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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation examines cultural representations that attend to the 

environmental and socio-economic dynamics of contemporary water crises. It focuses on 

a growing, transnational body of “hydronarratives” –  work by writers, filmmakers, and 

artists in the United States, Canada, and the postcolonial Global South that stress the 

historical centrality of water to capitalism. These hydronarratives reveal the uneven 

impacts of droughts, floods, water contamination, and sea level rise on communities 

marginalized along lines of race, class, and ethnicity. In doing so, they challenge 

narratives of “progress” conventionally associated with colonial, imperialist, and 

neoliberal forms of capitalism dependent on the large-scale extraction of natural 

resources.     

Until recently, there has been little attention paid to the ways in which literary 

texts and other cultural productions explore the social and ecological dimensions of water 

resource systems. In its examination of water, this dissertation is methodologically 

informed by the interdisciplinary field of the energy humanities, which explores oil and 

other fossil fuels as cultural objects. The hydronarratives examined in this dissertation 

view water as a cultural object and its extraction and manipulation, as cultural practices. 

In doing so, they demonstrate the ways in which power, production, and human-induced 

environmental change intersect to create social and environmental sacrifice zones.   

This dissertation takes an interdisciplinary environmental humanities approach, drawing 

on fields such as indigenous studies, political ecology, energy studies, cultural 

geography, and economic theory. It seeks to establish a productive convergence between 

environmental justice studies and what might be termed “Anthropocene studies.” 
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Dominant narratives of the Anthropocene tend to describe the human species as a 

universalized, undifferentiated whole broadly responsible for the global environmental 

crisis. However, the hydronarratives examined in this dissertation “decolonize” this 

narrative by accounting for the ways in which colonialism, capitalism, and other 

exploitative social systems render certain communities more vulnerable to environmental 

catastrophe than others.   

By attending to these issues through problem water, this dissertation has 

significant implications for future research in contemporary, transnational American and 

postcolonial literary studies, the environmental humanities, and the energy humanities. It 

demonstrates the potential for a focus on representations of resources in literary texts and 

other cultural productions to better grasp the inequitable distribution of environmental 

risk, and instances of resilience on a rapidly changing planet.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
WATER CRISES AND ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE HYDRONARRATIVES OF 

THE ANTHROPOCENE 
 

In a 2014 talk at the Modern Language Association convention in Chicago, 

ecocritic Rob Nixon argued that “[i]t is time to remold the Anthropocene as a shared 

story about unshared resources” (“Great Acceleration”). While Nixon was speaking 

broadly about the correlations between human inequality and vulnerability to 

environmental change, this striking statement raises a number of important questions 

about the ways in which humans’ continued dependence on the large-scale extraction of 

natural resources is narrativized and justified in the midst of the current global climate 

crisis. For example: how have the prevailing myths of progress, prosperity, and human 

emancipation associated with capitalism masked the ways in which damming, diverting, 

mining, and drilling disproportionately impact socially and economically marginalized 

peoples in both the Global North and the Global South? What role does large-scale 

resource extraction, as exemplary of a human desire for conquest over nonhuman nature, 

play in narratives of cultural, proto-nationalist, or geopolitical exceptionalism? How has 

the proliferation of environmental sacrifice zones, those ravaged and contaminated spaces 

adjacent to dams, mines, wells, and waste-disposal sites, been justified in the name of 

national security, patriotism, or economic development? How has the doctrine of 

neoliberalism shaped the (mal)distribution of capital such that even efforts to mitigate the 

worst effects of global warming tend to benefit the wealthy and the white over the poor 

and the non-white? And, more directly to Nixon’s point: how are affected communities 

resisting these narratives through storytelling in literary texts, film, and visual art?  
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Hydronarratives: Water and Environmental Justice in Contemporary U.S., 

Canadian, and Pakistani Literature and Cultural Representations addresses these 

questions by examining cultural representations that reveal the entangled, historically-

produced socio-economic and ecological dynamics of contemporary water crises. This 

dissertation focuses on a growing and transnational body of cultural representations 

generated by writers, filmmakers, and artists in the United States, Canada, and 

postcolonial South Asia that stress the historical centrality of water to settler-colonial, 

colonial, and neoliberal forms of capitalism and, more recently, to efforts to mitigate the 

worst effects of global climate change. In the following chapters, I explore the work of 

writers Leslie Marmon Silko, Linda Hogan, Uzma Aslam Khan, Ann Pancake, Jennifer 

Haigh, Julia Kasdorf, and Kim Stanley Robinson; photographers Mark Klett and Edward 

Burtynksy; filmmakers Benh Zeitlin and Josh Fox; and cross-disciplinary artistic 

collaborations led by historian T. Allan Comp and artist John Sabraw. Their 

“hydronarratives” render visible the uneven impacts of droughts, floods, water 

contamination, and sea-level rise on communities marginalized along the lines of 

nationality, race, class, and indigeneity. Moreover, many of the hydronarratives explored 

in the following pages advance counter-narratives of resistance and resilience as they are 

unfolding within affected communities. 

The dissertation’s approach brings several fields into conversation and situates 

water within global climate change discourse and discussions of social and environmental 

justice. Methodologically, Hydronarratives is in part inspired by the interdisciplinary 

field of the energy humanities. Over the past decade, humanists, including literary critics, 

historians, anthropologists, sociologists, and artists, have been working across disciplines 
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and in collaboration with social and natural scientists to resolve what literary critic Brent 

Ryan Bellamy has called “the impasse of fossil-fueled modernity,” the conundrum 

generated by the fact that while carbon-intensive energy systems drive global climate 

change, alternatives remain unrealized because fossil fuels are also “the common 

denominator of the social, economic, and environmental systems” constitutive of 

capitalist modernity (2). Oil has emerged as the field’s preferred, though not only, object 

of critique. A number of thinkers have attended to oil as a cultural artifact best 

understood by mapping its aesthetic and discursive dimensions in literature, art, film, 

photography, and other mediums, as in literary critic Stephanie LeMenager’s Living Oil 

(2014), art historian Ross Barrett’s and literary critic Daniel Worden’s collection Oil 

Culture (2014), and literary critic Graeme McDonald’s work on global petrofiction. 

Others have explored the entangled nature of energy production and access, dependence, 

and political economy, as in historian Gabrielle Hecht’s Being Nuclear (2012), historian 

Christopher Jones’ Routes of Power (2014), and political scientist Timothy Mitchell’s 

Carbon Democracy (2011).1 Imre Szeman and Dominic Boyer describe the energy 

humanities as an exploration of how humans’ “being-in-relation” (4) to energy is critical 

to the functioning of capitalist modernity and the ideals that come to be associated with 

it: endlessly upward economic growth, ever-improving living standards, and the 

expansion of rights and opportunities for civic participation. 

Like the energy humanities, Hydronarratives approaches natural resources as 

cultural objects and their extraction and manipulation as cultural practices. Like oil, 

                                                           
1 This is by no means a comprehensive account of work being done in the energy humanities. For an 
excellent overview of the field, see Szeman and Boyer’s 2017 collection, Energy Humanities: An 

Anthology.  
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affordable, readily-accessible water is critical to the functioning of capitalist modernity. 

Water, too, can be viewed as a form of energy, not just in the conventional sense in terms 

of hydropower, but as critical to agricultural production and global food systems, 

industry, domestic consumption, and other energy systems. Water is, moreover, critical to 

life on earth and the health the greater biosphere, what biologist Tyler Volk describes as 

“all life and the three environmental matrices of the atmosphere, soils, and oceans” (27). 

Yet, as with fossil fuels, we have reached an impasse of what might be termed “water-

fueled modernity.” A recent, widely-circulated report in Nature reveals that human 

engagements with water in the form of dams, reservoirs, and groundwater withdrawal has 

significantly reduced seasonal discharge rates on major rivers, depleted aquifers, and 

fundamentally reduced freshwater availability in many parts of the world (Rodell et al. 

2018). Moreover, large-scale water infrastructures have contributed to increasingly 

volatile regional water cycles, raising the likelihood of extreme drought and flood events 

in many parts of the world (Haddeland et al.; Rodell et al; Van Loon et al., “Drought in 

the Anthropocene” and “Human-Modified World;” Vorösmarty et al.). Much of the 

planet is steeped in what literary critic Sharae Deckard has called a “crisis of cheap 

water,” whereby easily accessible freshwater has begun to disappear, extractive efforts 

have intensified, and water commons, especially in the Global South, have become 

increasingly enclosed by state and private interests (2-5).2 Along low-lying coasts, what 

Brian Fagan has called “the attacking ocean” has been rising as a result of carbon-fueled 

global warming, threatening to submerge increasingly populated coastal regions. Many of 

what Saskia Sassen has called “global cities” (3-4) those mega-metropoles critical to the 

                                                           
2 Deckard’s work on global hydrofictions is forthcoming in a special issue of Atlantic Studies. Quotations 
used in this dissertation can be found in a pre-print draft on Deckard’s Academia.edu page.    
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functioning of the global capitalist economy, are now better described as what Ashley 

Dawson calls “extreme cities” (3) located on the front lines of climate change, their 

continued existence contingent on keeping water at bay. 

Against this backdrop, Hydronarratives examines literary texts, photography, 

film, and museum and public art exhibits that lay bare the ways in which the dictates of 

capitalism, and its colonial, imperial, and neoliberal instantiations, have rendered certain 

communities more susceptible to the worst effects of contemporary water crises. Though 

this dissertation engages deeply with the concept of the Anthropocene, I am aware of the 

contested nature of the term as an epochal signifier that assigns broad culpability for the 

global climate crisis. It has been well-documented that the felt severity of water crises 

unfolds along the lines of race, class, ethnicity, and gender. While an estimated 80 

percent of the world’s population is at risk of high levels of water insecurity or lives 

adjacent to regions of threatened aquatic biodiversity, the world’s poorest and most 

vulnerable regions bear the highest environmental burdens. An estimated 1.7 billion 

people, many located in the Global South, live without basic access to clean water, 

sanitation services, and reliable irrigation networks, all benefits associated with modern 

water management infrastructure (Vörösmarty et al. 556-9). In both the Global North and 

the Global South, water infrastructure and resource extraction projects designed to drive 

economic growth and curtail the impacts of climate change have been linked to 

increasingly severe drought and flood events, water contamination, declining riverine 

systems, and sea-level rise. In most cases, poor, ethnic minorities, and indigenous 

communities are disproportionately impacted, especially those residing adjacent to dams, 

canals, mines, wells, and other extractive infrastructures (Vörösmarty et al.; Van Loon et 
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al., “Human Modified World”; Harris et al.; Rodell et al.).3 Water scarce regions, 

especially in the Global South, have become ground zero for intensifying conflicts over 

corporate privatization versus public access; debates over whether access to what water 

justice activist Maude Barlow calls “blue gold” (94) should be considered a fundamental 

human right; and controversies over whether, as Indian environmental justice activist 

Vandana Shiva argues, freshwater resources should be conceived as a commons (24).  

Hydronarratives explores a variety of cultural productions to argue that 

contemporary water crises are best understood as a function of economic development 

initiatives rooted in colonialist, capitalist, and neoliberal ideologies that have historically 

approached nonhuman nature as a conquerable and commodifiable externality in support 

of a patriarchal, classist, racially-exclusive vision of “progress.” By narrativizing and 

rendering visible the legacies of such ideologies and their technocratic implementation in 

the form of dams, reservoirs, extraction sites, and urban development initiatives, 

hydronarratives lay bare the world-destroying tendencies of the modern resource regime. 

I derive the phrase “resource regime” from the foundational work of environmental 

governance scholar Oran Young, who described resource regimes as "social institutions 

that serve to order the actions of those interested in the use of various natural resources" 

(Resource Regimes 15-16). According to Young, social institutions play specialized roles 

and operate according to “convergent expectations and patterns of behavior or practice” 

(Resource Regimes 16) that, at times, express anthropocentric or inequitable principles of 

resource valuation (Resource Regimes 4-6). Throughout Hydronarratives, I evoke the 

                                                           
3 For an overview of the socio-ecological impacts of dams, reservoirs, and other extractive infrastructures 
on hydrological cycle, see Vörösmarty et al. and Van Loon et al., “Drought in the Anthropocene” and 
“Human-Modified World.”  
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authoritarian connotations of the term “regime” to describe a set of social institutions that 

reflect the exclusionary dimensions of the socio-political systems from which they 

emerged. By the word “exclusionary,” I mean resource regimes conceived to benefit 

certain segments of the world’s population over others along the lines of nationality, race, 

class, gender, and ethnicity.  

Key to Hydronarratives is the notion of the expendable community, its decline 

and destruction sanctioned by the modern resource regime in the name of a perceived 

greater good: the United States’ doctrine of Manifest Destiny, global economic 

development, nationalist pride, the preservation of the neoliberal world order, and so on. 

