organization: more water privati-
zation, more land speculation: “Disaster capitalism—​the well-​worn tactic 
of exploiting moments of extreme collective trauma to rapidly push through 
unpopular laws that benefit a small elite—​relies on this cruel dynamic,” they 
wrote, recalling the aftermaths of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans in 2005, 
Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria in 2017, and the 2004 tsunami in Thailand 
and Sri Lanka. Maui was disaster colonial capitalism.511

There are not crimes of colonialism, colonialism is itself a crime.512 It sets 
up a model of extraction and exhaustion whose consequences persist long 
after plantations or mines have been abandoned. Today, agribusiness and 
other economies of extraction and appropriation such as tourism are the 
heirs of the economy of the plantation: the privatization of land, soil and sub-
soil, rivers, and lakes; extraction to the point of exhaustion; destruction of the 
environment; exploitation of people of color and Indigenous communities.

Is Colonialism a Direct Cause of Climate Disaster?

The International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has recognized in its 
sixth report (2022) the responsibility of colonialism in climate disaster. 
“Vulnerability of ecosystems and people to climate change differs substan-
tially among and within regions (very high confidence), driven by patterns of 
intersecting socioeconomic development, unsustainable ocean and land use, 
inequity, marginalization, historical and ongoing patterns of inequity such as 
colonialism, and governance.”513 Hence, the distinction must be made between 
colonial and capitalist wasting because otherwise we “miss the necessary 
place of stolen Land in colonizers’ and settlers’ ability to create sinks for pollu-
tion as well as stolen Land’s place in alternative economies (via a communal 
commons) and environmental conservation (via methylmercury-​producing 
hydroelectric dams),” as Liboiron has argued.514 In other words, the question 
is: Is it upon stolen land that capitalism dumps its waste, does some green-
washing, or builds its sites of conservation? Colonialism, which has not dis-
appeared with the end of European colonial empires and continues to shape 
societies, is stolen land, and that fact must never be forgotten. The discourse 
and iconography of waste (bad for health; bad for the environment; bad for 
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animals, fish, and birds; ugly) feeds the desire to make waste disappear and 
to preserve protected natural reserves while masking the fact that these pro-
grams of conservation are on stolen land, or that cleaning up may endanger 
complex bio-​systems. Waste must not be approached in ways that will crimi-
nalize the “unclean,” support capitalist forms of recycling, and encourage con-
sent to technological fixes. Cleaning up to save the planet without dismantling 
colonial relations and racial capitalism is greenwashing. “When most people 
refer to waste and pollution today, they are referring to a set of relations that 
uses Land as a sink for a relatively new form of waste characterized by unprec-
edented tonnage, toxicity, and heterogeneity, created within industrial politi-
cal economies premised on growth and profit,” Liboiron notes.515

Invoking the image of Land as a sink, of Earth as a toilet, will not chal-
lenge the Eurocentric ideology of cleanliness. The bourgeoisie considered 
that what is being dumped is dirty and people who work in the massive 
dumping sites are unclean, choosing to ignore the ongoing relationships 
between production, consumption, race, and waste. The distinction between 
colonialism as pollution and capitalism as production of waste means that 
we must carefully retrace the history of cleanliness as white supremacy and 
colonial rule and look at its “formidable shock in return” in the racial treat-
ment of waste under capitalism. The notion of “formidable shock in return” 
(un formidable choc en retour) is taken from Aimé Césaire’s 1950 Discourse on 
Colonialism.516 Translated into English as a “terrific boomerang effect” in the 
sentence “one fine day the bourgeoisie is awakened by a terrific boomerang 
effect,” it was meant to describe how colonization, “distilled into the veins of 
Europe,” would mean that “slowly, but surely, the continent proceeds towards 
savagery.”517 A formidable shock in return seems more appropriate here to 
describe the astonishment and psychological difficulties with which a major-
ity of Western Europeans and North Americans observe how their lands can 
become sinks and toilets.

As sociologist Gurminder K. Bhambra has argued, “it is not simply a 
capitalist world that colonialism had facilitated through ‘primitive accumula-
tion’, but a world in which colonialism is continuous with the reproduction of 
capitalism.”518 Otherwise, the danger will be to fail “to attend to the historical 
production or ecocidal impacts of dominant models of extractivism.”519 The 
end of European empires is not enough, and the rise of “new postcolonial 
nations is not the final realization of a global, capitalist market economy, it 
is a return to ‘colonialism by corporation’, by transnational corporations with 
assets beyond the scale of all but a few nation states.”520

Racial capitalism does not replace colonialism, it exists alongside it and 
adds to the level of devastation. “Instead of treating the Earth like a precious 
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entity that gives us life, Western colonial legacies operate within a paradigm 
that assumes they can extract its natural resources as much as they want, 
and the Earth will regenerate itself,” said Hadeel Assali, postdoctoral scholar 
at the Columbia Center for Science and Society.521 If colonialism cannot be 
made the sole and direct cause of climate disaster, its economy of extraction, 
dispossession, exploitation, mining, monoculture, and war has had lasting 
consequences that have added to the devastation caused by racial capitalism, 
the fossil fuel industry and mining, and imperialism and its wars. One must 
also examine how the logic of colonization has been adopted by postcolonial 
nation-​states, authorizing mining, forestry, or road building in minorities’ 
territories without their approval, imposing a culture, language, and form 
of knowledge. The term “settler” has been banalized as if a settler is not the 
occupier of someone else’s land. A decolonial feminist politics of vital needs 
must insist on the abolition of settler politics, the most brutal and violent 
expression of which can be seen in occupied Palestine, but that can also be 
observed in South America, Asia, or Africa against Indigenous peoples.

The Wasting of French Colonialism-​Imperialism

To step aside from the hegemony of North American cases, I look at the ways 
in which French coloniality under the regime of the republic, neoliberal cap-
italism, and imperialism has been laying waste to land, resources, and peo-
ples’ living conditions. I come from Reunion Island (in the Indian Ocean), 
which became a French colony in the 17th century and is today a French 
department. I have had a direct experience of how race and colonialism 
shape the environment and how their consequences not only last centur-
ies, but some of these consequences are felt long after destruction has been 
effected. I learned early on that we were living in an environment shaped by 
slavery and colonialism—​why cities were built where they were; why poor 
people of color lived where they did; and how the large sugarcane fields, riv-
ers, mountains, volcanoes, and beaches had been inscribed in the colonial 
and postcolonial economy; but also how, from the first years of coloniza-
tion, autonomous territories had been carved out by the maroons in the high 
mountains of the island. They drew two geographies: the one they fled, under 
colonial domination; and another where they created alternative ways of liv-
ing. I studied the combined work of scientists (first botanists, then biologists, 
oceanographers, and volcanologists), engineers, soldiers, and business exec-
utives (whether slave traders, slave owners, bankers, or multinational CEOs) 
who fabricated “nature” as excess that needed to be tamed and disciplined 
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and, through the tourism industry, enjoyed. I observed how the Cold War and 
the Green Revolution continued to transform the environment in the Indian 
Ocean and to consolidate an alliance between the military, engineers, mul-
tinationals, and scientists. Understanding what is at stake in the negotiations 
around “climate change” meant considering the place of these stakeholders 
in the context of a global counterrevolution—​the erosion of rights, the politics 
of “non-​raciality” beneath which, as David Theo Goldberg has argued, lurk 
more sinister shadows of the racial everyday and persistent institutional and 
structural racisms522—​and colonial/​racial capitalism.

In the 15th century, European navigators described two islands in the 
southwest of the Indian Ocean, known today as Mauritius and Reunion, as 
paradises, with no natives and no dangerous animals but with abundant water 
and forests, and birds and fish that were so unafraid of humans that they were 
easily captured. On Reunion and Mauritius, European colonizers met flocks of 
dodo, a bird strange to their eyes, which they described as a cross between a 
turkey and a bird. A specimen of the dodo brought by the Dutch, who had taken 
possession of Mauritius (the European act of “taking possession” being in itself 
colonial), to Europe in 1599 became an instant fascination and was widely rep-
resented in drawings and paintings. Within 80 years, the species was extinct. 
Ebony forests, whose trees are famous for their high quality and resistance, and 
which covered Mauritius, were cut en masse for exportation by Dutch settlers. 
Land was cleared to give way to plantations of sugarcane brought from Java, 
Indonesia. When they left on July 16, 1658, the Dutch abandoned a mutilated 
island to move to Java, a move from extraction source to extraction source that 
would be repeated through colonial history and persists to this day. Ecocide 
preceded the racial violence of slavery and colonization. On Reunion, coffee 
then sugar plantations meant clearing forests, deeply transforming the coastal 
geography. Today, both islands’ environment has been reshaped to satisfy 
tourists’ desire for the tropics: access to pristine beaches, to all-​inclusive ser-
vices, to landscapes and an unthreatening multiculturalism that can be shown 
on Instagram. Making tropical islands Europeans was to make them white, 
multicultural, and open to white fantasies of the tropics.

Colonization always starts with massacres and destruction (which do not 
target only a human population; in the case of Reunion and Mauritius, there 
was in fact no native population), and is followed by control and the construc-
tion of a pacified environment. I take the ravaging of forests and birds as a 
forerunner of what was to come: deforestation, monocultures, enslavement, 
exploitation, fabrication of lives that do not matter or “matter for the wrong 
reason—​for use value, expendable and disposed of once no longer needed,” 
as Maynard and Simpson have written.523 There is no colonization without the 
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destruction of the environment. The disappearance of the dodo and of ebony 
forests brings to light the logic of the colonial economy of exhaustion: exploit 
a resource until it no longer provides benefits and move further to exploit 
another source; and to do so, dispossess, exploit, extract, and destroy.

The French bought enslaved Malagasy and Africans to work in the plan-
tations of Reunion, and indentured workers from India, China, Africa, and 
Madagascar. Roads and cities were built to facilitate the work of the colonial 
administration and its militia, and the transport of sugar and coffee between 
plantations and the harbor. Enslaved from Madagascar, East Africa, and 
other countries of the ocean’s rim; indentured workers from the Indian con-
tinent, China, East Africa, Madagascar, and Kanaky; migrants from Gujarat, 
Guangdong, and countries of Southeast Asia made these islands theirs. 
Slavery was work until death, racism, torture, and constant humiliation.