Hydronarratives traces the emergence of modern water resource regimes to the early 

twentieth-century Anglo-American settler colonial project in North America. According 

to the late Patrick Wolfe, in a settler society the expropriation of indigenous lands and 

resources is justified by what he calls “settler logic of elimination.” In Wolfe’s view, 

settler colonialism features “negative” elements, such as the forcible disbanding of native 

communities, and “positive” elements, as in the establishment of a “new colonial society” 

in which the elimination of native peoples and the expropriation of tribal lands is 

conceived as an “organizing principle” whereby native peoples are absorbed into colonial 

institutions and capitalist forms of production, prompting not only cultural dissolution but 

the literal destruction of native peoples (388). As an example of the latter, Wolfe 

highlights settler agricultural development, which demands permanent settler occupation, 

“turns native flora and fauna into a dwindling resource and curtails the reproduction of 

Indigenous modes of production” (395). In the western United States and Canada, 

European settlement was utterly contingent on securing readily available water supplies 
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for irrigation, municipal use, and land speculation, often obtained by damming and 

diverting the region’s largest rivers. Since the early twentieth century, indigenous North 

Americans have been disproportionately subjected to the environmental impacts of 

human-altered water systems, including drought, flooding, and declining river ecologies 

and traditional fisheries, as well as legal battles over access and usage. As Potawatomi 

scholar-activist Kyle Whyte explains, for indigenous peoples climate-related injustices 

emerge from a “cyclical history situated within the larger struggle of anthropogenic 

environmental change catalyzed by colonialism, industrialism, and capitalism” (“Déjà 

Vu” 100).  

This cyclical process is not limited to the United States: the postwar era saw the 

radical transnationalization of large dam technology and water development paradigms 

conceived in the western United States. While water development efforts in settler states 

like Australia and Canada were heavily influenced by water reclamation activities in the 

western United States,4 U.S. officials played a central role in the creation of water 

resource regimes in Latin America, Africa, and Asia, where the United States’ 

geopolitical ambitions were centered around the promotion of democracy and capitalist 

development. With the support of institutions such as the Bureau of Reclamation and the 

Tennessee Valley Authority, as well as transnational financial institutions such as the 

World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, many of these nations were compelled 

to launch large-scale water development efforts as metaphoric expressions of national 

                                                           
4 In Australia, the Bureau of Reclamation directly advised on the Snowy Mountains hydroelectric scheme, 
over a ten-year period (Sneddon 234 n1); in Canada, projects like the James Bay Hydroelectric Project in 
Quebec were influenced by the activities of the Bureau and private engineering firms in the United States 
(Reisner 487-493).   
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sovereignty and to bolster national economies in the wake of decolonization.5 In many 

instances, the results have largely been disastrous: droughts, floods, altered seasonal 

cycles, and declining river ecologies have contributed to the displacement of indigenous 

peoples, begotten political corruption, and exacerbated social conflict. Indian writer 

Arundhati Roy compares development aid accepted by the Global South for water 

development schemes to colonialism (15), and those displaced as “refugees of an 

unacknowledged war” (21), while Nixon explains that “the glamorous hydrological 

regimes of independence” are ultimately “dependent on submergence: of disposable 

people and ecosystems, but also on the submerged structures of dependence that lay 

beneath the flamboyant engineering miracles” (Slow Violence 167). The human and 

ecosystemic impacts of these newly emergent transnational water resource regimes are 

indicative of what I call, in Chapter 2, the emergence of “hydrocolonial” regimes and the 

repetition of injustices rooted in a long history of colonial exploitation and its logical 

successor in Euro-Western economic imperialism.   

 As with water, other resource regimes also reflect the exclusionary tendencies of 

extractive capitalism, or “extractivism,” a mode of economic development dependent on 

the extraction and processing of natural resources (Petras and Veltmeyer 19). Yet here, 

too, water can be viewed as central – if not as the object of extractive processes then in 

the perceived expendability communities adjacent to extraction sites and the 

contamination of rivers, lakes, and aquifers on which they depend. The disruption and 

                                                           

5
 As I show in Chapters 1 and 2, several historians explore the ways in which large dam technology and 

river basin planning approaches conceived in the United States were adopted in newly decolonized regions 
of the Global South, often with encouragement or direct assistance from federal agencies like the Bureau of 
Reclamation and international financial institutions like the World Bank. In Concrete Revolution (2014), 
Christopher Sneddon provides an overview of the spread of large dam technology as part of United States’ 
Cold War-era geopolitical strategies. For histories of the adoption of large dam technology and river basin 
management strategies in India and Pakistan, see Klingensmith (2007) and Gilmartin (2015), respectively.  
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degradation of aquatic ecosystems are an inherent feature of extractive economies, a key 

indicator of social and environmental sacrifice zones. In the Tainted Desert (1998), 

Valerie Kuletz explores the rhetorical deployment of the notion of sacrifice – for 

economic growth, for the national security, for energy independence – and coined the 

phrase “geographies of sacrifice” to describe the impacts of Cold War-era nuclear testing 

and hazardous waste disposal on indigenous communities in the southwestern United 

States. By accounting for the entangled nature of cultural and topographical violence 

associated with nuclear energy, Kuletz reveals the ways in which “racism, militarism, and 

economic imperialism have combined to marginalize a people and a land that many 

within government or industry, consciously or not, regard as expendable” (6). Kuletz’s 

work supports Whyte’s notion of cyclical history of exploitation, but it also foregrounds 

colonialism’s logical evolution into new and novel modes of accumulation, from 

extractive capitalism to neoliberalism and its emphasis on privatization, deregulation, the 

enclosure of the commons, and the systematic elimination of the social welfare functions 

of the state (Harvey, Brief History 2). As “locally prefigured in modes of repression 

developed internally by settler states” (Lloyd and Wolfe 3), neoliberalism fosters what 

Jen Preston calls “racial extractivism,” a mode of accumulation that unfolds at the 

intersection of extractive capitalism and the dispossessive prerogatives of settler 

colonialism under the contemporary neoliberal regime (356). The human impacts can be 

devastating not only for indigenous peoples, but also for a broader precariat collective 

living on the margins of capitalist modernity, such as the poor rural inhabitants of 

Appalachian coal and gas country. In this view, human precarity, in terms of human 

exposure to contaminated and anthropogenically altered water resources, arises from 
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environmental deregulation in support of private sector extractive practices. In the United 

States, this has manifested in recent efforts by the Trump Administration to gut 

regulations like the 1972 Clean Water Act (Davenport, “E.P.A.”) and rules regulating 

coal ash storage associated with coal mining (Eilperin and Dennis).  

Finally, in the age of carbon-intensive neoliberal capitalism, a system utterly 

dependent on the extraction and burning of fossil fuels, the task of securing the socio-

political status quo from increasingly volatile weather cycles often revolves around water. 

In coastally-located megacities and small villages alike, the ability of a given community 

or neighborhood to defend against rising tides, storm-surge flooding, and coastal 

subsidence pivots on its relative access to political and financial capital. Yet funding for 

such activities is often maldistributed, apportioned primarily to protect financial sectors 

and wealthy neighborhoods and to promote investment at the expense of poorer, 

ethnically- and racially-diverse communities. Here, too, the expendability of a given 

community is tethered to its place in the modern resource regime, in this case conceived 

in terms of access to inequitably distributed financial resources. “The water is coming” 

(14), writes Jeff Goodell in his somber journalistic exploration of rising sea levels and 

their projected impacts on coastal cities around the world. For some, however, the water 

will be coming sooner rather than later. Recent research, for example, predicts that a five-

meter increase in sea levels over the next hundred years could displace over 200 million 

people in the poorest portions of Asia, the Pacific, and North Africa (Dasgupta et al 383). 

Many regions of the richer Global North, while threatened, are in a much better position 

to weather and adapt to rising oceans (Mendelsohn et al).  
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While hydronarratives productively re-orient discourse surrounding contemporary 

water crises to account for their roots in historically exploitative social systems, in many 

cases they also articulate or make space for alternative, culturally-situated, and radically 

equitable approaches to resource governance and climate action. By highlighting the 

transformative capacity of narrative and storytelling, Hydronarratives, makes a case for 

the critical role of cultural productions and the humanities fields that study them in 

envisioning socially equitable engagements with environmental change. In doing so, this 

dissertation takes an interdisciplinary environmental humanities approach, drawing on 

fields such as literary studies, history, sociology, political ecology, indigenous studies, 

geography, ecology, and economic theory. I seek to situate Hydronarratives within a 

field history of the humanities prior to the so-called “environmental turn” in the 

humanities 1990s (Adamson, “Humanities for the Environment” 5; DeLoughrey and 

Handley 9-20). As Adamson explains, the roots of the environmental humanities can be 

traced to the almanacs and oral narratives of nearly all ancient cultures, such the Greek 

poet Hesiod’s Works and Days (ca. 700 BCE) and the Mayan creation story, the Popol 

Vuh, as well as work by 19th- and 20th-century writers and thinkers like Mary Shelley, 

Alexander von Humboldt, Henry David Thoreau and Zora Neale Hurston. In their work, 

these thinkers articulated connections between human and ecosystemic well-being, 

questioned assumptions of human superiority over the nonhuman world, and connected 

the felt human impacts of environmental disaster to slavery and colonialism – in short, 

they served as early advocates for social and environmental justice (“Humanities for the 

Environment” 5; “Humanities” 137-8).  
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As Adamson explains, an emerging disciplinary split between the “hard” sciences 

and the humanities in the mid-twentieth century led to the entrenchment of specialized 

scientific knowledge that has, at times, been used to justify neocolonial exploitation and 

capitalist accumulation driving environmental change in the Anthropocene. However, 

over the last few decades humanists and scientists have sought to “heal intellectual 

divides” by collaboratively considering the human dimensions of environmental change 

(“Humanities for the Environment” 5-6; Holm, Adamson, Huang et al. 978). These 

efforts have been accelerated in part by the increasing pervasiveness of the Anthropocene 

concept in academic in popular discourse. Coined by atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen 

and biologist Eugene Stoermer in 2000, (n.pag.), the Anthropocene designates a newly-

proposed geological epoch in which humans are considered a collective geophysical 

force, responsible for drastic changes to the planet’s biodiversity, climatic patterns, and 

overall habitability (n.pag.). While environmental humanists recognize the value of the 

hard sciences in monitoring environmental change and developing technological 

solutions to promote human resilience in the Anthropocene, they maintain that the skill-

sets unique to humanistic disciplines, and the cultural productions they study, can offer 

deep insights into “human motivations, values, and choices” (Holm, Adamson, and 

Huang et al. 978) linked to environmental change. As a result, environmental humanists 

are increasingly advocating for heightened roles in governance and policy-level 

discussions, adopting new modes of public engagement around environmental issues, and 

providing insights that help “transform [humans’] perceptions and imaginations” (Holm, 

Adamson, and Huang et al. 981).  
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In their efforts to explore the human dimensions of environmental change, 

environmental humanists have long maintained a commitment to social and 

environmental justice (EJ) and equitable approaches to sustainability. On the most basic 

level, environmental justice can be defined as “the right of all people to share equally in 

the benefits bestowed by a healthy environment” (Adamson, Evans, and Stein 4). As a 

movement, EJ represents a “social, political, and moral struggle for human rights, healthy 

environments, and thriving democracies led by residents of communities most negatively 

impacted by economic and ecological degradation” (Di Chiro, “Environmental Justice” 

100). Multiple and competing genealogies of EJ thought exist at present; however, for the 

purposes of Hydronarratives, it is best understood as having a “rhizomatic history” with 

roots in both early forms of Anglo-American environmentalism and indigenous and 

postcolonial knowledges in North America and the Global South (Adamson, “We Have 

Never Been Anthropos” 157). As Adamson explains, indigenous communities around the 

world have long organized against capitalist and colonialist forces, espousing a resistant 

“cosmopolitics,” the recognition of alternative epistemologies and lifeways that do not 

conform to Euro-Western conceptions of humans and nonhuman nature as dichotomous ( 

“Indigenous Literatures;” “Source of Life” 264).6 Moreover, postcolonial thinkers in the 

Global South, such as Ken-Saro Wiwa, Arundhati Roy, and Indra Sinha, and others have 

long been writing against social and ecological degradation associated with colonialism, 

                                                           
6 In her work on indigenous cosmopolitics, Adamson builds on the research of philosopher Isabelle 
Stengers and anthropologist Marisol de la Cadena. Stengers derived the term “cosmopolitics” from a 
combination of “cosmos” and “politics,” and De la Cadena has built upon Stengers’ work through 
extensive ethnographic work on indigenous environmental justice movements in Latin America and has 
shown the ways in which such movements are organized around the notion of humans and nonhumans as 
co-equal, rights-bearing entities. For a concise overview of the work of Stengers and de la Cadena as it 
informs Adamson’s work, see Adamson, “Indigenous Literatures.”  
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capitalism, and neoliberalism (DeLoughrey and Handley, 2011; Nixon, Slow Violence). 