It is important to understand both the common and different traits of 
French colonialism to study its politics of dispossession of Indigenous commu-
nities, its regimes of enslavement, forced labor, organized migrations and the 
plantation, its campaigns of sterilization and forced abortion, its penal colonies, 
its policies of deportation and exile. They reveal how the afterlives of slavery and 
colonialism live on. More attention has been given to environmental racism 
in French overseas territories, especially Martinique and Guadeloupe, thanks 
to the work of Vanessa Agard-​Jones, Jessica Oublié, and Malcom Ferdinand.524 
However, we are still missing a comprehensive work that analyzes how the 
French state practices environmental racism in all its overseas territories (the 
Indian Ocean, the Pacific, the Caribbean, and South America) from those who 
experience it: Indigenous peoples, descendants of the enslaved, of migrants, 
of indentured workers, of refugees and migrants in all the diversity of their 
practices, memories, and knowledge (in the way that U.S., South American 
governmental or corporate environmental politics are analyzed by Indigenous 
peoples and Afro-​descendants communities).525 The racism of French white 
environmentalism and of the European Community (the French overseas ter-
ritories are integrated in the EC) plays an important role. It requires that we pay 
attention to local and regional specificities, class conflicts, racisms, gendering, 
and anti-​migrant policies while tracing what connects these differences under 
the political frame of French republican coloniality.

The French Army, Science, Stolen Land

In French Guiana, French colonization attacked Indigenous lives, stole 
their lands, destroyed their conditions of life, deported them, forced them 
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into enclosures, exhibited them in human zoos, and imposed evangeliza-
tion.526 “Estimated at between 20 and 30,000 at the time of the arrival of the 
Europeans, the Indigenous were only 1,200 in 1960. These 1,200 people are 
the only representatives of some fifty nations that populated Guiana at the 
time of the first settlement of Europeans,” writes geographer Jean Hurault.527 
Colonization meant the genocide of Indigenous peoples, slavery, and the cre-
ation of a penal colony. The promise of equality, which was the 1946 demand 
for the end of the colonial status and for the status as a French department 
with all the same rights as the French, was never accomplished. Racism per-
sists. Today, Indigenous communities coexist with Bushinenge (descendants 
of maroons), descendants of enslaved, Hmong, Chinese, and Antillean com-
munities, with migrants and refugees from Haiti, Brazil, Suriname, and other 
neighboring countries. At the top of the social and racial hierarchy, like in 
any other French postcolony, are the well-​paid and racially privileged French 
administrators, civil servants, engineers, police, and soldiers. The French 
state remains the largest landowner in French Guiana, with a landholding of 
93.66 percent of the cadastral surface area.528 Gold mining (gold is the sec-
ond largest export resource of Guiana and accounted for 83 percent of total 
exports in 2014), the exploitation of the Amazon forest (which covers 8 mil-
lion hectares of forest, of which 7.5 million belong to the state), the discovery 
of offshore oil deposits in 2011 by Total, which possesses an exclusive permit 
for exploration, cohabit with anti-​migrants politics, lack of public services, 
dependency on France for any decision, and organized poverty. All of this 
characterizes Guiana under French rule.

The installation in 1964 of Europe’s Spaceport in Kourou, in the northeast 
of the country, represented a source of important revenue for the French state 
and of prestige with the launching of satellites and rockets, and, in December 
2021, the successful launching of the James Webb Space Telescope. A white 
city was created to house engineers and administrative staff and their fami-
lies. The creation of Kourou showed the historical links between colonialism, 
the army (2,100 military personnel from the three armies who are perma-
nently stationed in Guiana), and science. France had “lifted a small satel-
lite into orbit” from Algeria in November 1965.529 For those who would be 
surprised that it occurred in independent Algeria, let us remind them that 
the French state insisted on keeping a presence in the Sahara to continue 
to exploit oil and test nuclear bombs. But the French-​Algerian agreement 
required France to seek another site. The French institution in charge of the 
construction of the Spaceport “contracted Colombians to provide manual 
labor, they were supplemented by workers from elsewhere, particularly Brazil 
and Surinam.”530 Colonialism requires European expertise, but land and 
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workforce are extracted from the enslaved, forced laborers, or migrants. In 
Guiana, the workforce was not even local. During the construction of the site, 
opposition described the “project as a ‘cancer,’ a ‘diabolical plan’ that would 
produce a ‘white city’ by chasing Guyanese from their land and redistribut-
ing it to Europeans.”531 As sociologist and antiracist activist Saïd Bouamama 
summarizes:

The decision to set up the space centre in Guiana in 1964 was done at the same time 
and for the same reasons as that to carry out nuclear tests in Polynesia. Algeria’s inde-
pendence simultaneously deprived French colonialism of its nuclear testing ground 
in the Sahara and the Hammaguir base near Bechar where missile and rocket launch 
tests were conducted. Two sets of factors contributed to the choice of Guiana. The first 
related to geographical and climatic factors: Guiana is close to the equator and does 
not experience seismic and cyclonic hazards. The second was political: Guiana at the 
time was thinly populated and characterized by low economic development which 
limited both the risks of human disasters in the event of accidents and those (it was 
believed) of a consistent medium-​term demand for independence.532

The state developmentalist ideology was strong among the local con-
servatives and even the Left Creole elite; Kourou was seen as progress and 
modernism. The creation of Europe’s Spaceport also entailed the expulsion of 
Indigenous communities, the clearing of forests, and the militarization of the 
site. In 1971, Marie-​José Jolivet, a French social scientist, described Kourou 
as a “socio-​professional hierarchy to be exactly inscribed on the ground.”533 
Kourou, according to Jolivet, was carefully constructed to enforce social and 
racial borders:

For the Boni or Saramaka laborer: salvaged boards and a well-​camouflaged shanty-
town (the landscape must not be disfigured!). For the relocated cultivator: cramped 
accommodation in a reserved housing project located at the entry of the city. For the 
skilled worker: an apartment in a standard housing complex at the edge of the town’s 
center, the only place where it is imagined that Creoles and Whites could mix. And 
then the White town, with its hierarchical gradations almost scrupulously respected 
. . . Can one have dreamed up a more vivid demonstration of the expertise of Whites 
to orchestrate the countless hierarchical encounters that allow them to maintain the 
ideological bases of their domination?534

The racialized spatialization that Jolivet outlined in 1971 can be found in any 
French overseas territory. Producing wasted land and wasted rivers, extract-
ing resources, and exhausting bodies are enterprises protected by the state, 
which facilitates the installation of private corporations, mining, the leasing 
of lands, expropriation, and dispossession.
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Mining Is Wasting

According to the International Indian Treaty Council, “during the California 
Gold Rush, miners dug up 12 billion tons of earth, excavating riverbeds and 
blasting hillsides in their fervor. They also used mercury to extract gold from 
the ore, releasing an estimated 7,600 tons of the toxic chemical into Northern 
California rivers and lakes. The amount of mercury required to violate federal 
health standards today would be equivalent to one gram in a small lake.”535 
Mining is waste producing and wasting.536 There is no threshold of dispos-
session, exploitation, and extraction in mining. When corporations abandon 
a mine, they leave the earth open and the soil, air, water, and people con-
taminated. Coal, oil, nickel, gold, cobalt, anything that can be found deep in 
the earth or in the ocean to serve growth and profit attracts corporations and 
states. Around the planet, on land and sea, tools for researching, identifying 
the sources of minerals, and for their extraction are becoming more and more 
sophisticated. The tale that justified Spanish conquistadores’ devastating 
colonial conquest in Central and South America, and that remains powerful, 
goes like this: in the early 1500s, Spaniards heard of “an Amazonian king who 
regularly coated his body with gold dust, then plunged into a nearby lake to 
wash it off while being showered with gold and jewels thrown by his subjects. 
They called the city ruled by this flamboyant monarch El Dorado, Spanish 
for ‘gilded one.’ ”537 The tale grew into a legend of a whole country paved with 
gold. To this day, “Eldorados” excite the appetites justifying the openings of 
the Earth or of the oceans.538

The colonial need for silver and gold opened wide the Earth. In Potosi, 
the modern mine was born, “where the average ‘working’ life of a miner was 
six to eight years (on Southern sugar plantations, it was eight to ten years).”539 
According to the International Indian Treaty Council, in California,

over 150,000 Indigenous Peoples lived prior to the Gold Rush with sustainable cultures 
and economies based primarily on hunting, gathering and fishing. By 1870, the Native 
population of California had declined to an estimated 31,000 with over 60 percent per-
ishing from diseases introduced by the 49ers [the name given to gold diggers rushing 
to the west of the USA in 1849]. Tribes were also systematically chased off their lands, 
forcibly relocated to missions and reservations, enslaved and brutally massacred. In 
1851, the California State government paid $1 million for scalping expeditions. $5 was 
paid for a severed Indian head in Shasta in 1855 and twenty-​five cents was paid for a 
scalp in Honey Lake in 1863.540

Mining kills and pollutes. In a now-​classic book, Uruguayan journalist 
and novelist Eduardo Galeano spoke of the Open Veins of Latin America.541 
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He retraced the history of plundering since the beginning of colonization, the 
ransacking by Spanish armies, the infamous mine of Potosi, and the tens of 
thousands of kilos of gold and silver extracted from the mine that arrived in 
Spain between 1503 and 1660.542 European modernity was fed by extraction 
and wasting. Under postcolonial regimes, extraction remains the production 
of wasting. In 1977, four women and fourteen children arrived in La Paz and 
started a hunger strike against the destruction of their lives and environment 
by mining. They said: “We didn’t come to consult, but to inform. Our decision 
has been made. In the mine, the hunger strike never ends. We’re born and it 
begins. We have to die there too. A slower death, but just as certain.”543 They 
articulated the racial and class fabrication of death, the inevitable premature 
death promised by capitalism.