As such, postcolonial approaches to the environmental humanities offer opportunities to 

“learn from below,” and thereby come to understand global development as an uneven 

process “rather than subject to outmoded narratives of ‘progress’” (DeLoughrey, Didur, 

and Carrigan 8).7 

Environmental humanists have found fertile ground in literary and cultural 

analysis as a means to explore the intersections between social injustice and 

environmental change. As the first literary critic to explore the intersections of 

ecocriticism and EJ, for example, Adamson has written extensively about “the literature 

of environmental justice,” or works that “redefine environmental issues as social and 

economic justice issues and that address these concerns as basic human rights” (Middle 

Place 129). Others, like EJ scholar Julie Sze, have built on the growing archive of 

environmental justice movement literature to argue that EJ “must be understood 

historically and discursively” from the perspective of the humanities rather than just from 

the perspective of the social sciences (Environmental Justice Reader 166). Moreover, 

because literary texts and other cultural productions can “convert into image and 

narrative” what Nixon has called the “slow violence” of hidden environmental change 

afflicting the world’s poorest and most vulnerable inhabitants, they can function as a 

critical means of rendering visible for a broader audience the socio-cultural dimensions of 

environmental degradation (3). An analysis of the ways in which cultural productions 

shape broader environmental narratives, therefore, buttresses a more culturally-situated 

                                                           

7
 DeLoughrey, Didur, and Carrigan borrow the term “learn from below” from postcolonial studies scholar 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, who writes elsewhere of the importance of moving beyond the paternalistic 
relationship between the Global North and the Global South, whereby the former views the latter through 
teleological narratives of progress and development.  
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approach to EJ such as that espoused by political theorist David Schlosberg who 

emphasizes the importance of moving beyond notions of distributive justice – i.e., the 

ways in which resources or pollution are distributed within and across diverse community 

settings – to include the recognition of underlying social and political conditions that 

determine distribution.8  

Several historians, sociologists, and anthropologists have contributed to a large 

body of work exploring humans’ “being-in-relation” with water, and I engage extensively 

with that work throughout this dissertation. However, until recently little attention has 

been paid to how literary texts and other cultural productions render visible or articulate a 

politics of resistance to environmental injustices associated with modern water resource 

regimes. This is surprising given the fact that environmental humanists have richly 

theorized the ways in which literary texts, film, art, and other cultural productions explore 

environmental injustices as historically-produced, connected to exploitative social 

systems and discursive practices. Hannah Boast’s recent work on “hydrofictions” stands 

out; in her forthcoming monograph Hydrofictions: Water, Power, and Politics in Israeli 

and Palestinian Literature (Edinburgh University Press), she, too, is prompted by recent 

work in energy studies to address “wider literary critical tendency to overlook the issue of 

water” in spite of “an increasing trend towards reading literature for its representation of 

resources” (4).9 In response, Boast adapts the term “hydrofiction” from the notion of 

“petrofiction,” a term that has been extensively explored by energy humanities scholars 

                                                           

8
 In Defining Environmental Justice (2009) and other work, Schlosberg applies a variety of justice theories 

approaches to offer a more expansive theory of environmental justice. 

 

9 In this dissertation, citations of Boast’s work are derived from her dissertation manuscript, to which she 
generously granted me access.  
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since Indian writer Amitav Ghosh’s coined it in a 1992 book review to refer to literary 

fiction that explores the cultural significance of oil. Hydrofiction, she contends, offers 

insight into the “social circulation” (39) of water, “the ways in which it is produced [as a 

resource] through a lengthy chain of social and cultural processes” (40). Drawing on this 

paradigm, Boast surveys a body of Israeli and Palestinian hydrofictions from a 

postcolonial perspective to argue that what many view as a conflict over land is, in fact, 

largely defined by struggles over water, as an element central to claims of Israeli and 

Palestinian nationhood and recent Palestinian water justice movements. Elsewhere, 

Sharae Deckard expands on Boast’s paradigm to examine “global hydrofictions,” or 

literary texts that address the ongoing “neoliberal crisis of cheap water” (5) that 

increasingly besets resource frontiers around the world.10  

In Hydronarratives, I seek to build on the work of Boast and Deckard by focusing 

on the ways in which a variety of cultural productions, including but not limited to 

literary texts, contribute to or articulate a politics of resistance to water-related 

environmental injustices. Each cultural production examined in this dissertation operates 

in the spirit of Adamson’s notion of environmental justice literature. Moreover, while 

Boast and Deckard focus primarily on literary fiction, Hydronarratives proceeds from the 

assumption that cultural narratives are the product of a broad discursive milieu reflected 

not only in textual productions, but also in visual and embodied modes of production. 

The word “narrative” implies a mode of storytelling; like literary texts, photography, 

museum exhibits, and community-centered public art advance various forms of 

                                                           
10 In a forthcoming special issue of Atlantic Studies, Deckard builds directly on Boast’s hydrofictions 
paradigm through an exploration of global Anglophone literature and Jason W. Moore’s notion of world-
ecology.   
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storytelling, and each engage the imaginative and sensory capacities of readers and 

viewers to envision scenarios of resistance to historically-produced social and 

environmental injustices. In short, narratives are shaped by and constructed across a 

variety of mediums beyond language and text. As Kirsten Wehner and Libby Robin 

explain, for instance, museum exhibits represent forms of “material storytelling” that 

function, within the context of the global climate crisis, as “constructions of knowledge 

and experience, repositories of cultural memory, agents for cultural creativity, resources 

for scientific inquiry and records of ecologies” (34). This statement could also describe 

the roles of photography collections and public and embodied art exhibits. As such, my 

analyses of the Pueblo Grande Museum and Archaeological Park in Phoenix, Arizona 

(Chapter 1), the photography of Klett and Burtynksy (Chapters 1-2), and environmental 

reclamation art (Chapter 3) seek to delineate the ways in which each compel viewers to 

re-evaluate dominant cultural narratives of “progress” associated with contemporary 

resource regimes. 

Moreover, Hydronarratives seeks a productive convergence between 

environmental justice studies and what might be termed “Anthropocene studies.” While 

the Anthropocene’s illustrative power is couched in its simple, coherent way of 

describing humans’ collective impacts on the greater biosphere, what environmental 

justice scholar Giovanna Di Chiro describes as the concept’s “meme-like diffusion” has 

scarcely registered within environmental justice movements because it inadequately 

accounts for the socio-ecological legacies of historically exploitative social systems such 

as colonialism, imperialism, and slavery (“Meme” 364). Dominant Anthropocene 

narratives tend to describe the human species as a universalized, undifferentiated whole 
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that is as responsible for potentially irreversible environmental catastrophe, without 

acknowledging that some – industrialized, typically Euro-Western societies – are far 

more culpable than poor, (formerly) colonized, racially and economically marginalized, 

as well as indigenous communities. Moreover, the Anthropocene is inherently 

anthropocentric, its fixation on anthropos (Greek for “the human”) as a supreme agent of 

change belying the fact that certain groups of humans – particularly those committed to 

advancing colonial, imperial, and capitalist agendas – have long sought to “tame” 

nonhuman nature in pursuit of capitalist accumulation and driven by a belief in the 

superiority of the human species, especially certain “privileged” groups, over the 

nonhuman world. Yet, as Adamson explains, “[a]t no time did the species as a whole vote 

for a fossil fuel economy or exercise any shared authority over the destiny of earth 

systems” (160 “We Have Never Been Anthropos”).  

Considering this, environmental humanists have continued to probe the ethical 

dimensions of the Anthropocene paradigm. As Serenella Iovino and Serpil Opperman 

explain, the “divisive epistemologies” of the Anthropocene – Nature/Culture, 

Human/Nonhuman, and so on – necessitate the adoption of a “disanthropocentric 

discursive mindset” (“Challenges” 4-5) to challenge the Anthropocene’s “unilateral 

image of the human agency” (“Challenges” 9). Di Chiro explains that the Anthropocene’s 

narrative of “pan-human culpability” for climate change lends it a degree of misanthropy 

in its framing of humans as a hubristic, world-destroying species. This can have the effect 

of masking a long history of social injustices associated with colonialism and its 

ideological successors (“Meme” 369). Whyte writes that for indigenous communities, 

climate change represents a continuation of colonial exploitation and climate-related 
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displacement a repetition of earlier episodes of forced dislocation. Concepts like the 

Anthropocene, he writes, emerge from colonial discourse and, in response, indigenous 

peoples must “decolonize” the Anthropocene through the mobilization of indigenous 

knowledges for climate change adaptation (“Indigenous Climate Change Studies” 157-

160). Others, such as Jason W. Moore and Donna Haraway, suggest alternative 

neologisms such as the Capitalocene, which traces the origins of climate change to those 

of capitalism in the long sixteenth century (Capitalism 123); the Plantationocene, which 

views environmental crises through the lens of slave labor and the plantation system 

(Haraway, “Anthropocene” 162 n5); and the “Chthulucene,” which Haraway describes as 

a yet-to-come epoch of “ongoing multispecies stories and practices of becoming-with” 

(“Staying with the Trouble” 59) and is often read as a clarion call for decentering 

anthropos from ecological narratives. Such concepts reflect broader efforts to 

simultaneously give definition to the current geological moment and also account for the 

historical processes and epistemologies that have rendered certain communities 

chronically exposed to the vagaries of anthropogenic climate change.  

Throughout each chapter, I use the term “Anthropocene” strictly as shorthand for 

a period of human-induced material changes to planetary systems, especially local, 

regional, and global water cycles. Beyond this narrow usage, Hydronarratives seeks to 

problematize the Anthropocene’s tendencies to collapse distinctions between those most 

culpable for, and those most vulnerable to, multi-decade droughts, hundred- and 

thousand-year floods, polluted watersheds, eroding coastlines, and rising oceans. I agree 

with Haraway that alongside the “too-big stories” (“Staying with the Trouble” 59) of 

global planetary change – the Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, and so on –  
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we also “need stories (and theories) that are just big enough to gather up the complexities 

and keep the edges open and greedy for old and new connections” (“Anthropocene” 160). 

Hydronarratives focuses on a selection of “just big-enough stories” that give shape to 

counternarratives of resistance and resilience against the exploitative, world-destroying 

tendencies of capitalism in its myriad forms.  

Chapter 1 proceeds from the assumption that any discussion surrounding 

environmental injustices associated with the modern water resource regime should begin 

by reckoning with the United States’ so-called “Reclamation Era.” Between 1902, when 

the Newlands Reclamation Act was passed and the Bureau of Reclamation was 

established, and the early 1970s, when the public’s appetite for large, taxpayer-funded 

public works projects began to wane, federal and state agencies built tens of thousands of 

dams and reservoirs to prompt economic growth by providing water for irrigation, 

hydropower, and municipal use. According to the National Inventory of dams, which was 

last updated in 2005, the United States boasts more than 8,000 major dams, which are 

defined as structures at least 50 feet in height (“Major Dams”). Many of the country’s 

largest dams are located in the western United States. Dominant histories of large dam 

construction in the region, such as Marc Reisner’s foundational Cadillac Desert (1985), 

tend to emphasize the economic and political dimensions of water development and 

rarely attend in any great depth the impacts of such activities on the region’s indigenous 

communities. Moreover, these historical frameworks typically enclose discourse 

surrounding regional water crises, including the currently-unfolding, long-term drought 

that many have partially ascribed to the ubiquity of large water infrastructure. Drawing 

on theories of indigenous cosmopolitics, environmental justice studies, and settler-
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colonial theory, including the work of Adamson, Whyte, ethnobotanist Gary Nabhan, and 

historian Ian Tyrrell, I analyze photographer Mark Klett’s rephotography work, Laguna 

Pueblo writer Leslie Marmon Silko’s novel Gardens in the Dunes, and the Pueblo Grande 

Museum and Archaeological Park in Phoenix, Arizona as hydronarratives that work to 

recuperate indigenous experience of human-induced water crises in the western United 

States. Taken together, each hydronarrative re-historicizes large dam construction as the 

dystopic result of US settler colonialism and, in doing so, prompts readers and viewers to 

consider culturally-inclusive solutions to the southwestern region’s water crises that 

avoid the continuation of the exclusionary policies of the settler state.  

Chapter 2 maps the mid-twentieth century transnationalization of large dam 

technology and the modern resource regime conceived in the western United States. 

Drawing on the work of sociologist Macarena Gomez-Barris, political ecologist Arturo 

Escobar, and numerous environmental historians, this chapter examines Canadian 

landscape photographer Edward Burtynsky’s collection Water, Chickasaw writer Linda 

Hogan’s novel Solar Storms, and Pakistani writer Uzma Aslam Khan’s novel 

Trespassing. Each delineate the rise of “hydrocolonialisms,” a term I use to refer to 

contemporary manifestations of colonial resource exploitation enacted by government 

agencies, banks, and private corporations carrying out large-scale, transnational water 

development initiatives to facilitate economic growth. The hydrocolonial regime can be 

viewed as natural outgrowth of the modern water resource regime, having evolved to 

reflect a globalizing economy while retaining a top-down, technocratic approach to water 

diversion and distribution. In the words of historian Christopher Sneddon, as the 

twentieth century wore on, hydropolitics were increasingly characterized by 
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“transnational flows – of expertise, materials, technologies, and in some cases, water” 

(20). And, as has frequently been the case, the implementation of large-scale water 

technologies and governance approaches have tended to disproportionately benefit 

foreign financiers, private corporations, and government officials at the expense of 

communities and ecosystems rendered artificially “disposable.” By engaging with North 

American and South Asian hydronarratives from the perspective of postcolonial 

ecocritical and development theory, it becomes possible to unpack these complex 

histories and unlock “vital perspectives on how ecological transformation is entangled 

with colonial expansion, capitalist industry, and globalization” (DeLoughrey, Didur, and 

Carrigan 3). The fiction of Hogan and Khan, as well as Burtynksy’s photographs, explore 

the ways in which large dams were constructed in settler states and in postcolonial states 

of  the Global South in the latter half of the twentieth century primarily in the service of 

transnational capital. While Burtynksy’s large-format, high resolution images give shape 

to the global contours of hydrocolonialism and the interplay between its impacts on the 

global hydrological cycle and local communities, Hogan’s and Khan’s novels expose the 

ways in which water development has disrupted regional water cycles, exposing 

marginalized communities in North America and the Global South to increased 

environmental risk and social conflict. As such, each artist advances what Gomez-Barris 

calls “submerged perspectives” (xvi) as embedded in various forms of art, activism, and 

underrepresented academic theory that work to maintain or recuperate indigenous 

knowledges and articulate decolonial opposition to extractive capitalism.  