In 2021, the biggest diamond mine in Angola, run by Catoca, a joint ven-
ture owned by Endiama, the Angolan state mining company, and the Russian 
mining giant Alrosa, leaked toxic waste in the Kasai River, a southern tributary 
of the mighty Congo River. The leak caused “an unprecedented environmen-
tal and human disaster” in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where 12 peo-
ple died.544 “The river turned red. Then dead fish by the ton floated up to the 
surface. Then thousands of people started getting sick.”545 Reports from local 
inhabitants confirmed by scientific studies show that cleaning the waste not 
only takes years but the polluted site may even never be cleaned. Programs of 
cleaning up extremely rarely take advice from local inhabitants. For instance, 
in Ogoniland, oil pollution by major oil corporations was said in 2021 to take 
30 years to clean up (if cleaning is conceived first by the inhabitants). While 
the Ogoni people see themselves as “custodians of a borrowed environment—​
borrowed from their forefathers and from a generation not yet born,” cleaning 
up is in the hands of private interests.546

In Guiana, the French state supported the Montagne d’Or mine pro-
ject, which would have produced tons of waste. Drilling started in 2011 to 
determine the emplacements of gold resources in an area situated between 
two biological reserves. In 2015, Alexei Mordashov, a Russian billionaire 
and owner of the mining company Nordgold and the Canadian company 
Columbus Gold, constituted a conglomerate to exploit the mines, which 
received the official support of French president Emmanuel Macron. In 
2017, the latter confirmed his support: “Everyone knows my involvement 
in the early stages of the Gold Mountain project.”547 In the name of eco-
nomic development and developmentalist ideology, the Creole elite, which 
monopolize local political institutions and represent French Guiana at the 
French Parliament, backed the project. The Association des Amérindiens 
de Guyane française (AAGF, created in 1981), which had been asking for 
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the restitution of their land since 1984, opposed the project.548 The AAGF 
was transformed in 1992 into the Federation of Amerindian Organization of 
Guiana (Fédération d’Organisations Amérindiennes de Guyane), which rep-
resented Indigenous groups at the national and international level; finally, it 
became the Organisation des nations amérindiennes de Guyane (ONAG) in 
2011. The French government, true to its colonial conception of the republic, 
gave its authorization to mine in 2020. The Montagne d’Or would have been 
one of the largest open-​cast gold mine projects not only in French Guiana but 
in the world. Its installation required the total deforestation of 1,513 hectares, 
including 575 hectares of primary forests, with high ecological value, on a site 
where more than 2,000 plant and animal species, including 127 protected 
species, had been inventoried. The proposed mining site would have been 
2.5 kilometers long, 500 to 800 meters wide, and 400 meters deep. The area of 
deforestation, “including all installations combined, would directly destroy 
around 10 km2 of primary rainforest. Millions and millions of cubic meters 
of minerals will be transported and treated with cyanide to extract 85 tons of 
gold that Nordgold intends to find in 15 years.”549 Its cyanide ore–​processing 
plant would consume no less than 20 percent of the power generated in 
French Guiana.

Industrial sites of this type inevitably destroy wide swathes of surround-
ing forest, and the likelihood of water pollution due to acid mine drainage is 
high. The greatest risk lies in the dammed storage of millions of tons of cya-
nide sludge. Since 2000, at least 25 mine tailings dam breaks have occurred 
around the world. According to the corporations who would have mined, the 
extraction of gold would have required thousands of tons of explosives and 
cyanide and 195 million liters of fuel during the 12 years of the project. The 
projection was such that, in total, 54 million tons of ore would have been 
extracted from the mountain, but for only 1.6 grams of precious metal per 
ton of ore.550 Opposition became fierce.551 In a powerful manifesto, Neither 
Gold, Nor Master (Ni Or Ni Maître), that describes how French colonization 
divided communities, destroyed the land and the forests, invoked science to 
silence the diverse communities living in Guyana, and sold the project of the 
Gold Mountain, the authors cite the Jeunesse autochtone de Guyane (JAG) 
(Indigenous Youth of Guiana), who saw a “world driven and animated by greed 
for wealth and power, a world devoid of respect and honor.”552 They declared, 
“We’ll light your Gold Mountain. We’ll burn it, we’ll destroy it. Because if we 
don’t, you’ll destroy it, our mountain.”553 In French Guiana as elsewhere, colo-
nial settlers saw an uninhabited land; “only settlers perceive the forest as vir-
ginal,”554 only for themselves. They also bring to light the cruel arrogance of the 
French institutions and tourism. Indigenous activists have also denounced 
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the Creole elite, the descendants of enslaved people who have been educated 
in the French system and have accessed positions of power.555

On November 8, 2017, the International Tribunal for the Rights of Nature, 
which was created by the Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature in January 
2014, heard arguments against the Gold Mountain project, and “Indigenous 
peoples from Africa, Russia, Bolivia, Ecuador, French Guyana, and the USA/​
Turtle Island presented testimonies that drew the Tribunal’s attention to the 
sacredness of Earth—​dimensions ignored in the COP 23 negotiations.”556 The 
Tribunal offered a forum for Guianese people to “speak on behalf of nature, to 
protest the destruction of the Earth—​destruction that is often sanctioned by 
governments and corporations—​and to make recommendations about Earth’s 
protection and restoration.”557 Fernando “Pino” Solanas, an Argentinean cin-
ema director and activist, was responsible for determining whether this mega 
mining project represented a violation of the rights of nature.558 On December 
14, 2018, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 
(CERD) “reprimanded France for its human rights violations against the indi-
genous peoples of French Guiana related to the controverted mining project 
‘la Montagne d’Or’ (‘the Mountain of Gold’).”559 In June 2019, the French gov-
ernment backed off. But it was not because the French state was ready to lis-
ten to Indigenous voices, since it still refuses to sign Convention 169 of the 
International Organization of Labor relative to Indigenous peoples.560

The AAGR (Association of Amerindians of French Guiana) led to the cre-
ation of the Kolectif Pou-​Lagwiyann Dékolé (KPLD), which brought together 
different communities (Indigenous Bushinenge, Creoles), and for which 
the right to land became a central demand. Christophe Yanuwana Pierre, 
member of Indigenous Youth of Guiana, articulates the demand in these 
terms: “We never had borders. To say that this river’s branch marks the end of 
our territory or that crossing it would mean we no longer are in our territory, 
this is not our way of thinking.”561 Earth cannot be “the object of appropriation 
but only of usages and modes of inhabiting.”562 What matters is the relation 
“to earth, to water, to the living, to the forest, to family, to the basis of what 
makes us humans.”563 Mining violates Indigenous cosmogonies. Yanuwana 
Pierre explains: “In Amerindian tradition, we are taught that problems that 
were resolved by the ancestors have been buried under the earth. By digging, 
we will reveal what they had succeeded in resolving and that cost them enor-
mous sacrifices.”564 To the Indigenous people of Guiana, what matters is the 
elemental: land, water, forest, inhabiting a place. Listening to the inhabitants 
of Guiana does not mean extracting and romanticizing their cosmologies, but 
deploying solidarity and attacking French imperialism, French militarism, 
and the corporate class.
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When in 2023 a group of young Guyanese created a Zone to Defend (zone 
à defendre in French, or ZAD), which they occupied to prevent the construc-
tion of a mega solar factory on Indigenous land that required the destruction 
of forest, they showed that the struggle continued. The project, supported by 
the French state with no consultation with the inhabitants, is managed by the 
Bordeaux-​based company Hydrogène de France (HDF) and 60 percent owned 
by the investment fund Meridiam, headed by Thierry Déau, a black Martinican 
millionaire who is a close ally of Emmanuel Macron.565 It is opposed by the 
Indigenous community of the village Prosperité,566 which is challenging the 
argument of the French state about this being an “empty space.”567 “They [the 
company] consider the site to be empty, dehumanized? But we, Amerindians, 
have lived for centuries in osmosis with the forest: the latter represents a site 
of life in the strongest sense, a hunting and fishing ground, a living pharmacy, 
and more importantly, a space of intergenerational transmission of knowl-
edge. Without the forest, there is no life.”568 The generation engaged in the ZAD 
operates a “junction between indigenous demands and wider anti-​capitalist 
and ecological struggles”569 that deeply disturb a French state used to using 
armed force in its overseas territories to further private or public projects, to 
neutralize and control sites, and to import its culture of expatriates, French 
settlers in the 21st century, in the remnants of its colonial empire.

The devastation brought by the mining industry cannot be underes-
timated, nor the profits the leading 40 companies make (the total revenue 
worldwide was some 925 billion U.S. dollars in 2021).570 Satellite images show 
21,060 polygons created by mines covering 57,277 km2.571 There are more than 
6,000 active mining sites across the globe according to visual interpretation of 
satellite images.572 Open-​pit mines create a significant amount of waste, and 
almost one million tons of ore and waste rock per day can be moved from 
the largest mines; a couple of thousand tons per day are moved from small 
mines.573 Mining leaves behind wasted lands and bodies that industrial clean-
ing up programs do not alleviate. Mines eject an enormous number of tons 
of toxic residue. In France, a mine closed in 2004 was still contaminating the 
environment ten years later.574 Arsenic, mercury, cadmium, lead, contami-
nated soil, and other toxic elements do not disappear when the mine is aban-
doned. A mine kills by poisoning and asphyxiation; it is an important element 
of what I call the politics of unbreathing (more on this later) and poisoning.

Whether mining is open-​pit, underground, or both; conventional min-
ing, dredging of placer deposits, or harvesting brine from salt lakes; or the col-
lection of nodules from the sea floor or harvesting minerals from submarine 
volcanic vents (iron ore, coal, copper, nickel, tin, lithium, gems, potash, kao-
lin) and the mechanization of deep-​sea mining, the availability of cheap labor 
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remains connected to colonialism, capitalism, and imperialism. In Colombia, 
in the Cerrejón region where the Wayuu people live, the third-​largest coal 
mine in the world (the largest in South America) has been destroying the 
Indigenous people and their territory.575 In 2009, the Colombia Supreme Court 
warned of an imminent risk of destruction of the Wayuu. Besides the destruc-
tion of the environment, ways of living, and erasure of Indigenous knowledge 
and even words, open mining has brought new diseases: 40 children die every 
year of respiratory disease produced by coal dust. The mining industry brings 
poverty and hunger, it diverts rivers, contaminates soil and water. There are 
no longer fish in the Malacas River, from which Indigenous people drew their 
food. The French state, says Juan Pablo Gutierrez, international delegate for 
ONIC/​Yukpa, bears a responsibility since, for 30 years, it imported coal from 
that mine so that French people would have electricity in their homes. Mining 
is war, adds Guterriez, and mining corporations use paramilitary groups to 
terrorize Indigenous activists. Two hundred Indigenous people have already 
been assassinated in the Cerrejón region by the paramilitary.576

Stopping the mining industry entails weighing up what it means to 
oppose corporations that use armed militias, the price Indigenous peoples 
pay for opposing mining. This brings to mind an act by Extinction Rebellion 
in March 2023 in London that “targeted lobbying firm UK Finance’s head-
quarters at 1 Angel Court near Bank in London. Two people threw pink paint 
over the glass panelling across the front of the building. Others stuck a large 
sticker with the word ‘CORRUPT’ on the window.”577 Gutierrez remarked that 
as he walked back to the building a little later, he noticed that the building had 
already been cleaned. To him, change will come from the Indigenous peo-
ples, for whom “activism is not a choice. The discourse on non-​violence is 
violence in the context of Indigenous peoples’ survival.”578

There is no colonialism and capitalist economy of extraction without 
mining, and this is why the struggle against mining is global. Thus, it is clear 
why many ecological and environmental movements and institutions focus 
on illegal mining as posing the most dangerous threat.579 Irreparability is what 
colonialism and imperialism fabricate. The denunciation of illegal mining 
also justifies the intervention of a multiplicity of institutions that, declaring 
the absence of state power or its complicity with illegal actors, decide what 
the environmental problem is, then fund global and local initiatives that con-
form to what they define as the best way to tackle the problem by a cleaning 
up that is not cleaning. Green mining practices are tied with conservation and 
the creation of “natural parks,” feeding a green interventionism, which is a 
branch of imperialism.
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In 1996, the World Water Council, whose first directors came from two 
major French water corporations (Veolia and Suez, formerly Vivendi), was 
established in Marseille. In 2012, ten water corporations controlled the mar-
ket, the two first being French.580 The World Water Council, which declares 
that “access to water and sanitation is recognized worldwide as a fundamen-
tal right by the international community,” masters the vocabulary of inclusion 
and ecology in the declaration “No water security without ecological security 
/​ No ecological security without water security.”581 It is a case of what phi-
losopher Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò has called “elite capture”—​the process by which 
a radical concept can be stripped of its political substance and liberatory 
potential—​deployed by political, social and economic elites in the service of 
their own interests.582

Criminalization of Activists

In 2023, the struggle against mega-​basins in France took a new turn. Mega-​
basins are gigantic water storage structures designed to meet the needs of the 
agro-​industry, particularly during the summer months. They are huge arti-
ficial basins, plastic coated and impermeable. The average mega-​basin cov-
ers an area of eight hectares; some of the largest are as large as 18 hectares. 
Contrary to what the French government asserts, they are not filled with rain-
water but with groundwater being pumped out, and they do not avoid evapo-
ration of water, which is an important loss. The existence of mega-​basins was 
brought to the public’s attention when, on Saturday, March 25, 2023, a protest 
against a mega-​basin in western France’s Sainte-​Soline was met with incred-
ible police violence. The movement against mega-​basins had been launched 
with “L’appel des Soulèvements de la Terre” (“The call for Earth uprisings”)583 
written in early 2021 on the Notre-​Dame-​des-​Landes ZAD,584 which vowed to 
fight against infrastructure deemed unnecessary or dangerous for the environ-
ment. With its 628,000-​square-​meter reservoir, Sainte-​Soline quickly became 
a focal point for protesters. Starting on October 30, 2022, several thousand 
opponents had demonstrated for two days and were met with police violence; 
one protester was left with a serious head injury. Construction resumed in 
November 2022, under constant police protection. Organizers then set a 
new date of protest, March 25, 2023. The Macron government decided to 
increase the repression, calling the protesters “eco-​terrorists.” Two hundred 
protesters were injured, 40 of them “seriously affected” by LBD (“defensive 
bullet launcher”) shots and shrapnel from stun grenades. Two demonstra-
tors fell into a coma, and a young woman’s face was severely injured. Three  
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journalists were also injured.585 Protesters inscribed their actions in a gene-
alogy of struggles against mega-​projects with no social utility: “There was 
Larzac, its ten-​year struggle and almost 100,000 demonstrators; there were 
the voluntary reapers and their hectares of land taken over by GMOs; there 
was the Notre-​Dame-​des-​Landes ZAD and its victory against airborne glo-
balization. Not something new, then, but something of a reminder: the need 
to root struggles in the territories, to defend them, to get in touch with farm-
ers and workers, in front of the police and the ecocidal infrastructures they’ve 
been ordered to defend.”586 To many, Sainte-​Soline marked “our special obli-
gation to the land itself, nourishing land, living land. We have a duty to save 
the peasants who suffer and disappear en masse as they feed us, and we have 
a duty to save the living creatures who make the land fertile and fit for cultiva-
tion, or who inhabit it in forests and wastelands and make up worlds other 
than our own.”587 “Rage against the Basin,” protesters urge. “In the firing line is 
the export-​oriented agro-​industry and intensive livestock farming, brimming 
with subsidies, supported by the state and lobbies, which encourages water 
grabbing with no regard for the maintenance of ecosystems and other uses,” 
they declare.588

The government’s response was to criminalize the protest. Against 
Gérald Darmanin’s (Macron’s minister of the interior) demand for the dis-
solution of Les Soulèvements de la terre (Earth Uprisings), a movement of 
solidarity grew. At a meeting of solidarity in Paris on April 12, 2023, as Les 
soulèvements de la terre was being threatened with dissolution by the gov-
ernment, I reminded the public that criminalization of leftist activists had a 
long history, that the state had experimented with environmental destruction 
since slavery in its colonies, that in the 19th century it had deforested vast 
areas in Algeria for colonial settlers, that it has externalized nuclear tests first 
in Algeria then in the Pacific French islands, that it had poisoned Martinique 
and Guadeloupe with chlordecone, and that there were ZAD everywhere, in 
the racialized, popular neighborhoods of France.589

Earth Uprisings looked at what has happened in Spain, where between 
the 1950s and 1990s, 1,226 basins were originally built for intensive agricul-
ture, nautical tourism, and the hydraulic industry, but in fact the majority 
(85 to 95 percent) were for intensive agriculture.590 These basins ended up 
watering golf courses and large farms without any restriction, and drought 
increased. In the summer of 2023, the Convoi de l’eau (Convoy of Water) 
crossed France, planning to arrive in Paris on August 26, stopping in towns 
and villages where mega-​basins threaten the environment. These 2023 strug-
gles against mega-​basins that benefit private interests and contribute to the 
destruction of the environment occurred simultaneously with an uprising by 
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young people protesting the murder of 17-​year-​old Nahel M. by a policeman. 
The police first accused the young Nahel, who was of Moroccan and Algerian 
descent, of having tried to run them over, but a smartphone video showed 
that the vehicle was not directly threatening the police officers. The two young 
men who were in the vehicle with Nahel testified that the “policeman stand-
ing next to Nahel shouted, ‘Don’t move or I’ll put a bullet in your head,’ while 
the second officer then said, ‘Shoot him.’ ”591

For days after, the youth of the banlieues, including some as young as 
12–​14, took to the streets and fought back against the police. They immedi-
ately understood that the police would lie. They know that for years, Black and 
Arab men and children have been killed by the police and these crimes have 
remained unpunished. They are stopped on their way to school, as young 
as 11, they are brutally searched and insulted. From murders in 1973 to the 
racist crimes of the 1980s and of the 1990s, over 700 cases of police murders 
have been recorded.592 They had learned that “race kills twice”: the first type 
of violence “affecting a person’s physical integrity, the second violence taking 
place at institutional level, when penal treatment ignores the racist nature of 
the crimes on trial.”593 Even the Defender of Rights, an independent consti-
tutional authority in France, said that young men of Black or North African 
origin are 20 times more likely to be subjected to identity checks by the police 
than the rest of the population.594 In December 2022, the UN Committee on 
the Elimination of Racial Discrimination condemned both politicians’ racist 
rhetoric and police ID checks that “disproportionately target specific minori-
ties.”595 But nothing has stopped the violence of the French police.

The revolts, which showed the magnitude of structural racism in France, 
were unsurprisingly condemned by the government and its allies, among 
them some academics, journalists, and commentators. I argued then that the 
ZADs, a term commonly used among environmentalists, were not only in the 
countryside, sites where agribusiness, the cattle industry, or other polluting 
industries wanted to settle, but also in the banlieues, where structural racism 
also meant no green parks, no good food, and bad water.596 What I will soon 
be naming the racial politics of suffocation are not only about air pollution 
but also about the violence that racism creates, a place where obstacles to 
breathing abound.