Chapter 3 examines hydronarratives that foreground water not as resource and 

commodity but instead as material element marked by human activity and metaphor for 
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cultural marginalization in communities economically dependent on energy extraction. 

The first portion of the chapter explores the energy humanities and draws on work by 

Kuletz, sociologist Rebecca Scott, and environmental history and public policy to define 

what I call “extractive fictions,” or cultural productions that map the socio-ecological 

impacts of resource extraction, especially fossil fuels, on adjacent communities 

considered “expendable” in the name of economic growth and national pride. I focus on 

extractive fictions emerging from the coal and natural gas fields of northern Appalachia, 

including Ann Pancake’s novel Strange as this Weather Has Been (2007), Jennifer 

Haigh’s novel Heat and Light (2015), the poetry of Julia Kasdorf, and Josh Fox’s 

Documentary Gasland (2010). Each, I argue, subvert the deep-seeded role of extraction 

as a cornerstone of regional cultural identity in Appalachia – what Scott calls a “culture 

of extraction” (28) – that has persisted since the mid-nineteenth century and is 

characterized by a strong belief in the role of extractive capitalism as a path to economic 

progress and national prosperity. Against this history, extractive fictions create space for 

the articulation of alternative identity formations rooted in reciprocal, sustainable 

engagements with nonhuman nature. In the second section, I draw on the work of 

museum studies scholars and art historians to highlight “post-extraction futurisms,” a 

term I use to describe historical and aesthetic approaches to water reclamation in 

Appalachian coal country. I examine two reclamation art projects – historian T. Allan 

Comp’s AMD&Art Park in Vintondale, Pennsylvania and the work of artist-activist John 

Sabraw – to highlight the ways in which artists are collaborating with scientists to 

envision the conditions of possibility for the remediation of environmental and social 

injustices associated with energy extraction through art. In doing so, I argue, such 



25 
 

projects foster community-centered engagements with the legacies of fossil fuel 

extraction that serve as critical transition zones between historically-produced cultures of 

extraction and post-extraction futures.   

The dissertation’s final chapter examines hydronarratives that explore sea-level 

rise and climate action at the intersections of neoliberal capitalism and structural 

inequality. Drawing on the work of environmental geographer Jason W. Moore, French 

economist Thomas Piketty, philosopher Adrian Parr, literary critic Ashley Dawson, 

political scientist Cedric Johnson, and others, I analyze Kim Stanley Robinson’s 

speculative novel New York 2140 (2017) and Benh Zeitlin’s film Beasts of the Southern 

Wild (2012). Robinson’s novel envisions a future New York City submerged in sea 

waters fifty feet higher than their 2017 levels. While retaining its place as a critical 

financial node in the capitalist world economy, the future city is also beset by 

gentrification, housing shortages, and uneven development, and class inequality. Against 

this backdrop, the novel envisions the collapse of the neoliberal world order and charts a 

path to equitable climate action vis-a-vis wealth redistribution and a reinvestment in 

public infrastructures to aid “drowned” communities living in squalor in the city’s 

intertidal zone. Beasts of the Southern Wild, on the other hand, invokes post-Katrina race, 

class, and indigenous climate politics as part of its tale about a poor, climate-vulnerable 

community called the Bathtub in coastal Louisiana. The novel’s plot pivots on the 

presence of a levee, which during a storm diverts floodwaters away from a nearby urban 

area and into the Bathtub, devastating the community. In response, Bathtub residents 

dynamite the levee to drain the water. The levee necessitates a dual reading. On the one 

hand, it symbolizes the neoliberalization of New Orleans and a general retreat from 
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public spending on flood mitigation infrastructure at the expense of poor, mostly-black 

neighborhoods. On the other hand, it also stands as a monument to the eliminatory 

policies of the settler state, as levees in the Mississippi River Delta, erected in throughout 

the twentieth century to protect the city’s economic interests, have eroded natural barrier 

islands and allowed rising oceans to degrade tribal lands on the coast. As I argue, the 

levee’s destruction can be read as either an act of rebellion against the exclusionary 

policies of the neoliberal state or as an effort to restore the region’s ecosystems, which for 

many of the region’s indigenous peoples retain cultural significance. Ultimately, I argue, 

both New York 2140 and Beasts of the Southern Wild make clear the need for a form of 

climate change storytelling that accounts for the uneven distribution of and climate 

vulnerability under neoliberal capitalism.   

Each of the writers and artists highlighted in Hydronarratives operate in the spirit 

of what Nixon has called "writer-activists," those "who have deployed their imaginative 

agility and worldly ardor” (Slow Violence 5) to “give human definition to outsourced 

suffering” and “to give life and dimension to the strategies – oppositional, affirmative, 

and yes, often desperate and fractured – that emerge from those who bear the brunt of the 

planet’s ecological crises” (Slow Violence 22-3). Herein lies the value of turning to 

cultural productions as a primary means of engaging with water crises: literary texts, 

films, photographs, public artworks, and museum exhibits can provide unique insight into 

historical constructions and discursive practices driving the parallel exploitation of 

humans and nonhuman nature. Contemporary water crises are not merely scientific or 

sociological problems; as byproducts of human activity, they emerge from richly-

textured, deeply-connected, and highly-contingent histories and discursive systems. By 
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engaging the imagination, cultural productions prompt readers and viewers to inhabit, 

empathize, and identify with disempowered or marginalized subjects and to envision 

scenarios of resilience and resistance against the exploitative dimensions of capitalism in 

its myriad forms.  

In her book Living Oil, Stephanie LeMenager speaks of “materializing oil as a 

coherent narrative” through an examination of various cultural forms, from literary texts 

to magazine spreads, photography collections to museum exhibits, landscape architecture 

to urban planning. Her use of the verb “materialize,” meaning “to make material or 

represent” (184) is a deliberate choice, a response to the difficulty of representing or 

narrating oil given its “imbrication in networks of power” (185). Cultural productions can 

similarly be similarly useful in efforts to materialize water as a coherent narrative; like oil 

and other forms of energy, water is and has always been imbricated in networks of 

power, and representations of water in text and image can aid in both rendering visible 

the mechanics and ideologies of these networks as well as an emergent politics of 

opposition to dominant modes of capitalist accumulation. It is my hope that 

Hydronarratives, by elevating writing and artwork that give “human definition” to the 

many problems of water in the Anthropocene, will validate and contribute to broader 

cultural narratives that work to remind us of the multiform nature of “the human” and the 

uneven distribution of risk and precarity on a rapidly changing planet.   
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CHAPTER 1 
  

DAMS, DROUGHTS, AND SETTLER COLONIALISM: 
RECUPERATING INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCE IN WESTERN U.S. 

HYDRONARRATIVES 
 

In her 1999 novel Gardens in the Dunes, Laguna Pueblo writer Leslie Marmon 

Silko explores the experiences of North American indigenous communities in the 

Colorado River Indian Reservation along the California-Arizona border. Set in the first 

decades of the twentieth century, the novel fictionalizes events surrounding Indian 

removal and the construction of Parker Dam on the Colorado River near Parker, Arizona. 

The dam, built to divert river water to southern California to promote agricultural and 

development and urban expansion, alters local riverine ecosystems and exacerbates 

already difficult conditions for native peoples forced to inhabit the least productive 

portions of formerly fertile floodplains, where they struggle to cultivate critical food 

sources and culturally significant flora. Downstream from the dam, Mojaves and 

Chemehuevis are forced into “carrying water in their backs uphill to their fields of corn 

and beans, until they were defeated by the evaporation and the heat” and gave up (204). 

One of the novel’s protagonists, Sister Salt of the fictional Sand Lizard people, struggles 

to care for sacred datura and wild purple asters that “wilted if she did not carry them 

buckets of water every day” (212). By contrast, when the region experiences a significant 

natural drought, Los Angeles receives potable water by “railroad tank cars,” 

underscoring, for the federal government, the urgency and necessity of Parker Dam’s 

completion to in order to render the region livable and economically prosperous for white 

settlers (215).   
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In some ways, Gardens in the Dunes comments on the current mega-drought that 

has been significantly impacting ecosystems and human populations in the southwestern 

US for decades. In 2014, for example, residential wells in East Porterville, California ran 

dry. An unincorporated area adjacent to the small town of Porterville in the historically 

agricultural San Joaquin Valley, East Porterville has no municipal water system and 

residents have long depended on groundwater pumping. Since 2012, a combination of 

historically low precipitation levels and groundwater overdraft by nearby commercial 

farms had significantly lowered the water table, and flows on the Tule River, which runs 

through the heart of Porterville, were barely measurable. To get by, the town of mostly 

poor, seasonal fieldworkers had to increasingly rely on donated bottled and tanked water 

delivered door-to-door by churches, non-profits, and the county (Lurie, “California 

Town”). By 2015, the groundwater crisis had spread to other parts of the valley, setting 

off a “water truck boom” in which growing portions of the valley began to rely solely on 

water imported from other parts of the state (Daniels). This scenario has become 

emblematic of scientist consider the most severe drought in the region in 1200 years 

(Griffin and Anchukaitis).11 And, as has become increasingly clear, human activity is 

partially to blame for drought events such as those besetting the western US. While 

groundwater abstraction (pumping) for commercial use is behind unprecedented levels of 

terrestrial subsidence – the sinking of the land –  large-scale water storage and diversion 

infrastructures have had marked effects on regional hydrological processes and water 

                                                           

11
 A variety of indicators confirm the drought’s unique severity. In 2015, for example, scientists determined 

that snowpack in the Sierra Nevada Mountains east of Porterville had all but disappeared, the region’s 
snow-water equivalent a mere 5% of its historical average over a 500-year period (Belmecheri et al.). In 
early 2016, a group of climatologists proclaimed the regional drying trend, which was expanding into the 
Central Plains, as a millennial event (Cook et al.).  

 



30 
 

availability.12 Dams and reservoirs have even been linked to an increase in greenhouse 

gases, as reservoir drawdowns (reductions in water capacity) are now known to release 

massive amounts of methane into the atmosphere, contributing to global warming and 

potential drought feedback loops (Deemer et al.). 

Large-scale water extraction infrastructure has also served as a visual marker for 

the severity of the region’s ongoing drought. Dominant media narratives have tended to 

frame chronic water scarcity in the western US as the beginning of the region’s steep 

descent into climate catastrophe, and prominent media outlets such as the LA Times, The 

Atlantic, and ProPublica have published several photo-essays featuring bathtub-ringed 

reservoirs, landlocked docks, dusty riverbeds, beached buoys, grounded speedboats, and 

cracked, desiccated shorelines.13 Such images are notable for both their documentary 

power and remarkable ahistoricity. On the one hand, they advance a visceral, dystopic 

rhetoric of ecosystemic collapse that confirms what some of the region’s most keen-eyed 

observers of water and climatological trends view as an inevitable future of devastating 

drought events (Gleick and Heberger). Such fears certainly contributed to political 

pressures pushing California Governor Jerry Brown to declare a state of emergency in 

2014 and institute a variety of new statewide water conservation measures (Chappell). On 

the other hand, a rhetoric of collapse assumes the false novelty of a crisis that has long 

been a reality for indigenous communities that have encountered barriers to access or 

                                                           
12 For an overview of the connections between human activity such as groundwater pumping, dam building, 
and reservoir storage on and drought and flood events, see Van Loon et al, “Drought in a Human-Modified 
World” and “Drought in the Anthropocene;” and AghaKouchak.  
 
13

 Over the course of 2014-2016, as the drought approached peak intensity, several major media outlets, 

such as The Atlantic and ProPublica, ran high-definition photo-essays that focused heavily on changes 
visually detectable at dam and reservoir sites. See Friberg, “Picturing the Drought” and Taylor, “Dramatic 
Photos of California’s Drought.”  
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outright theft of water resources, as well as disproportionate exposure to climate risk, 

since the early twentieth century. As Kyle Whyte explains, while the increasing severity 

of anthropogenic climate change has driven the proliferation of dystopian discourse 

amongst scientists, academics, and in the popular media, indigenous peoples in North 

America and beyond have long been experiencing “what [their] ancestors would have 

characterized as a dystopian future” caused by white settler encroachment (“Our 

Ancestors’ Dystopia Now” 207). The elision of this history in dominant narratives of 

drought in the western US amounts not merely to a glaring historical oversight, but also 

the continued application of the settler logic of elimination that drove water reclamation 

activities in the early-to-mid twentieth century.  