Antiracist Politics of Breathing

“I can’t breathe”: these three words uttered by George Floyd as his life was 
extinguished beneath the knee of a police officer in the U.S. in March 2020 
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became a rallying cry for racial justice and police reform in the U.S. and 
across the globe, launching a movement of toppling statues and monuments 
dedicated to racists, colonialists, and imperialists. These three words had 
already been cried out in 2014 by Eric Garner as he was killed by police in 
New York City. As anthropologist Omotayo Jolaosho has written, these “three 
words have even deeper resonance: they provoke grief and mourning; they 
urge action; they invoke restorative practices among Black people to medi-
ate repression; and they beseech us, as anthropologists, to investigate racial 
inequities in the access to breath, the essence of life itself.”597 Blackness here 
“illuminates social inequity that is specific but not limited to Black African 
descendants. Similarly, breath has the potential to be a connective force 
drawing together multiple points of exposure and vulnerability specific to 
Black experiences, and also marginalization and bodily precarity among 
those not racialized as Black.”598

By connecting the ways in which Black and Indigenous breathing has 
been hindered in industrially polluted urban peripheries and in the areas 
where capitalism installs its polluting industries, I suggest extending the issue 
of waste, cleaning, and race to the analysis of the fabrication of an irrespirable 
and uninhabitable planet. Air pollution is a major cause of death among the 
poor peoples of color, and climate disaster, by intensifying mega fires, is add-
ing to making the world irrespirable, suffocating, deadly, and toxic. In 2015, 
the United Nations reported that about 9 million people had died because of 
pollution, confirming toxic contamination as the “single largest source of pre-
mature death in the world today,”599 from “sources such as coal plants, indus-
try, transport, household fires (16% of all deaths globally).”600 According to the 
authors of the Lancet Commission on pollution and health, “toxic air, water, 
soils and workplaces are responsible for the diseases that kill one in every 
six people around the world. The deaths attributed to pollution are equiva-
lent to three times those from Aids, malaria and tuberculosis combined.”601 
And unsurprisingly, the majority of these deaths occur in the Global South. 
When it was made clear that the COVID-​19 virus that targets the respira-
tory system had a disproportionate impact on the poor, the Indigenous, and 
peoples of color worldwide,602 and given that deaths from COVID-​19 were 
related to severe structural racial inequalities affecting access to healthcare 
and vaccines, the crisis of breathing that people of color live within came to 
light. What I call here the racial politics of unbreathing are the air pollution 
and contamination that colonialism and racial capitalism are producing that 
cause terrible respiratory diseases and premature death among Indigenous 
people and peoples of color and make their world uninhabitable. The World 
Health Organization observed in 2022 that “almost all of the global population 
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(99%) are exposed to air pollution levels that put them at increased risk for 
diseases including heart disease, stroke, chronic obstructive pulmonary dis-
ease, cancer and pneumonia. WHO monitors the exposure levels and health 
impacts (i.e. deaths, DALYs) of air pollution at the national, regional and glo-
bal level from ambient (outdoor) and household air pollution.”603 Speaking 
of unbreathing and un-​inhabitability in a book about race and cleaning in a 
world of waste means speaking about the programs of cleaning up that states 
or international institutions are launching and which end up being detrimen-
tal to the wellbeing of peoples of color. It also means insisting that fighting for 
clean air is fighting for an antiracist world. To reach that goal is to raise the 
question of what decolonial antiracist cleaning is. It is a revolutionary struggle 
whose goal is to dismantle the structures of domination, dispossession, and 
exploitation.

It is important to distinguish between levels of the irrespirable accord-
ing to different situations: “unbreathable” is a situation where the air is not 
suitable for respiration; “suffocating” is when there is not enough oxygen for 
breathing; “deadly” is when the air contains harmful gases or substances that 
can cause death; and “toxic” is when the air is poisonous and poses a danger 
to life.604 All these terms refer to conditions that are hazardous to human and 
nonhuman health and safety, especially in the Global South. To clarify what 
I have tried to explain here, unbreathing refers to the fact that one must hold 
one’s breath under the racialized system. Slavery, colonialism, and racial cap-
italism are not interested in the fact that people can not only not fully breathe 
but not breathe clean air. The lungs of the exploited have always been dam-
aged. In the industrial era, respiratory diseases have been the norm rather 
than the exception;605 in today’s plantations, mines, factories, and housing for 
the poor and racialized, the lungs are attacked. As Fanon wrote, in colonial-
ism “the individual’s breathing is an observed, an occupied breathing. It is a 
combat breathing.”606

Racial capitalism and colonialism’s politics of unbreathing bring to light 
the link between extraction, exhaustion, racism, and suffocation. To map 
unbreathing is to trace the geographies of extraction, waste, and poverty of 
Indigenous, Black, and non-​white communities in the Global South and 
North. It is also to look at another element of the imperial mode of living, the 
promotion and marketing of breathing exercises when that very mode of liv-
ing is responsible for unclean air and suffocation of the planet. Further, these 
exercises constitute a case of imperialist cultural appropriation, for example, 
when in January 2019 the journal Scientific American renamed breathing 
techniques known as pranayama in India as “cardiac coherence breath-
ing.”607 The article had “labelled pranayam ‘ancient’ while simply repackaging 
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its basic methods and principles for a western audience. Some even called it 
an instance of cultural appropriation and plagiarism.”608 One Twitter (now X) 
user replied: “Another case of Turmeric Latte. Pranayama of Yoga called as 
‘Cardiac Coherence Breathing’. Next thing we know, it will be patented and 
sold back to us terming it as superior way of living. Just saying it existed in 
ancient cultures is not enough.”609

The struggle for breathing is an antiracist struggle, which is what I argued 
in 2019 in my text “Breathing: A Revolutionary Act.”610 Exercises in breath-
ing become acts of resistance, bringing air in the lungs to sing. This is what 
Jolaosho says about isiZulu-​speaking shack dwellers in Durban, South Africa, 
who practice “ ‘ukubhodla’ (coughing out)” which is “key to mediating the 
tension of not being able to breathe in an industrially polluted urban periph-
ery.”611 They cite anthropologist Kerry Ryan Chance, who, in Living Politics in 
South Africa’s Urban Shacklands, writes that “coughing out is when you clear 
your lungs of pollution to breathe—​whether to sing, pray, or speak—​in [col-
lective] ritual space.”612 According to Jolaosho, “ukubhodla therefore facili-
tates connection and solidarity during collective events by allowing residents 
besieged in urban peripheries to momentarily change their bodies by expel-
ling pollutants even as they change the air and link with one another through 
sound.”613

In Proletarian Lung, literary theorist and psychoanalyst Damir Arsenijevic 
turns to the lungs of those who work in toxic environments: “I must start with 
the ‘proletarian lung’ of the metal picker whose lungs get burned by the left-​
over chlorine in HAK [Chlorine Alkaline Power House] pipes, who succumbs 
to his injuries and dies. His death is the toll of the extractive logic of preda-
tory capitalism in Bosnia & Herzegovina today.”614 To Arsenijevic, proletarian 
lungs, proletarian cancer caused by pollution, and proletarian asthma attacks 
deserve to have their own autobiographies written and shared.

There is no alternative to breathing. If I cannot breathe, I die. The lungs 
of humans and animals, as well as the lungs of forests, plants, and oceans, 
have long been under assault. Now, across the globe, breathing has become 
a privilege of class and race. The Global South cannot breathe. Indigenous, 
Black, poor, Brown peoples are systematically poisoned with contaminated 
air produced by mining, chemical, weapons, construction, and car indus-
tries, and the consequences on their health are compounded by bad hous-
ing, bad food, no access to public health services, stress, poverty, and racism. 
Exhaustion and suffocation are consubstantial with slavery, colonialism, and 
capitalism, which mined, and continue to mine, Black and Brown bodies, 
lands, rivers, and oceans until they have no life energy left. What remains is an 
uninhabitable and irrespirable world, whose politics of unbreathing deplete 
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its populations, albeit unequally. These are what poet and novelist Dionne 
Brand has described as “the corpses of the humanist narrative.”615 The politics 
of unbreathing are historically racist, tied to capitalist industrial growth and 
environmental degradation. In the 19th century, cities in the Global North 
were heavily polluted—​London was known for its contaminated smog—​but 
today, with much industrial production outsourced to China, India, and 
countries in the Global South, and with these countries’ development, it is 
Southern/​Eastern cities that have dangerously high levels of air pollution. 
What has become a pressing issue for countries in the North/​West, mean-
while, is how to keep externalized pollution from reaching its “clean” areas. 
What is taken for granted in the Global North and West—​running water, elec-
tricity, rail travel, open schools and hospitals with staff and medication, cheap 
fashion, avocados in winter—​is the exception rather than the rule. It is a way 
of life made possible by a regime of exploitation of the many. The “good life” 
reserved for the few requires, in the words of development scholar Christa 
Wichterich, a “transnational care extractivism,”616 organized so that women of 
the Global South compensate for a crisis of care in the Global North (care for 
children and the elderly, the labor of cleaning and cooking, sex work), while 
their own needs, and those of their families, are not respected or fulfilled. The 
lives of people of color are wasted for the comfort of a few.

The exploitation of cleaning work and ideologies of cleanliness that hold 
the planetary ecosystem of racial capitalism together are a site where forms of 
structural violence were at their most blatant during the COVID-​19 pandemic, 
which as we know attacks the respiratory system, the lungs. Governmental 
responses to the COVID-​19 pandemic exacerbated inequalities and injus-
tices. The governmental and health organizations’ advice to wash one’s hands 
thoroughly came up against a lack of access to water that was the result of pol-
itical choices. People of color, who had no choice but to go to their “essential” 
jobs, were more exposed to the virus. The links between hyper-​consumerism, 
racial capitalism, deforestation and increasing zoonoses, the privatization 
of health services, and the fabrication of lives that do not matter were again 
demonstrated.617 Further, studies showed that hesitancy among Black and 
Indigenous people toward vaccines was caused by historical racism, and the 
memories of the legacy of racism in healthcare and medical research, includ-
ing in vaccinations, has had a lasting impact.618 Vaccine inequality—​which 
also has historical racial roots, and meant that much of the world’s vaccine 
production and distribution capacity was reserved by wealthier nations—​
increased the vulnerability of non-​Western populations to premature death.619

On March 18, 2020, the French government ordered a lockdown. The 
race/​class division between those who could afford to stay inside, who were 
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protected by their class and race status, and those who were not protected 
and had to work outside so the society would continue to function was made 
clear. On March 20, 2020, I wrote the following on Facebook:

So now there are the confined and the unconfined who make their daily living from 
the former—​who bring food to the shops, stock shelves, clean, run the till, refuse col-
lectors, postmen, delivery men (I’ve seen 3 already since this morning), transport driv-
ers, hotel cleaners and waitresses (who stay open and provide room service), and so 
many others. Class, gender, age, racialization, health cut across both groups but the 
unconfined are the most exposed . . . There are those who live in 12 m2 and those in 
150 m2, who can have deliveries made or not, who have enough money to subscribe 
to many streaming platforms or not, who have a lot of bandwidth to ensure lessons at 
home or not, who can help the children with lessons or not, who have a computer and 
a printer or not, who are totally isolated or not, who have papers or not, who are finan-
cially comfortable or not, women and children who live with violent partners, single 
women with children, in short, thousands and thousands of situations drowned out 
by the discourse of national unity in a country where inequality, state violence, racism 
and sexism have organized social life for years.

I was stressing the permanence of a structure: what makes social life pos-
sible in “normal” times as well as during a pandemic is the exploitation of the 
work of millions of women of color. The pandemic brought the notion of pro-
tection to the fore: protection from the virus, from one another, of one another, 
from sickness. The state was called upon to fulfill its responsibilities. But state 
protection has never been the same for everyone, neither locally nor at the 
global level. The differences between those who could be confined because 
it did not profoundly threaten their living conditions, who could afford, and 
those who had no other choice than to expose themselves to the virus were 
magnified in the Global South, and between North and South. What the pan-
demic made more visible were the deep, violent, deadly, and destructive 
asymmetries and inequalities produced by racial capitalism. But visibility is 
only one element in the struggle to change structures. Containment exposed 
the very conditions of its possibility: invisible and exploited, racialized, gen-
dered labor (with differences obviously occurring within a gender—​not all 
women are equal, and not all men are equal, and there are not only two gen-
ders). The importance of those carrying out “essential jobs”—​nurses, super-
market employees, deliverers, and cleaners—​was suddenly discovered by the 
bourgeoisie and the media. They were applauded and congratulated, prom-
ises were made to ameliorate their working and living conditions, but all this 
quickly disappeared and went back to “normal.” The COVID-​19 pandemic 
revealed the need for clean water, clean air, emission cuts, and public health 



119Antiracist Politics of Breathing

services in a planet made uninhabitable and irrespirable for billions of people 
by racial capitalism. It made visible the threats posed by the multiplication of 
zoonoses, the increase of air and maritime transport, agribusiness, and the 
cattle industry, and the inequalities in the access to water and other forms of 
protection against contamination.

COVID-​19 unleashed an economic storm that hit the poor the hardest, 
with women and marginalized workers facing the most job losses. According 
to the UN, close to 96 million people were pushed into extreme poverty in 
2020, and “for the first time in two decades, the share of the world’s work-
ers living in extreme poverty increased, rising from 6.7 per cent in 2019 to 
7.2 per cent, pushing an additional 8 million workers into poverty.”620 “Eighty 
per cent of disaster-​related mortality was estimated to be due to the coro-
navirus,” declared the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs in 
2020, adding: “Even without considering significant underreporting (the 
World Health Organization (WHO) estimates global excess deaths of 4.5 mil-
lion in 2020), this figure is already in stark contrast to the 2015–​2019 period, 
when the disaster-​related mortality rate averaged 0.93 persons per 100,000 
population.”621 There was no vaccine equity, nor equity in terms of access to 
care and prevention.622 Without surprise, we learned that the mortality rate 
was, worldwide, higher among Black and Indigenous communities, who 
have been deliberately marginalized by state privatization policies of public 
health.623 Black feminists derided the sudden “discovery” by the white middle 
class that when the home was functioning as an office, online school, gym, 
and leisure space, the housework to be done doubled, if not tripled, remind-
ing us that “most care and maintenance work—​also known as housework—​is 
done by underpaid and undervalued racialized women.”624 White bourgeois 
feminists like to think that their problems and the way they perceive them 
are universal, white ignorance protecting them from learning history. Though 
they applauded women of color continuing to do the “essential jobs” under 
lockdown, the latter were quickly forgotten.

In 2020, the UN warned that women in the Global South and women of 
color in the North would bear the heavier burden of the crisis because nearly 
40 percent of all women employed globally were working in the four most 
affected industries by the pandemic: hotels, restaurants, retail, and manufac-
turing.625 Further, they account for more than 75 percent of all unpaid care work 
in the world and constitute the majority of workers in the cleaning industry and 
90 percent in social services.626 Including girls, women dedicate roughly 12.5 
billion hours to unpaid work every day, and due to the overload of domestic 
work, 42 percent of women in the world are excluded from the labor market 
(compared to 6 percent of men).627 Globally, 58 percent of employed women 
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work in informal employment, and estimates suggested that during the first 
month of the pandemic, informal workers globally lost an average of 60 percent 
of their income.628 According to 2021 projections of the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), “fewer women than men would regain employment dur-
ing the COVID-​19 recovery.” They also showed that state intervention slowed 
the impact of COVID-​19 on women’s employment: Colombia and Senegal 
“created or strengthened support for women entrepreneurs,” and in Mexico 
and Kenya, “quotas were established to guarantee that women benefited 
from public employment programmes.”629 The year 2020 also saw Bangladesh 
under water, a burning Arctic, devastating fires in California, the increasing fre-
quencies of extreme weather events, the consequences of austerity programs 
imposed by the IMF or the World Bank on public health services, prevention, 
and education, and growing inequalities on a global scale—​all of which added 
to the gravity of COVID-​19. The pandemic highlighted what the movement for 
environmental justice had argued for a while: the existence of environmental 
racism, which “refers to the unequal access to a clean environment and basic 
environmental resources based on race,” and the fact that “communities of 
color are disproportionately victimized by environmental hazards and are far 
more likely to live in areas with heavy pollution.”630 Indeed, as climate disaster 
continues to destroy habitats and livelihoods, infectious diseases will spread 
more easily and rapidly through populations.631

But looking only for the consequences of climate change is taking a wrong 
path, as environmental and social justice campaigner Jeremy Williams has 
shown.632 Climate change is structurally racist, disproportionately caused by 
white people in majority-​white countries, with the damage unleashed over-
whelmingly on people of color, and the climate crisis reflects, and reinforces 
racial injustices.633 The pandemic is not behind us.

The killer was not only the virus, one might say, but the afterlives of slav-
ery and colonialism and the current politics of unbreathing and extraction. 
The uninhabitable world is not the consequence of natural phenomena, and 
climate disaster is increasing its uninhabitability. In 2022, parts of India and 
Pakistan reached 50°C, the Philippines suffered destruction from another 
strong hurricane season, floods devastated the Durban region of South 
Africa, and wars continued to ravage countries and peoples. The economy 
of extractive exhaustion of bodies and minds has been compounded by the 
economy of suffocation. Even before being born, children in the Global South 
and in poor, Indigenous, Black, and non-​white neighborhoods in the Global 
North are more vulnerable to premature death. Studies have found that “air 
pollution [is] linked to harm to children while they are still in the womb”: “The 
Southern California Children’s Health study looked at the long-​term effects 
of air pollution on children and teenagers. Tracking 1,759 children who were 
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between ages 10 and 18 from 1993 to 2001, researchers found that those who 
grew up in more polluted areas face the increased risk of having reduced lung 
growth, which may never recover to their full capacity.”634 Children exposed 
to air pollution in the womb are born with more respiratory diseases and less 
resistance to further respiratory and cardiovascular diseases.

The politics of unbreathing are historically racist. “There is an increase 
in respiratory diseases due to harmful products emitted in the air and 
water,” said Cri activist Melina Laboucan-​Massimo about the extraction of 
tar sands in her region, where, as of 2010, more than 2,600 oil and gas wells 
had been drilled.635 Armies have contributed to pollution and contami-
nation of land, air, and water. The environmental impact of wars begins 
long before they do and lingers long after. As the Conflict and Environment 
Observatory summarizes, military forces consume great quantities of 
resources: common metals and rare earth elements, water, and hydro-
carbons. Military vehicles, aircraft, vessels, buildings, and infrastructure 
all require energy, and frequently this comes from low-​efficiency oil.636 
Military bases and facilities, whether on land or at sea, for testing or train-
ing, are highly polluting, and in their environment, cancer and respiratory 
diseases are common. The deadly contamination of bodies and the envi-
ronment by military activity is intimately tied to racial capitalism and its 
uneven effects on life span.637

The aftermaths of military damage upon breathing persist for genera-
tions: one has only to think of the ongoing detriments to health, including 
respiratory cancers, caused by Agent Orange in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, 
which I discussed at the outset.638 The objective of this powerful defoliant, 
80 million liters of which were sprayed on Vietnam by the U.S. Army between 
1964 and 1975, was to destroy the forest where Vietcong fighters took refuge, 
and to destroy crops. Between 2.1 and 4.8 million Vietnamese were directly 
exposed, and to this number must be added Cambodians, Laotians, U.S. civil-
ians and military personnel, and their various allies.639

Imagining and practicing strategies of de-​poisoning—​part of what I am 
calling a decolonial feminist cleaning, as opposed to cleaning up—​contrib-
utes to the struggle for the right to breathe. De-​poisoning practices include: 
Indigenous struggles for the preservation of forests or against the privatiza-
tion of rivers; Indian peasants fighting against the construction of dams that 
damage both the natural and cultural environment; or people around the 
world boycotting or protesting against the polluting industries of weapons, 
fast fashion, agribusiness, and on-​demand e-​commerce. Making the right to 
breathe a revolutionary demand means dismantling the racist economy of 
exhaustion and suffocation. The revolutionary right to breathe means assert-
ing this vital function, which is hindered by capitalism: if we can breathe, we 
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can talk, shout, and sing; we can express, in words, our anger, sadness, or joy. 
If we can speak, we must be breathing, and so, we are alive. Fighting for the 
right to breathe, by striving to reduce air pollution, is fighting for the right to 
a dignified life.