In this chapter, I examine a trio of hydronarratives, or cultural productions that 

render visible the socio-ecological dimensions of contemporary water crises, that work to 

revise dominant cultural and historical frames used to enclose public discourse 

surrounding human-induced water crises in the western United States. I turn to 

photographer Mark Klett’s rephotography work, Silko’s Gardens in the Dunes, and the 

Pueblo Grande Museum and Archaeological Park in Phoenix, Arizona, each of which re-

historicize large dam construction and associated water crises as the dystopic result of 

settler-colonialism. Here, I align my analyses with Patowatomi scholar-activist Kyle 

Whyte’s conception of settler colonialism as an injustice. As Whyte explains,  

As an injustice, settler colonialism refers to the complex social processes 
in which at least one society seeks to move permanently onto terrestrial, 
aquatic, and aerial places lived in by one or more other societies who 
already derive economic vitality, cultural flourishing, and political self-
determination from the relationships they have formed with plants, 
animals, physical entities, and ecosystems of those places. (“Dakota 
Access Pipeline” 158) 
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While Whyte’s definition certainly accounts for the logic of elimination that is central to 

Wolfe’s theorization of settler colonialism, as I note in the introduction, it more 

accurately captures environmental justice concerns associated with settler colonial 

exploitation from an indigenous perspective.14 Whyte goes on to outline the ways in 

which settler societies seek to “transform Indigenous homelands into settler homelands” 

through the process of moral justification – i.e., in the United States’ context the notion of 

Manifest Destiny – and the erasure of “indigenous economies, cultures, and political 

organizations” (“Dakota Access Pipeline” 159). And, as Whyte notes elsewhere, such 

processes are part of a broader “cyclical history” of colonialism and its ideological 

successors (“Déjà Vu” 100). As each of the hydronarratives examined in this chapter 

make clear, the “reclamation” of arid lands in the western United States was central to 

fostering the necessary conditions for settler occupation, which include – access to cheap, 

reliable water put into service in support of commercial agriculture, electricity 

generation, real estate development, and urban expansion. Central to this project was the 

construction of large dam technology, which entailed the seizure of river-adjacent 

indigenous lands, forced removal and displacement, and the alteration of culturally 

significant riverine systems. By delineating the eliminatory dimensions and injustices of 

reclamation, I contend, the hydronarratives examined here provide critical historical 

context around indigenous water rights movements in southwestern United States, some 

of which have successfully resisted the ongoing exploitation of tribal lands and water 

sources.  

 

                                                           
14 Whyte uses this theorization of settler colonialism to explain why indigenous peoples in the US and 
beyond are justified in opposing the Dakota Access Pipeline Project on the Standing Rock Sioux 
Reservation in North Dakota.  
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Decolonizing Drought Discourse 

 

In 1878, after a decade of surveying expeditions in the western United States, 

geologist and explorer John Wesley Powell published his Report on the Lands of the Arid 

Regions of the United States. In it, he detailed a careful plan for settling the region west 

of the hundredth meridian, an area he designated the “arid region” stretching west of an 

imaginary, north-south line that bisects Oklahoma’s western border with the Texas 

panhandle. Because the region received less than 20 inches of annual rainfall, Powell 

doubted that irrigation could reclaim more than a tiny fraction of the vast landscape. He 

was skeptical of distributing water according to political borders and neat, 160-acre 

gridded parcels of land created by the Homestead Act of 1862. Unless a science-based, 

watershed-specific approach to water use was taken, he argued, “many droughts will 

occur; many seasons in a long series will be fruitless; and it will be doubted whether, 

overall, agriculture will prove remunerative” (3). Powell’s reasoned but tepid estimation 

of the region’s economic potential invited ridicule from politicians and capitalists alike 

and was ultimately no match for America’s optimism and appetite for imperial 

expansion. The idea of federally-regulated water and a slow, practical approach to 

settlement appealed to few.15 In 1902, the 57th Congress of the United States passed the 

Reclamation Act, which funded large-scale dam, irrigation, and water storage and 

delivery projects. In 1922, the Colorado River Compact was signed, clearing the way for 

the construction of fourteen major dams on the Colorado and establishing allocations of 

river water to four “upper basin” states (Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming) 

and three “lower basin” states (Arizona, California, and Nevada) (Reisner 125). 

                                                           
15 For an overview of Powell’s report and its initial reception, see Reisner, 15-51.  
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The socio-ecological impacts of these efforts stand in many ways as monuments 

to the epistemological failure of large-scale water management as a technocratic 

extension of Manifest Destiny, an ideology against which Powell, for all his prescience 

about drought, was not immune.16 As historian Ian Tyrell explains, the Reclamation Act 

represented a legislative codification of settler-colonial resource appropriation. Because 

the law was intended to increase economic opportunities for the United States 

public "through creation of family farms possible in the arid sections of the public lands" 

(99), it was intimately connected to the dispossesive logic of the Homestead Act, which 

prompted the forced removal of millions of Native Americans and the distribution of land 

for Anglo-American settlers. Irrigation, made possible through the damming and 

diversion of the region's largest rivers, was "linked to a highly politicized and racialized 

version of nation-building . . . rooted in the idea of the white settler society as providing, 

through human labor working upon the raw materials of nature, a "settler theory of value" 

justifying occupation and development.” This “settler theory of value,” Tyrell explains, 

was characterized by a racially-exclusionary approach to nation-building which entailed 

dominion over nonhuman nature, with the goal of achieving “economic efficiency 

through a regime of technocrats” to advance “an expansive Anglo-Saxon race” (108). 

According to Tyrell, this project manifested itself in the form of a science-based internal 

colonialism that was ideologically akin to the European colonial project. In practice, this 

entailed, under a continuation of the land allotment policies of the 1887 Dawes Act, the 

                                                           
16 As Stephanie LeMenager notes in Manifest and Other Destinies (2004), Powell’s report “employs the 
words ‘redeem’ and ‘redemption’ so often that it begins to sound like a bizarre captivity narrative, with 
western lands hostage in their own aridity and the United States betting its legitimacy upon its ability to 
deliver the West from unfortunate weather” (23).  
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distribution of small irrigated plots to indigenous peoples in exchange for larger swaths 

of tribal land – in other words, the continued advancement of eliminatory policies (110).  

Tyrell’s account, while brief, differs from other historical engagements with land 

development and early US water policy that, as I see it, fail to adequately link the US 

settler-colonial project and large dam construction in the western United States . In 

Cadillac Desert (1985), perhaps the most widely-read account of human efforts to 

harness the economic potential of water in the region, Marc Reisner documents the 

engineering hubris, economic opportunism, and political maneuvering of the Reclamation 

Era and details efforts to remake the western US by harnessing its water resources on a 

massive scale. Reisner explores the histories of the Bureau of Reclamation, Army Corps 

of Engineers, and (to a lesser extent) the Tennessee Valley Authority, government 

agencies which often viewed themselves as performing “hydrological miracles” (114) as 

proof of humans’ absolute dominion over nonhuman nature. Each were wielded as tools 

by politicians and capitalists who sought to profit from huge irrigation projects, 

hydropower, and urban development. From an engineering standpoint, the region’s 

largest water projects certainly do qualify as miraculous, regardless of their economic or 

ecological viability. As Reisner famously quips, “in the West… water flows uphill 

toward money” (12), and he ultimately concludes that the impetus for economic 

development at all costs has had, and will continue to have, deleterious effects on 

ecosystems and long-term water availability. However, Reisner only briefly alludes to 

reclamation’s roots in Manifest Destiny, and while he does examine the impacts of dam 

construction on tribal groups, such as the impacts of dams resulting from the Pick-Sloan 
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Plan on native peoples along the Missouri River in the Dakotas, he largely frames water 

reclamation in terms of politics and economics.  

Others similarly elide the settler-colonial history of water development in the 

western US. Historian Donald Worster, in Rivers of Empire (1985), takes a more 

historically compendious view to argue that the United States, by establishing itself as 

what historian Karl Wittfogel called a “hydraulic society” (37), has paved the way for the 

rise of an autocratic capitalist state characterized by the consolidation of land ownership 

to benefit a class of wealthy, well-connected oligarchs. In Worster’s narrative of water 

reclamation in the western US, indigenous peoples are primarily featured within his 

taxonomy of “hydraulic societies” that extracted water based on local subsistence, state 

agrarian, or capitalist societal structures (17-60). To be sure, in recent years 

environmental historians have more thoroughly engaged with indigenous experiences of 

and resistance to large-scale water development projects, land theft, displacement, and 

barriers to access and water use into the present. In Contested Waters: An Environmental 

History of the Colorado River (2013), April Summitt devotes two chapters to indigenous 

water rights struggles in the southwestern US and northern Mexico, including the 

successful efforts of the Tohono O’odham in southern Arizona – issues for which, as I 

will argue shortly, Silko’s Gardens in the Dunes provides important historical context. In 

Finding the River: An Environmental History of the Elwha (2011), Jeff Crane explores 

debates over river usage and dam removal on Washington’s Elwha River, on which 

indigenous Lower Elwha Klallam peoples have traditionally depended. While these 

works refer out to larger cultural, political, and ideological trends driving water 
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development in the western United States, however, they remain limited to specific 

watersheds and bioregions.  

Over the past several years, as water conservation has become increasingly central 

to conversations surrounding the future of the western United States, Cadillac Desert has 

been revived as required reading for those interested in putting long-term drought into 

historical perspective. Environmental journalist Mark Hertsgaard, for example, wrote in a 

piece for The Nation insisting that “no book illuminates [the region’s history of dam 

building and drought vulnerability] better than Cadillac Desert” (Hertsgaard). Reisner’s 

book also topped “10 Books About Drought: A Reading List for Parched Southern 

Californians” in the LA Daily News (“10 Books”), and John Fleck, director of the 

University of New Mexico Water Resources Program, included it in a blog post as one of 

two books critical to understanding water in the west (Fleck). At least one effect of 

privileging narratives that elide the eliminatory history of water reclamation projects is 

the transference of similar narratives into prominent cultural representations. For 

example, Cadillac Desert features prominently in two recently-published speculative 

novels, Claire Vaye Watkins’ Gold Fame Citrus (2016) and Paolo Bacigalupi’s The 

Water Knife (2015), each of which imagine dystopian, drought-beset futures in Los 

Angeles and Phoenix, respectively. While Watkins lists Cadillac Desert as an important 

influence in the novel’s acknowledgments, Reisner’s book features centrally in the plot of 

The Water Knife, in which states and cities are engaged in armed conflict over rights to 

Colorado River water. As one character explains, Cadillac Desert is “the bible when it 

comes to water” (181). Yet The Water Knife arguably exploits a history of water-related 

indigenous dispossession that Bacigalupi seems at least partially aware of: the plot pivots 
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around the discovery, in an archive, of nineteenth-century Native American water rights 

that “are senior to God” (262) and represent guaranteed water security for whomever 

possesses them. Bacigalupi, however, does not meaningfully engage with this history, 

choosing instead to flesh out his dystopian thriller around conflict and climate refugee 

scenarios and societal collapse.  

The western United States has begun to grapple with what many consider to be a 

long-term, intensifying regional mega-drought. To develop socially equitable solutions to 

water scarcity, it has become increasingly important to engage with a history of regional 

water appropriation steeped in the ongoing legacies of settler colonialism. The cultural 

representations analyzed here narrativize that history, and thereby prompt readers and 

viewers to consider culturally-inclusive solutions to the region’s water crises that avoid a 

settler logic of indigenous elimination or erasure. First, I explore the ways in which 

Klett’s rephotography surveys of the western US engage with nineteenth-century 

landscape photography to connect the settler myth of the “vanishing Indian,” often used 

as justification for settler occupation and resource appropriation, to anthropogenic 

environmental change in the late twentieth century, including that caused by dams. Next, 

I read Silko’s Gardens in the Dunes as a critical rehistoricization of large dam 

construction in the western US as part of a larger project of settler elimination. As I 

explain, Silko reimagines the construction of Parker Dam and the large-scale, 

technocratic approach to water management and distribution espoused by the Bureau of 

Reclamation, as exemplary of a settler approach to environmental governance that 

emphasizes economic development over cultural and ecological sustainability. As she 

contrasts settler epistemologies with the cosmologically-driven approach to water use 
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espoused by the fictional Sand Lizard people and reveals the negative impacts of dam 

construction on indigenous lifeways, Silko provides valuable historical insight into the 

roots of present day indigenous water rights struggles. I close with a brief photo-essay 

about the Pueblo Grande Museum, which curates the history of indigenous water 

management in the Phoenix Basin. As I argue, the museum’s location in a city infamous 

for its overindulgence in the region’s scarce water resources infuses its exhibits with 

decolonial politics and underscores the need for culturally-responsive approaches to 

regional drought mitigation in the future.  

 

Altered Topographies:  

Environmental Rephotography and the Settler Colonial Gaze 

 

As mentioned previously, visual documentation of drought in the western US is 

often animated by dystopic visions of impending climate disaster. Because of their sheer 

quantity and similar aesthetics, one could classify them as a form of what sociologist 

Daniel Cohen refers to as “climate disaster porn,” or overly-dark visions of ecological 

apocalypse. It remains to be seen whether a rhetoric of fear is conducive to collective 

climate action (I tend to think it does not), but it is clear that such images tend to mask 

the experiences of indigenous and minority residents, climate disaster porn sets the 

standards by which the severity of environmental change is measured – its impacts on 

spaces of affluence or settler privilege, such as recreation areas, suburban enclaves, 

commercial farms, and so on. The danger is that such spaces are taken as representative 

of a universalized experience of drought. What is less clear in such images, however, is 

the connection between contemporary drought events and the colonizing impulse – 
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including the settler-colonial logic of indigenous elimination – behind large-scale water 

infrastructures that are in part responsible for regional water crises.  