The Politics of Refusal

During slavery, marooning was a practice of radical refusal. Escaping the 
plantation meant creating autonomous ways of life in a new environment by 
learning what that environment was offering (mountains to hide in, rivers for 
water, forests for food) and by using ancestral knowledge (how to fight, how 
to grow food, how to commemorate, to mourn, and to celebrate). In Reunion, 
maroons not only survived the war waged against them by the armed militia 
of plantation owners, they carved forever their names on the territories they 
had liberated, and to this day, the mountains in the interior of the island bears 
their names: Dimitile, Cimendef, Anchaing . . . By leaving their names to the 
spaces they had conquered and lived in, the maroons won a victory over colo-
nial hegemony, which made every effort to erase their memories and their 
struggles. Contrary to the official narrative, maroons did not disappear after 
the abolition of slavery in 1848; they continued to be autonomous from the 
colonial norms of life, property, and work. To this day, marooning remains a 
praxis of refusal in the (post)colonial situation where the people of Reunion 
have no real autonomy over their lives.

In 1979, three brothers, the Adékalom brothers, small-​scale farmers, set-
tled near Étang-​Salé, in the southwest of the island. Condemned and impris-
oned for “squatting” on a plot of the Office National des Forêts (National Forest 
Organization, a state institution) with their herd, they were given dispropor-
tionate sentences, and fined exorbitantly for occupying the state-​owned plot 
of land. On October 25, 1979, gendarmes and agents from the Office National 
des Forêts surrounded the Adékaloms’ boukan (the Creole word for maroons’ 
camps). The police operation was extremely violent; the state confiscated 
their property and auctioned off their animals.640 They became the focal point 
of a complex struggle for independence and cultural resistance. Danyel Waro, 
a maloyeur, sang: “Adekalom Adekalom Adekalom paye pas /​ Adekalom 
Adekalom Adekalom paye pas l’amende là. Ici la Réunion kartié étang-​salé /​ 
3 jeunes Réyonais la partie marron” (Adékalom, Adékalom don’t pay the fine 
/​ don’t pay that fine. In Reunion, at Étang Salé /​ three young Reunionnese 
went marooning). Waro extolled the fact that the Adékalom brothers did not 
pay the fine and that they had followed the long tradition of marooning. The 
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Adékalom brothers were challenging the law of state property rooted in slav-
ery and colonial law. Their story lived through the song of Danyel Waro, but 
their practice of marooning as living communism was buried in the past by 
the repressive state. As we saw in the examples of Guiana, Guadeloupe, and 
Mayotte, among others, the French state remains a colonial and racial state.

With their action, the Adékalom brothers affirmed that the land belonged 
to those who worked it, not to the colonial settlers. Their struggle joined the 
vast range of fights against colonial state violence so clearly expressed by an 
Indian reserve commissioner in 1876, on an Indian reserve on Vancouver 
Island in the region currently known as Canada. He “addressed members of 
‘a Native audience’ (Nation unspecified), who were being moved to reserves 
that were a fraction of the size of their previous Land bases. He explained, 
‘The Land was of no value to you. The trees were of no value to you. The Coal 
was of no value to you. The white man came he improved the land you can 
follow his [sic] example.’ ”641 For this settler commissioner, “until Europeans 
arrived, most of the land was waste, or, where native people were obviously 
using it, [their] uses were inadequate.”642

We can expand that remark to land without a native population, such as 
Reunion. The absence of a native population when the French colonized the 
island has fed a narrative that claims that since there was no native popula-
tion, the land belongs equally to “all” (to descendants of enslaved, of settlers, 
of plantation owners, of French civil servants who work there). That narra-
tive adopted by conservative politicians and media is also supported by a 
fringe of local historians, such as Olivier Fontaine, for whom a colony is “a 
territory on which there’s already a population, which is conquered militar-
ily or by treaty, and on which a dominant country settles and organizes the 
colony according to its interests.”643 To him, the “aim was to make Reunion, 
and therefore the Reunion population, look like victims of colonization, on 
a par with the Algerians, Indochinese and Cameroonians, so as to be able to 
demand reparations and claim autonomy. It has therefore become an ideo-
logical and political issue.”644 The island becomes an exception, an example of 
multicultural France. But the land belongs first to those who escaped slavery 
and created on the territory itself, from what had been a land of unfreedom, a 
space of freedom. It belongs to those who work the land. By seizing the land, 
the natural resources (forest, water, air), and wealth stolen from the people 
by slavery and capitalism, the Adékalom brothers worked in the service of 
revolution.

I share here the ethical imperatives that Maynard and Simpson pro-
pose in their conversation about decolonization and the right to land when 
the claims of African Americans and Indigenous peoples of the Americas 
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are considered. “To fully understand the post-​Columbus world, I believe we 
must think through Indigenous genocide in the Americas and in African con-
texts along the commencement of the African transatlantic slave trade,” says 
Simpson, adding that “land is of unquestionable importance to Indigenous 
peoples and land is of unquestionable importance to Black peoples.”645 But 
to Black peoples deported in the colonies, “there’s really nowhere else to go 
back to.”646 Hence, “what if Black and Indigenous relationality refuses settler 
logic and centres the dismantling in a grounding of the very best practices of 
Indigenous and Black radical politics?”647 With the “deep sharing that comes 
with being part of the land”648 that they propose, the potential for a decolonial 
global ethics emerges that respects different contexts. Hence, if I apply their 
propositions to the case of Reunion, I argue that decolonial justice and res-
titution of land are not about native rights but about the right to land built 
by struggles against slavery and anticolonialism, about the ways oppressed 
Reunionnese created Creole ways of cultivating the land, refusing the logic 
of plantation extraction and exhaustion of the land with their Creole gardens 
and their knowledge of medicinal plants that their ancestors brought from 
their native lands (Madagascar, East Africa, India, China)—​but also from 
17th-​century poor rural France.

Collectives answer to the violence of the state and corporations’ vio-
lence with the occupation of sites, protests, taking the state and corpora-
tions to court, answering to violence with anti-​violence strategies. It means 
overcoming how “we have been so programmed into believing that violence 
doesn’t accomplish anything, that it only begets other violence, that we fail 
to take steps to defend ourselves, because we believe that we will lose,” as 
Black Panther Dhoruba Bin Wahad has said.649 We cannot wait for reforms 
in the production of waste, racialization, gendering, and over-​exploitation 
of cleaners. Cleaners have shown that interventions, occupation, and strikes 
“can generate the quick wins needed to sustain and grow” social revolution-
ary movements.650

Anti-​Cleaning Politics

What I call a decolonial feminist politics of cleaning entails, as I have said 
above, cleaning liberated from racism and white patriarchal bourgeois 
norms, while paying attention to the need for cleaning oneself—​vital, elem-
ental needs that must be attended to. Decolonial feminist cleaning is a strat-
egy of resistance in a time of ruination. Since cleaning, as I have argued, is 
rooted in the racialized, bourgeois, and colonial ideologies of clean/​dirty, in 
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the whitening of cleanliness, in assigning cleaning to women (and to men) 
of color, and in considering cleaning a job without great importance, reform 
will not dismantle its racial-​class-​gender structure. Cleaning must be imag-
ined outside of bourgeois norms (immaculate, germ-​free environment) or 
industrial cleaning up (business for capitalists), which is like pushing dust 
from one place to another. A decolonial feminist politics of cleaning looks 
at the originary technology of breathing and smell in the slave ship. “Slave 
ships had air ports carved out of the hull above the water line so that the liv-
ing human cargo could breathe,” and “slave ships were instantly recognizable 
by the stench they emitted, caused by various kinds of human excreta: urine, 
feces, vomit, or pungent, fear-​filled sweat. It was said in Charleston, South 
Carolina, when the wind was blowing in off the water, that one could smell a 
slave ship before one could see it.”651 It is not that there is no cleaning up to do; 
rather, one must look at programs of rehabilitation and restoration developed 
by Indigenous people and peoples of color; and there again, one must distin-
guish these from punitive programs of rehabilitation based on the criminal-
ization of Blacks, Arabs, Indigenous peoples, Brown peoples.652

A decolonial feminist cleaning is not anti-​technology, though it is aware 
that numerous technologies have served to reinforce domination and rac-
ism,653 but we also know that colonialism and capitalism did not need 
advanced technology to deforest, practice genocides, create plantations. The 
exploitation of enslaved Blacks and what could be considered rudimentary 
technologies (sailing ships) compared to today fed the emerging capitalism. 
In the speculative fiction book Everything for Everyone, the authors imagine 
themselves as recording the people who, by the middle of the 21st century, 
have faced war, famine, economic collapse, and climate catastrophe and have 
forged a collective alternative after insurrections reached the nerve center of 
global capitalism—​New York City. The members of the post-​catastrophe com-
mune turn to technology to design “a new ecosystem partially from scratch” 
and to hold “major debates about how to balance autonomy, accountability, 
and sovereignty in land use decisions.”654 The objective is not to save, because 
“it’s too late to save, but we might repurpose. Suturing, jerry-​rigging, cobbling 
together.”655 Currently, the objective is to find “unexpected resources in the 
muck, using them in new ways. A strategy for ruination.”656

Cleaning in the parlance of white supremacy is cleaning up, getting rid 
of the inhabitants of a site it wants to preserve. Its understanding of preserva-
tion and conservation is connected to bourgeois patriarchal notions of patri-
mony and heritage: things must be kept in their “original” state for its heirs, 
they must remain in the family untouched by non-​whites family members 
and non-​whites in general. This idea of conservation as preservation can be 
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observed in the incredible number of looted objects that are kept in Western 
museums.657 It is the most blatant example of conservation as an obsession for 
a rigid and fixed past and for heritage as private property passed from white 
father to white son—​and thus for humanity, since they stand for humanity 
and they are the only “humans,” as we saw earlier with Wynter. That ideol-
ogy has pervaded white bourgeois environmentalism, which often propa-
gates the dispossession of Indigenous peoples and peoples of color for the 
common good of the world.658 In this utopia as dystopia, green enclaves and 
natural parks are created to offer the rich and powerful the image of a world 
cleaned of everything that could disturb its enjoyment. The museification of 
the environment mirrors the structure of the museum: appropriating memo-
ries, knowledge, objects, plants, animals, and hiring some people as décor to 
project an idea of beauty.

The ideology of a Malthusian environment can be found in the current 
association between migrants and a threat to the environment that Hage, cited 
above, has analyzed. The current rise of “eco-​minded white supremacy fol-
lows a direct line from the powerful attorney, conservationist and eugenicist 
Madison Grant—​a friend of trees, Teddy Roosevelt, and the colonial superior-
ity of white land stewardship. Grant, along with the influential naturalist John 
Muir and other early Anglo-​Saxon conservationists, was critical in preserv-
ing the country’s wildlands for white enjoyment.”659 Muir, who founded the 
well-​admired Sierra Club in 1892, was disturbed by the “uncleanliness of the 
Native Americans,” whom he wanted removed from Yosemite.660 Published 
in 1968, The Population Bomb by Stanford University biology professor Paul 
Ehrlich predicted that overpopulation would fuel worldwide famine and glo-
bal upheaval. Indeed, white environmentalism became linked with crude 
Malthusianism, the idea that the birth rates in the Global South were threat-
ening the environment; vast programs of sterilization were organized—​an 
ideology that has not disappeared. As Miéville writes: “In the combative vari-
ant called Deep Ecology, the tweeness of that vision can morph into brutal-
ity, according to which the problem is overpopulation, humanity itself. At its 
most cheerfully eccentric lies the Voluntary Human Extinction Movement, 
advocating an end to breeding: at the most vicious are the pronouncements of 
David Foreman of Earth First!, faced with the Ethiopian famine of 1984: ‘[T]‌he 
worst thing we could do in Ethiopia is to give aid—​the best thing would be 
to just let nature seek its own balance, to let the people there just starve.’ ”661 
Programs of birth control, of forced abortion and sterilization,662 the lack of 
water for women and girls, and climate catastrophe all combine to maintain 
the racial fabrication of stress, mental health problems, exhaustion, and pre-
mature death. “Environmentalists were hardcore eugenicists. They were as 
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committed to racial thinking as they were to protecting the great redwoods 
in California,” said Heidi Beirich, intelligence project director at the Southern 
Poverty Law Center.663

But “faced with the scale of what’s coming,” Miéville writes, it is tempting 
to turn to “a self-​shackling green politeness. ‘Anything’, the argument goes, ‘is 
better than nothing.’ ”664 It is that ideology of “better than nothing” that allows 
capitalism to continue. We are sold a dream: that small gestures and goodwill 
will stop the devastation of the planet. True, the reading of reports can eas-
ily produce despair, but “despair without fear, without resignation, without a 
sense of defeat, makes for a stance towards the world here such as I have never 
seen before,” as John Berger wrote about the situation of the Palestinians.665 
He quotes a Palestinian former prisoner:

You learn how to struggle together and become inseparable. Certain conditions have 
improved over the last forty years—​improved thanks to us and our hunger strikes. The 
most I did was twenty days. We won a quarter of an hour more exercise time each day. 
In the long-​sentence prisons they used to mask the windows so there was no sunshine 
in the cells. We won back some sunshine. We got one body search removed from the 
daily routine . . . . In the streets it’s the language of bullets and stones between us. 
Inside it’s different. They’re in prison just as we are. The difference is we believe in 
what’s got us there, and they mostly don’t, because they’re just there to earn a living. 
I know of some friendships that began like that.666

This is what the cleaners’ strikes do. They reject the “swathes of ecological 
thinking (that) are caught up with a nebulous, sentimentalized spiritualist 
utopia” in “what the ecofeminist Chaia Heller calls ‘Eco-​la-​la.’ ”667 The strike, 
“as it has been reinvented by contemporary feminism, shows how precar-
ity is a common condition, but also one differentiated through class dis-
crimination, sexism, and racism.”668 Gago, speaking of the women’s strike 
in Argentina, has argued that “the strike has allowed for mapping, from the 
perspective of insubordination, the forms of labor exploitation” to “map the 
unrecognized and unpaid ways in which we produce value and to elaborate 
a diverse collective image of what we call work, territory and conflict.”669 The 
internationalism of cleaners’ strikes brings to light the fact that it is a global 
struggle.

In Aubervilliers (Greater Paris) in June 2023, a group of women of color 
told me that what they aspired to for their neighborhood was trees, gardens 
(and not “green spaces” conceived by designers), clean streets, and safety. 
They understood that the environment in which they live was fabricated by 
race and class, that the state did not think they deserve to create and manage 
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their own environment.670 The uncleanliness and the lack of trees and gar-
dens were designed to express racial and class contempt.

The daily gestures of resistance and of humanization of the world belie 
the dreary tone of reports. A woman interviewed by the French radio France 
Inter on August 20, 2023, who takes care of the sick and the elderly—​knowing 
that, in institutions, overworked staff only pass a humid glove over the face, 
under the armpits, and between the legs of patients—​has decided to give one 
hour to each person she washes and then styles their hair, shaves men, and 
gives them some perfume.671 She knows it matters.

It is important, however, to speak as I conclude this book about a decolo-
nial feminist politics of cleaning of how Canadian-​American feminist writer 
and activist Shulamith Firestone resolved in The Dialectics of Sex the issue of 
women’s drudgery work, in which she included reproduction.672 To Firestone, 
“cybernation would take care of most domestic chores.”673 Firestone wanted 
a total liberation from drudgery and material contingencies, the end of labor 
and reproduction. She dreamed of cybernetic socialism, of a feminist revo-
lution that would give women control over technology. And we recall Davis’s 
view of cleaning as so unproductive and irredeemable that no one of any gen-
der should waste their precious time on it. She pleaded rather for a univer-
sal income for all and for a hi-​tech socialization of housework. Even if a job 
is repetitive and invisible, it would get women out of the home and into the 
workplace, where they would discover collective action and escape the atom-
ization and privatization associated with domesticity. Even if work is brutal, it 
is a site of social, racial, and gendered struggle, where the possibility of class, 
race, and gender consciousness arises.

In a 2017 article, “Promethean Labors and Domestic Realism,” tech-
nofeminism and social reproduction theorist Helen Hester argued that “the 
idea that automation in the home might eradicate many of the daily burdens 
of housekeeping is one that has long been promoted by consumer capitalism, 
and Firestone’s techno-​optimism here affirms her critics’ suspicions that she 
neglects the socio-​political.”674 Though Hester acknowledges there are limits 
to Firestone’s theory (especially racism, colonialism, and imperialism, which 
are not “details”), she argues for a “Promethean feminism,” where “love, 
work, leisure, the family, science, art, and sexual reproduction are all equally 
mutable, contestable, and available for species-​wide re-​engineering.” She 
adds: “The home can be reconceived of as a site of Promethean potentiality 
rather than as an example of stubbornly embedded material hegemony; that 
is to say, it is a space that can be mutated to facilitate a Promethean politics 
rather than a site of risk aversion inherently obstructive to the development of 
the solidarities that such a politics demands,” and concludes that “feminism 
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should be Promethean, and Prometheanism must be feminist.”675 I thought it 
was important to quote these two responses to the drudgery of cleaning, even 
though both look exclusively at housework and do not address the industri-
alization and marketisation of cleaning, where the work is not unpaid, but 
underpaid, exploited, and the site of systemic sexual and racial violence. 
I don’t think that cybernation or trained and well-​paid workers fully answer 
the questions I raised at the beginning, notably: What is a decolonial feminist 
cleaning?

What I have tried to do in this book has been to look at the colonial-​racial 
fabrication of clean/​unclean, at corporate cleaning up as washing the untold 
damages colonialism and capitalism have produced, and to analyze how 
genders, race, and class intervene. I made clear that if women of color con-
stitute the majority of cleaners worldwide (in private or public spaces), men 
assigned by race and caste to cleaning are also exposed to contamination and 
pollution. Colonialism is pollution, capitalism is waste producing, people of 
color are dying of fatigue and disease: these are concrete facts that neither 
green colonialism nor green capitalism can stop, because they rest on raciali-
zation and the fabrication of premature death.

A decolonial feminist and antiracist politics of cleaning acknowledges 
cleaning as a vital need but imagines cleaning out of drudgery. There will be 
no return to a pristine state, no clean slate, but a world where cleaning will be 
imagined out of cleaning up as erasure and dispossession. It means attacking 
the structures of violence rather than lamenting their effects. As abolition-
ist activists Day and McBean, cited earlier, have said, the struggle requires 
“intervention” because intervention “builds the confidence needed to har-
ness class power,” and because intervention “can generate quick wins needed 
to sustain and grow”676 movements of resistance. These interventions create 
multiple “[archipelagos] of solidarity.”677 This is not solidarity as it has been 
conceived by liberalism (a private economic connection between a credi-
tor and a debtor), but communally conceived solidarity, an internationalism 
from below.678

The ways people conceive of what cleaning is, what smells are delicious, 
must be considered. What matters is to get rid of the racialized hierarchy that 
leads to concrete politics that affect housing, access to water, to toilets. It is 
also about the freedom to arrange green spaces and refuse norms imposed 
by the state. Struggles change people and their environment. A decolonial 
feminist and antiracist cleaning cannot not be exclusively associated with 
care because “care is not inherently good,” as “Natasha Myers (settler), and 
Ana Viseu (unmarked)” have pointed out, writing that “practices of care are 
always shot through with asymmetrical power relations. . . . Care organizes, 
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classifies, and disciplines bodies. Colonial regimes show us precisely how 
care can become a means of governance.”679 As an internationalist politics, 
this theory of care acknowledges a genealogical connection between race, 
waste, gender, and class but does not consider them analogical. By building 
“(life)affirming institutions,”680 struggles against the whitening of cleaning 
create sites of freedom. What matters is “to learn to stop appealing to the sys-
tem itself for redress, to stop believing the forces that are killing you can or will 
save you,”681 to look with open eyes at “the hideous smile of gold-​toothed cap-
italism, a green gold smile with the breath of a jackal.”682 Resistance is global.
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