One counter to this narrative can be found in the work of photographer Mark 

Klett, whose rephotographic survey projects have documented large-scale anthropogenic 

changes dating to the nineteenth-century settlement of the western US. Klett is widely 

credited with pioneering “rephotography,” the process of re-photographing a site, with a 

significant time lapse between photos, to document change. Rephotography often 

involves meticulous efforts to replicate physical conditions present when the original 

photo was taken with respect to time of day, year, weather, and vantage point.17 In 1977, 

Klett and collaborators JoAnn Verburg and Ellen Manchester began the five-year-long 

Rephotographic Survey Project (RSP) in which they located vantage points of well-

known nineteenth century photographs and juxtaposed images with the originals, a 

process which was intended to bestow “fresh potency” (Verburg et al 37) upon the 

original images. Most of the original photographs reproduced were taken by 

photographers involved in the four “Great Surveys” of the western US in the nineteenth 

century led by Clarence King, George Wheeler, Ferdinand Hayden, and John Wesley 

Powell and helped map and document the region for the purposes of ascertaining the its 

potential for resource exploitation and settlement (Fox 29-46). These surveys laid the 

groundwork for eventual water reclamation projects.18 Klett reproduces many images 

taken by Timothy O’Sullivan and William Henry Jackson, both of which served as 

official photographers for survey expeditions and pioneered American landscape 

                                                           
17 For a detailed description of technical methodology behind the RSP, see Verburg et al. 
18 The most detailed overview of the surveys available can be found in Richard Bartlett’s 1980 book Great 

Surveys of the American West.  
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photography and aesthetics that heavily shaped the American public’s initial relationship 

with the western US (Klett 2). In some ways, Klett’s work resembles that of the New 

Topographics movement, which was launched by curator Bill Jenkins and the New 

Topographics exhibit in 1975 at the George Eastman House in Rochester, New York. 

The exhibit made waves in the world of landscape photography and has influenced a 

generation of artists seeking to de-romanticize the western US by documenting the 

region’s growing suburbanization and the banality of city streets, urban architecture, 

industrial sites, and so on. Klett himself was initially skeptical; as a geologist, he failed to 

see the topographical dimensions of such images (Fox 134-137). However, as art 

historian William Fox notes, Klett’s rephotography work nevertheless “bears a traceable 

relationship” to the 1975 show and its commentary on a changing region (146).  

 Klett’s rephotography works against well-worn tropes of western US landscape 

photography is by connecting nineteenth-century survey photography, which tends to 

disavow or erase indigenous presence, to present-day environmental change. The role of 

photography in perpetuating the myth of the “vanishing Indian” as justification for settler 

occupation has been well-documented. Writing of the paternalistic, sentimentalist 

portraiture of eighteenth century photographer Edward Curtis, Anishinaabe scholar 

Gerald Vizenor explains that “the absence of the native is the simulated presence of the 

other in narratives of cultural dominance” (181). Vizenor and others have written 

extensively of Curtis and other photographers whose ethnographic photography was used 

to document a supposedly dying race before it was “too late.”19 The early US landscape 

                                                           
19 For an examination of the connections between photography and Native American cultural identity by 
indigenous writers and artists, see the collection Partial Recall: With Essays on Photographs of Native 

North Americans (1993), edited by Lucy Lippard.  
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photographers of interest to Klett, such as O’Sullivan as Jackson, arguably contributed to 

this project of erasure through their preoccupation with capturing the sublime and a 

supposedly pristine, unpeopled wilderness and their failure, in much of their landscape 

work, to include evidence of indigenous habitation. Rebecca Solnit, Klett’s frequent 

collaborator, writes in Savage Dreams of photographic representations of Yosemite 

Valley taken by Carleton Watkins in the 1860s, most of which erased indigenous 

presence and evidence of the Mariposa War, in which the Ahwahnechee were expelled 

from the valley in 1851. Such photographic representations of the valley as an 

uninhabited, Edenic paradise helped cultivate Americans’ relationship to nonhuman 

nature in the early nineteenth century. Later, the public’s growing preservationist 

impulses fueled opposition to the damming of Hetch Hetchy Valley on the basis of its 

aesthetic value rather than its cultural significance for the Ahwahnechee and other tribal 

groups expelled from the region.20  

While Klett’s rephotography work does not often explicitly address indigenous 

dispossession, it connects settler ideologies, which benefited from the propagation of the 

“vanishing Indian myth” vis-à-vis early US landscape photography, to large-scale 

anthropogenic changes to riverine and water systems. For example, in his 2004 collection 

Third Views, Second Sights, Klett and a team of collaborators built on his earlier 

rephotography work by returning to vantage points, taking photos for a third time, and 

writing short reflections on topographical changes to the landscape over time. Amongst 

Klett’s photographs are several reproductions of O’Sullivan, who served as the official 

                                                           
20 For narrativized overview of the ways in which photography and other cultural representations of 
Yosemite contributed to settlement, indigenous erasure, and the early twentieth-century conservation 
movement, see Solnit, 215-385.   
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photographer for two of the four Great Surveys under King (1867-1869) and Wheeler 

(1871-1874) (“Timothy H. O’Sullivan”). Klett has frequently noted that, because of 

survey photographers’ preoccupation with flowing water in arid landscapes, some of the 

most noticeable terrestrial changes involved the impoundment and redistribution of 

naturally flowing water sources (“Environmental Rephotography” 123; Third Views 136). 

Klett’s reproductions of O’Sullivan’s 1872 photograph of “The Great Bend” on Utah’s 

Green River taken from Flaming Gorge Ridge is notable in this regard. Klett’s 1978 and 

1999 photos, instead of revealing the sweeping bend of the river and a narrow alluvial 

plain as shown in O’Sullivan’s 1872 original, depict a vast, slack expanse of Flaming 

Gorge Reservoir backed up behind Flaming Gorge Dam and submerging the riverbed. 

Like O’Sullivan’s photo, Klett’s 1979 photo contains no evidence of the Shoshones that 

inhabited the river valley until just four years before O’Sullivan’s arrival, when they 

signed the Treaty of Fort Bridger departed for the Wind River Reservation in western 

Wyoming (Webb 14-15). Klett’s 1999 image, however, features perhaps the ultimate 

signifier of settler occupation: a boat speeding across the reservoir several hundred feet 

above the original floodplain, affirming the transformation of tribal lands and waters into 

recreational commodities (136-39).  
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Figure 1: Timothy O’Sullivan, 1867.  

Rock formations, Pyramid Lake, NV (“Rephotographs”) 
 

 
Figure 2: Mark Klett for the Rephotographic Survey Project, 1979.  

Pyramid Isle, Pyramid Lake, NV (“Rephotographs”) 
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Figure 3: Mark Klett and Byron Wolfe for the Third View Project, 1999.  

Pyramid Isle, Pyramid Lake, NV (“Rephotographs”) 
 

Klett’s reproductions of O’Sullivan’s 1867 photo of Pyramid Lake, located on the 

present-day Pyramid Lake Paiute Reservation in northwestern corner of Nevada, connect 

settler resource exploitation to recent environmental justice struggles [Figs. 1-3]. Like 

O’Sullivan’s image, Klett’s features a cluster of peculiar tufa rock formations surrounded 

by water, with no evidence of the Paiutes who thrived on the lake’s shores throughout the 

nineteenth century. In a brief explanatory blurb, Klett notes the difference in the lake’s 

water level in the two photos. In his 1979 photo, the lake is sixty-five feet lower than in 

Sullivan’s photo, the result of the damming and diversion of the Truckee River, which 

feeds the lake, for irrigation benefitting farms upstream. Klett also alludes to a decades’-

long legal battle waged by the Paiutes who, in the decades following the Truckee’s 

damming, saw a significant decline in native chub and trout populations on which they 
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have long depended (Klett 178).21 By documenting landscape alterations as a function of 

the settler theory of value, Klett’s photographs serve as a palimpsestic allusion to the 

settler-colonial roots of anthropogenic change in the western United States. Moreover, 

Klett’s 1999 photo of Pyramid Lake highlights the impacts of indigenous resistance to the 

settler state: the water level has returned to its nineteenth-century levels, a topographic 

indicator of the Paiutes’ successful litigation against the federal government that led to a 

1995 settlement allowing them to reclaim control of and access to traditional tribal waters 

(“Environmental Rephotography” 125).22 As he has explained ex post facto, several other 

images in his surveys offer evidence of water-related changes to the landscape, such as 

those of Echo Canyon, Utah, where the Weber River was diverted to make room for 

railroad and highway construction (“Environmental Rephotography” 123).   

Klett’s most recent rephotography work was shot almost two decades ago, and 

thus remains somewhat temporally removed from the current crisis of water scarcity in 

the region. Nevertheless, it anticipates recent photography projects that connect 

environmental change and settler-colonialism, such as Nicholas Brown’s Vanishing 

Indian Repeat Photography Project (VIRPP). According to Brown, the VIRRP is 

modeled after the US Geological Survey’s Repeat Photography Project, which has been 

documenting the recession of glaciers in Glacier National Park since the late 1990s. 

Moreover, the VIRRP is envisioned as a counter to park’s historical use of the “vanishing 

Indian” trope, especially through romanticized portraiture, as a ploy to attract tourists in 

                                                           

21
 See Knack and Stewart for an overview of Paiute resistance to and litigation against damming and 

diverting the Truckee.  
 
22 For an overview of the Pyramid Lake Pauites’ successful litigation and the benefits of lake restoration, 
see Christensen.  
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the early twentieth century (134). The documentation of disappearing glaciers, Brown 

explains, has become emblematic of a sort of “doom tourism” (135) against the backdrop 

of the global climate crisis. The VIRRP, on the other hand, emphasizes “the continuity of 

the vanishing logic” from the early twentieth century to the present. The project involves 

a collaborative effort amongst park historians and tribal members to select photos and 

locate original vantage points, and while reproduced photographs are devoid of 

indigenous figures, they instead reveal changes to the landscape. Indigenous absence in 

the photos, Brown explains, “speaks, ironically, to an enduring and evolving presence.” 

In doing so, the VIRRP “interprets colonization as an ongoing process rather than a 

historical event, which, in turn, sheds light on the structural dimensions of colonization” 

(136) and prompts a rethinking of the connections between the accumulationist ethos of 

settler colonialism and climate change (137). Klett’s work, I would argue, unfolds on the 

same plane of critique, prompting a rethinking of the role of settler-colonialism, as an 

ongoing process, in present-day water crises in the western US.  

 
 

Silko’s “Seeing Instrument:” Dams, Drought, and Recuperating Indigenous 

Experience in the Southwestern United States 

 

While Klett’s rephotography work connects the settler-colonial gaze to 

anthropogenic changes to western US landscapes, Silko’s Gardens in the Dunes fills in 

the temporal “gap” between the four Great Surveys and present-day water crises with an 

account of water-related indigenous dispossession in the early twentieth century. Gardens 

offers a fictionalized account of the construction of Parker Dam on the Colorado River in 

the 1930s and its impacts on forcibly removed native peoples living downstream. The 

novel follows Indigo and Sister Salt, two young Sand Lizard sisters who learn from their 
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elder, Grandmother Fleet, to plant and maintain thriving gardens of corn and amaranth in 

a hidden canyon along the river before being forced into reservation boarding schools. 

After the sisters are detained and separated by Indian police, Sister Salt escapes and takes 

up residence in a riverside camp downstream from the dam construction site near Parker, 

Arizona, while Indigo falls into the care of Hattie and Edward Palmer, a wealthy, worldly 

white couple who take her on an extended tour of the eastern United States and Europe. 

During her travels, Indigo visits several different gardens, where her experiences frame a 

long history of global seed cultivation and exchange as well as the Euro-Western practice 

of biopiracy, the exploitation of indigenous plants and botanical knowledge for 

commercial gain. At one point, Edward absconds with rare orchid samples from the 

Brazilian Amazon and citron clippings from Spain to hybridize and sell on a commercial 

scale in the United States.  

Social and environmental justice have been persistent themes in Silko’s fiction, 

especially in novels like Ceremony (1977) and Almanac of the Dead (1990) in which she 

highlights the effects of, and native resistance to, uranium mining and damaging trade 

liberalization policies, respectively. Gardens is best known for its exploration of the 

cultural and ecological significance of indigenous ethnobotanical knowledge, much of 

which unfolds in the novel’s Indigo sections. Joni Adamson frames the novel as an 

example of environmental justice literature. By emphasizing the cultural significance 

certain “medicine foods” like amaranth, she argues, the Gardens highlights indigenous 

contributions to global food traditions, represents a form of resistance to the Euro-

Western theft of ethnobotanical knowledge, and provides critical historical context for 

contemporary, global food sovereignty movements. In the novel, the Sand Lizards’ 
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cultivation of amaranth represents a form of resistance against (“Medicine Food” 217-

219). The novel’s focus on gardens has also been viewed as a targeted critique of 

colonialism and imperialism. “[B]y pointedly contrasting nineteenth-century gardening 

aesthetics and ideologies with the Sand Lizards’ subsistence farming,” writes Terre Ryan, 

Silko “reaffirms the authority of Native lifeways” (116), particularly the “ecological 

sophistication” (119) that enables the Sand Lizard People to thrive in arid lands. 

Somewhat surprisingly, however, few scholars have noted the novel’s attention to federal 

reclamation projects and indigenous water rights struggles. Jane Griffith has argued that 

Silko’s entire body of fiction “reveals a sustained devotion to narratives of water” (“Law” 

27) and even focuses specifically on the ways in which Silko’s work enters into dialogue 

with the “Winters Doctrine,” one of single most important court case for indigenous 

water rights in US history. But while Griffith argues that Silko’s narrativization of water 

contrasts with settler notions of governance, she scarcely engages with Gardens at all, 

and does not mention Parker Dam. 

Beyond the contested space of the garden, the encounter between indigenous and 

Euro-Western epistemological views of nonhuman nature spills into issues of water 

access, use, and management. This primarily unfolds through Silko’s re-historicization of 

Indian removal along the river and events surrounding the construction of Parker Dam. In 

1865, the Colorado River Indian Tribes (CRIT) Reservation was established near Parker 

for indigenous tribes residing along the river and its tributaries. The reservation initially 

housed Chemehuevis and Mojaves, and later included Hopi and Navajo peoples as well. 

Tribes were encouraged to take up subsistence farming using irrigation water siphoned 

from the river, but soil on the chosen reservation site downstream was poor irrigation 
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proved ineffective. Tribal peoples found themselves economically marginalized and 

significantly worse off post-removal.23 Dams constructed upstream in the 1930s 

worsened things. Parker Dam, as one of fourteen major dams on the Colorado, was 

completed in 1938 to generate hydropower and divert water to Los Angeles via the 242-

mile-long Colorado River Aqueduct, and central Arizona via the 336-mile Central 

Arizona Project (CAP) canal (“California: Parker Dam”). The impacts of damming the 

river have been dire, including significantly lowered downstream flows, reduced native 

fish habitats, increased water temperatures, and water contamination caused by erosion 

and irrigation runoff.24 

Like Klett’s rephotography work, Gardens connect settler-colonialism to 

anthropogenic changes to the western US landscape. However, Silko more explicitly 

links water development to an indigenous experience of cultural loss. In doing so, 

Gardens functions as what Adamson has called a “seeing instrument,” a term she uses to 

describe cultural representations that render visible “the complex connections between 

biogeochemical processes and the life on the planet” (“Gathering the Desert” 107). 

Adamson derives the phrase “seeing instrument,” often associated with the Mayan 

creation narrative, the Popul Vuh, to describe texts, stories, and written and oral 

narratives that draw connections between environmental change, quality of life, and 

human-nonhuman entanglements (American Indian 145; “Humanities” 136). The Popul 

Vuh, along with contemporary documents like the Universal Declaration of the Rights of 

                                                           
23 For an overview of the ways in which poorly-executed federal reclamation efforts affected tribal 
communities relocated to the CRIT Reservation, see Caylor.  
 
24

 For an overview of the environmental impacts of damming, diverting, and storing Colorado River water, 

see Summitt 61-86.  
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Mother Earth (UDRME), which was signed in Bolivia in 2010, have been described as 

seeing instruments that advance “cosmovisions,” or intergenerational indigenous 

knowledges of the cosmos – the universe – that account for the entangled relations 

between humans and more-than-human-worlds (Adamson, “Cosmovisions” 182; 

Adamson and Monani 3). In the novel’s underexplored Sister Salt sections, Silko 

contrasts the Sand Lizards’ cosmologically-driven approach to water use, predicated on 

reciprocal, equitable relationships with more-than-human nature, with ecologically-

damaging, large-scale technocratic methods espoused by the federal government. By 

foregrounding the cultural and ecological violence of Parker Dam, Gardens identifies 

contemporary water crises as having roots in the implementation of a settler theory of 

value characterized in an emphasis on the conquest and domination of nonhuman nature. 

While Gardens acknowledges the political and economic history of reclamation, it 

remains focused on the ways in which large dams have violently disrupted indigenous 

lifeways, limited water access, and contributed to the theft of indigenous resources that 

continues to persist into the present.  

Gardens explores the history of indigenous habitation in the Sonoran Desert near 

the Colorado River before and after the arrival of settlers, enabling readers to connect the 

cosmological dimensions of indigenous water use both pre- and post-contact. Adamson, 

drawing on the work of renowned ethnobotanist Gary Nahban, has pointed out that the 

Sand Lizards are likely based on the Hia C-ed O’odham, or “Sand People,” a once-

nomadic subgroup of the Tohono O’odham that resided in the Sonoran Desert (“Medicine 

Food” 218). Nahban, who has drawn on interviews and ethnographic research to write 

extensively of the Hia C-ed O’odham, explains that tribal peoples have traditionally 
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viewed themselves as “originating from the sand” (“Meager Living” 521) and dependent 

on the earth to eat and thrive. While today the Hia C-ed O’odham is one of the bands that 

are not integrated into the larger Tohono O’odham Nation near Tucson, they once lived a 

nomadic lifestyle in western Arizona, where they gathered traditional desert plants such 

as Pholisma sonorae, also known as “sand root” or “sandfood,” a perennial flowering 

plant that grows in sand dunes and from which the Hia C-ed O’odham received the 

anglicized designation “Sand People” or “Sand Papago.”25 Oral histories suggest they 

migrated with regularity to established sites, including agricultural sites where desert 

crops, such as amaranth, were grown using floodwater or spring-fed irrigation methods 

(“Meager Living” 524).26  

The Sand Lizards, as fictional representations of Hia C-ed O’odham, maintain 

cosmologically-informed, sustainable approach to water management to harness the 

region’s intermittent waters to cultivate plants in their desert gardens. According to 

Grandmother Fleet, the sisters’ elder, the Sand Lizard had planted the gardens in ancient 

times and shared her bounty with the people, imploring them to share and give thanks to 

the desert for making their harvest possible:  

The first ripe fruit of each harvest goes belongs to the spirits of our 
beloved ancestors, who come to us as rain; the second ripe fruit should go 
to the birds and wild animals, in gratitude for their restraint in sparing the 
seeds and sprouts earlier in the season. Give the third ripe fruit to the bees, 
ants, mantises, and others who cared for the plants. (15) 
 

                                                           
25 Sandfood remains culturally meaningful for Hia C-ed O’odham. See all of  Nabhan’s work cited in this 
dissertation.   
 
26 For an overview of traditional Hia C-ed O’odham lifeways prior to settler occupation see all work from 
Nabhan, Gathering the Desert and “The Ecology of Floodwater Farming,” and Nabhan, Hodgson, and 
Fellows, “A Meager Living on Lava or Sand?”   
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The community-based Sand Lizard agricultural model even applies during periods of 

drought, during which the people depend on a sacred natural spring which is guarded by 

Grandfather Snake, a cousin of the Sand Lizard. “All desert springs have resident 

snakes,” Grandmother Fleet warns the girls, emphasizing that “[i]f people killed the 

snakes, the precious water disappeared” (36). As fictional representations of the Hia C-ed 

O’odham, Sand Lizard lifeways are incompatible with market-based, technocratic 

approaches to water management espoused by settler institutions like the Bureau of 

Reclamation. As Nabhan explains, though the Hia C-ed O’odham lived out a dynamic 

form of nomadism according to seasonal patterns of resource availability, they were long 

viewed by outsiders as “[p]oor people in a barren land” with “[n]o gold to give to the 

conquistadors” or “agriculture that an outsider could recognize as such” (“Gathering” 

55), and therefore outside of Euro-Western standards of capitalism.27  

By contrast, the imported economy of Silko’s fictional Parker reflects a “resource-

based” approach to environmental governance that informed by a settler theory of value 

in which water extraction is viewed primarily as a path to economic development. Silko 

renders Parker in the image of a typical Western boomtown situated adjacent to mines, 

railroads, and other sites of strategic economic or military significance, mobbed with 

nervous, fortune-seeking hopefuls. The town revolves around a bustling dam site where 

only “the sound of coins seemed louder than the sounds of the earthmoving machines” 

(218). Replete with a casino, saloons, and mobile, wagon-based brothels, Parker’s 

commercial apparatus caters to a mostly-male, mostly-Anglo labor force. Sister Salt’s 

                                                           
27 Nabhan, Hodges, and Fellows uncover similarities between the ways in which Spanish conquistadors and 
Anglo-American settlers viewed the Hia C-ed O’odham as either an impoverished, primitive desert people 
or as industrious noble savages. 
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male companion, a freed-slave named Big Candy, makes a fortune making home-brewed 

beer using groundwater extracted from the desert (215). When California and Arizona 

eventually clash over the river’s diversion from Parker to Los Angeles in a fictional 

rendition of region’s infamous “water wars,” it is characterized by the dam’s site 

supervisor as “all politics and money” (337), echoing Reisner’s assessment in Cadillac 

Desert.28 

In Gardens, the clash between relationship-based and resource-based approaches 

to water management prove devastating for the Sand Lizards and other indigenous 

peoples living on reservation lands along the Colorado River. When Sister Salt 

encounters the dam site for the first time, it is depicted as happening across the dead body 

of a relative:  

[She] was shocked at the destruction she saw below: the earth was blasted 
open, the soil moist and red as flesh. The construction workers appeared 
the size of flies crawling over the hills of clayish dirt. The river had been 
forced from her bed into deep diversion ditches, where her water ran angry 
red. Big earth-moving machines pulled by teams of mules uprooted groves 
of ancient cottonwood trees. Off to the west, the workers were digging a 
huge ditch to carry river water all the way to Los Angeles. (211)  
 

The exposed flesh of the dam site, its decomposition helped along by droves of workers 

like “flies crawling,” tells a story of violence that Sister Salt gradually pieces together as 

she makes her way downstream. She finds “silver-green carp belly-up, trapped in water 

holes in the empty riverbed” and “datura plants and wild purple asters on the riverbank 

suddenly left high and dry” (212) before awakening one morning to find the river 

                                                           
28 Silko even fictionalizes Arizona’s failed attempt, in the mid-1930s, to prevent the construction of Parker 
Dam because it was viewed as attempt by California to dip into less-populated Arizona’s federally-
designated allocation of Colorado River water. After Arizona’s governor, B.B. Moeur, sent the Arizona 
National Guard to occupy the dam site for seven months, the Supreme Court overruled Arizona’s claims 
and allowed construction to proceed (Reisner 257-9).  
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“unrecognizable – rechanneled and trapped into narrow muddy chambers outside its old 

bed,” the trees “ripped out and plowed into mounds of debris, where their roots reached 

out plaintively like giant skeleton hands” (216). The river’s diversion is meant to be read 

as a death, which Silko links to the decline of native peoples who depend on its waters for 

their livelihoods. The skeletal remains of a vibrant river ecology reveal both the 

immediate effects of the dam’s construction and foreshadow the slow violence of settler 

resource appropriation that has continued into the presence.  

Beyond the immediate ecological effects, large-scale federal reclamation projects 

like the one at Parker have significantly advanced the eliminatory logic of settler-

colonialism. In 1935, when Franklin Roosevelt dedicated Hoover Dam 150 miles 

upstream from Parker, he praised it for “its contribution to the health and comfort of the 

people who live in the Southwest” (qtd. in Dunar and McBride 311). By “people,” of 

course, he meant predominately white settlers, and such exclusionary rhetoric embodies 

what Jane Griffith has called “dam/ning,” a term she uses to describe the ways in which 

dam projects in the western US involved “tactics used to preserve White settler memory, 

history, and claims to land and water.” As Griffith explains, “[d]amming stimulates the 

growth of some life and curtails others, all under a banner of harmless progress. But also 

embedded in the term is damning: the strategies used to thwart and undermine settler-

colonial violence, dehumanization, displacement, and land theft” (31). Large dam 

projects have not only encroached on indigenous lands and river access and circumvented 

tribal sovereignty, they have also generated cultural productions that have perpetuated 

myths of indigenous decline and disappearance – a sort of modernized narrative of the 

vanishing Indian. According to Griffith, narratives of Hoover Dam’s construction at the 
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time, whether in scholarship, art, or print media, tended to romanticize “primitive” 

indigenous engagements with the Colorado River and failed to explore the complexities 

and innovations that may have contributed to settler knowledge. For example, during the 

construction of Hoover Dam, archaeologist Mark Harrington held a series of pageants 

that narrativized the so-called “fall” of a universalized Indian culture.  

There were, however, instances of resistance to the types of settler erasure 

associated with federal reclamation projects, which Griffith characterizes as forms of 

“survivance,” Anishinaabe scholar Gerald Vizenor’s term to describe a combination of 

survival and endurance whereby native peoples “foster an active sense of presence” and 

renounce “dominance, tragedy, and victimry” (vii). For example, hundreds of native 

actors were enlisted to perform in the pageants, and many collectively bargained, by 

threat of strike, for competitive wages and fair treatment (“Damn” 30-40). In Gardens, 

Sister Salt and her Chemehuevi companions, Maytha and Vedna, similarly resist 

compulsory assimilation by escaping the reservation and asserting their independence as 

indigenous women. At the boarding school, they are told to speak English and attend 

church each Sunday and are forced into laundry duty to generate under-the-table profits 

for the reservation superintendent. Sister Salt is saddened at the dilapidated sight of 

various tribal groups on the reservation, their days spent in “tin shacks” drinking, 

gambling, and fighting (204-5). However, she and her companions steal supplies and 

establish their own laundry camp on the banks of the river downstream from the dam site, 

and make a fortune washing clothes for dam workers. In this way, Gardens can be read as 

a story of indigenous survivance in the Reclamation Era.  
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The fictional events in Gardens also provide critical historical context 

surrounding complex, decades’-long water rights battles waged against the federal 

government by the Tohono O’odham that can also be viewed as a form of survivance. 

Today, the Hia C-ed O’odham, unrecognized at the state and federal levels, are officially 

part of the Tohono O’odham Nation, which also includes the Akimel O’odham (“River 

People”). The Tohono O’odham Nation geographically occupies nearly three million 

acres of reservation land in Arizona near the Gila and Santa Cruz Rivers. These days, 

both waterways are best described as “once-living,” particularly the intermittent, flood-

fed Santa Cruz, which was profoundly altered by settler farmers who, in the late 

nineteenth century, dug ill-conceived irrigation ditches that crumbled beneath 

floodwaters that carried away large swaths of reservation farmland. Forced to depend on 

groundwater, the O’odham encountered obstacles to access in the 1960s as a sinking 

water table rendered pumping cost-prohibitive. To the east, rapidly-expanding Tucson 

had been illegally extracting water from beneath the reservation, prompting the O’odham 

to file a suit against the city in 1975 (Sheridan 370-71). They won the case based on the 

seldom-enforced Winters Doctrine which, established in 1908, granted Native American 

peoples exclusive rights to “all water sources which arise upon, border, traverse, or 

underlie a reservation” (qtd. in Sheridan 371). After years of negotiations between the 

O’odham and developers and commercial interests, the state passed the Southern Arizona 

Water Rights Settlement Act (SAWRSA) in 1982, granting the O’odham guaranteed 

allocations of groundwater, treated water, and CAP water (Sheridan 372).  In 2004, the 

SAWRSA was reaffirmed by the Bush Administration via the Arizona Water Settlements 

Act (AWSA), legislation which also authorized the Gila River Indian Community Water 
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Rights Settlement. Under the terms of the AWSA, the Gila River Indian Community 

(GRIC), home to many Akimel O’odham, was allocated 653,000 acre-feet of Colorado 

River water and represented an opportunity to revive traditional farming and irrigation 

methods. The settlement marked the culmination of legal battles initiated over the theft of 

tribal water from the Gila River by white settlers initiated in the 1920s (Ross 230-232). 29   

Gardens, too, envisions the potential of restored tribal cultural sovereignty which, 

as I have shown, remains closely connected to resource governance and use. In the 

concluding pages, Indigo and Sister Salt return to their desert gardens to find their plants 

destroyed and the guardian of their sacred spring, Grandfather Snake, killed by intruding 

settlers. The sisters’ presence prompts recovery: tending to their gardens as they once 

had, the gardens flourish once again and Grandfather Snake’s daughter takes up residence 

next to the sacred spring (476-7). While garden restoration does not correspond to the 

recovery of the Colorado, which was to be dammed eight more times after the completion 

of the dam at Parker, Gardens nonetheless functions as a seeing instrument linking pre-

settler indigenous engagements with water scarcity and contemporary indigenous water 

rights struggles, and victories, against the backdrop of a changing western US. As such, 

Gardens not only historicizes large-scale water development and extraction projects in 

terms of the many injustices associated with settler colonialism. The novel also offers a 

potential roadmap for addressing present and future drought scenarios by acknowledging 

the legacies of settler colonialism and attending to indigenous approaches to resource 

governance settlers worked to erase.  

 
 
 

                                                           
29 For an overview of the impacts of AWSA, see Bark and Jacobs.  
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Decolonizing Municipal Water Systems:  

Pueblo Grande as a Curatorial Expression of Survivance 

 
 In Bird on Fire (2011), Andrew Ross’s exploration of the cultural politics and 

economics of sustainability and urban planning in Phoenix, Arizona, he designates 

Phoenix “the world’s least sustainable city” (15). Insofar as water development projects 

in the western United States were informed by a settler theory of value based on a deep-

seated belief in human transcendence over nonhuman nature, perhaps no location can be 

considered more of an affirmation of this belief than Phoenix, Arizona. Phoenix is, quite 

literally, founded on the performance of what mid-century Bureau of Reclamation 

engineers would consider “hydrological miracles” (Reisner 114). The Central Arizona 

Project (CAP), which travels over 300 miles from Lake Havasu behind Parker Dam to 

Phoenix and Tucson, pumps water 1,250 feet uphill to reach its destinations (Ross 41). It 

has an annual capacity of 2.8 million acre-feet of water, representing Arizona’s full 

allocation of Colorado River Water as stipulated by the Colorado River Compact of 1922. 

Right now, nearly a quarter of Phoenix’s water comes from the Colorado, and over a 

third from the heavily-dammed Salt and Verde Rivers, in both instances distributed 

through a labyrinthian network of canals via the CAP and the Salt River Project (SRP), 

respectively (“Phoenix Active Management Area”). The CAP has enabled Phoenix to 

maintain a guise of livability despite annual rainfall totals averaging a mere eight inches 

(“Climate”). During droughts, water pumped from the Colorado keeps golf courses green, 

swimming pools full, and lawns thriving throughout greater Phoenix while other cities in 

the region have to ration water supplies (Ross 42). Yet because of the CAP, and federal 

water subsidies awarded to the city in support of economic growth, city water rates have 



60 
 

remained incredibly low; at one in 2010, the cost per 100 gallons of water was less than 

half that of Seattle (Ross 256, n34).  

But water development infrastructures like Parker Dam and the CAP are not fully 

representative of a long history of human water management in the Phoenix Basin. The 

ancient Hohokam, ancestors of the O’odham who inhabited the region for hundreds of 

years prior to settler arrival, began to develop irrigation farming as early as 300 B.C. and 

effectively harnessed the waters of the Salt River, as well as the Gila and Verde Rivers to 

the southwest. At their peak, the Hohokam functioned as a sophisticated state-level 

society comprised of 40,000 inhabitants, 4000 square miles of farmland, and a thousand-

mile network of irrigation canals. There has been some debate about reasons for their 

decline, though most agree that a combination of overpopulation due to an influx of 

migrants, coupled with prolonged drought and a series of unprecedented floods, let to 

their dispersal over the course of the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries. While some have 

viewed the Hohokam’s decline as a cautionary tale of the ecological risks of resource 

overuse and mismanagement, the fact that the Hohokam built and maintained a 

successful, irrigation-based pseudo-state for nearly two thousand years implies a 

relatively sustainable approach to water management considering the scale and severity 

of current regional water crises arising less than two hundred years after the initiation of 

the Reclamation Era (Ross 21-30). Various bands of the O’odham, as descended from the 

Hohokam, were also water innovators: while the Akimel, O’odham (“River People”) 

used ancient Hohokam canals to water their fields in the nineteenth century, the Tohono 
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O’odham used floodwater farming, irrigating their crops by harnessing sporadic flash 

floods and storing water in catchment basins.30   

As one of the best-preserved remnants of Hohokam presence in the region, the 

pueblo ruins at the Pueblo Grande Museum and Archaeological Park in Phoenix offers a 

rich setting for consideration of city’s dependence on the continuation of settler water 

development efforts. The pueblo persists along the city’s border with Tempe, bordered to 

the east by State Route 143, to the north by the South Mountain Freeway, and to the 

south by the dry bed of the once-flowing Salt River. Along the southern edge of the site, 

visitors can view a CAP Canal linking the city’s East Valley to the Agua Fria River 

downstream from New Waddell Dam and Lake Pleasant, where excess water from the 

Colorado is stored as part of the Agua Fria Recharge Project (“Agua Fria”). For the 

Hohokam, the site was politically prominent and strategically significant, serving as a 

crucial checkpoint controlling the diversion of water from the Salt River to a main 

irrigation canal carrying water to hundreds of fields throughout the valley. Today, visitors 

to Pueblo Grande can view an indoor museum and explore a walkable outdoor 

archaeological site, where a self-guided tour reveals an enormous platform mound, a ball 

court, and unused remnants of a larger canal network, much of which has been since been 

linked to the CAP to distribute water to suburban Phoenix (Ross 29).   

Like the work of Klett and Silko, Pueblo Grande’s archival account of the 

region’s vital indigenous histories draws important connections between the eliminatory 

dimensions of settler reclamation efforts, environmental change, and indigenous 

dispossession. It does so, however, through an unintentionally critical curatorial 

                                                           
30 For an overview of Papago O’odham floodwater farming techniques, see Nabhan, “The Ecology of 
Floodwater Farming in Arid Southwestern North America.” 
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approach. Curation typically evokes the strategically-assembled museum exhibit 

comprised of objects arranged to provoke a cognitive or behavioral response. Museum 

studies scholars have hailed the public museum as a space well-positioned for public 

engagements around climate change and environmental justice; as Jennifer Newell, Libby 

Robin, and Kirsten Wehner explain, museums promote dialogue by “bringing peoples, 

objects, and stories into conversation.” By catalyzing a form of “material storytelling,” 

they write, curation enables “objects to live again” (3). Despite a formal curatorial 

approach that can described as educational rather than political, Pueblo Grande manages 

to engage in a form of material storytelling that reminds visitors of the city’s settler 

foundations, and the eliminatory water policies that serve as the basis for its very 

existence.   

For example, between October 2015 and August 2016, a gallery abutting the main 

museum space featured the work of local photographer Wayne Norton entitled 

“Desertscapes” which, according to the artist’s statement, was intended to “question 

Man’s treatment of the desert.” The exhibit featured familiar, sepia-tinted imagery of 

drought-induced climate dystopia in the western US: fenced-off canals, dry riverbeds, 

grounded speedboats, abandoned desert subdivisions, and so on. Photos were 

complemented by wall-painted quotations from environmentalists like Reisner and 

Edward Abbey warning of the follies of water reclamation and large dam projects. No 

indigenous writers are quoted, and no indigenous peoples are pictured. As such, the 

exhibit dovetails with dominant narratives of drought in the western US that largely elide 

indigenous experience the settler colonial roots of the crisis. While viewing 

“Desertscapes” alongside the more historically earnest museum space results in striking 
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historical dissonance, the photography exhibit also infuses Pueblo Grande with a politics 

of resistance against indigenous erasure, a politics of survivance. Against the prescriptive 

aesthetics of “Desertscapes,” which invites viewers to understand regional water crises as 

merely a function of poor engineering decisions and economic avarice, the museum 

mirrors Silko’s historiographical approach in Gardens. Near the museum’s exit space, 

visitors are presented with a question prominently displayed on a sign: “Did they 

disappear?” Instead of articulating a narrative of disappearance, however, the museum 

displays various theories on the decline of the Hohokam corroborated by Akimel 

O’odham oral narratives and archaeological evidence.31  

During the short outdoor walking tour of the archaeological site, one finds 

frequent, unwelcome reminders of Phoenix’s dependence on water imported, treated, and 

delivered through a largely hidden municipal water system. Interrupting otherwise 

carefully-curated scenes of Hohokam daily life, these disruptions are most poignant at the 

site of a replicated Hohokam garden which, a nearby sign explains, would have been 

watered by a small lateral canal connected to the main Hohokam canal connected directly 

to the Salt River. The reproduction of the garden is well-executed: green shoots emerge 

in neat rows from dark, moist topsoil. But the eye is drawn, instead, to copper piping 

jutting rudely from the ground at the far end of the garden plot, its perpendicular valve 

lever in the “off” position, temporarily stifling the flow of water an underground network 

of pipes siphoning water from a river located hundreds of miles away. Parallel to the 

garden, the re-created lateral canal remains dry, an ironic testament to the exhibit’s 

dependence on settler resource regimes to simulate indigenous methodologies. As such, 

                                                           
31 Observations here are based on my visit to Pueblo Grande in March 2016.  
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the replica Hohokam garden, watered by modern underground, pipe-fed municipal water 

systems, narrates a succinct history of water management in the western US [Figs. 4-5]. 

Though perhaps inadvertently, Pueblo Grande offers visitors an opportunity to consider 

the cultural meanings of both past and present water systems in much the same way as 

Klett’s rephotograhy work and Silko’s Gardens. Moreover, the museum’s location in 

Phoenix during a once-in-a-millennium drought prompts reflection on the future of water 

and the potential for culturally-responsive, socially equitable approaches to conservation 

and distribution.   

 

 
Figure 4: Hohokam Garden Reproduction 

Pueblo Grande Museum and Archaeological Park, Phoenix, AZ 
(Photograph taken by Author, March 2016) 
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Figure 5: Copper Pipe in Hohokam Garden Reproduction 

Pueblo Grande Museum and Archaeological Park, Phoenix, AZ  
(Photograph taken by Author, March 2016) 

 

In Bird on Fire, Ross points to the Gila River Indian Community’s court victory, 

the 2004 Arizona Water Settlements Act, as an example of the ways in which 

environmental and social justice struggles can provide a viable path to sustainability. 

Ross’s study implores readers to think beyond “green gizmos” – technology-driven 

solutions intended to benefit a wealthy few – and begin to think of sustainability in terms 

of “innovating healthy pathways out of poverty for populations at risk” (239). Presently, 

public discussions surrounding drought-mitigation and water scarcity have largely 

focused on the political, scientific, and economic dimensions of drought, often articulated 

in the same vernacular that fueled reckless water extraction efforts in the western US in 

the mid-twentieth century. In April 2016, for instance, water-policy negotiators from 

lower-basin states met to discuss contingency plans in case Lake Mead’s level sinks low 
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enough for a federal takeover and expressed significant anxiety around economic impacts 

and the ability of communities to maintain their “fair share” of Colorado River water 

(McGlade n. pag.). Likewise, technological wizardry has accompanied policy-level 

efforts, revolving around talk of desalination, big-data-optimized agribusiness, and even 

“cloud-seeding,” which involves using aircraft-dispersed chemicals to stimulate clouds 

into producing rain (Sabo n. pag.). While indigenous communities like the Tohono 

O’odham Nation and the Gila River Indian Community enjoy protection from laws that 

prioritize their allocations of CAP water during drought events, they nevertheless must 

remain vigilant, as tribal water access is periodically undercut by commercial interests. 

The threat of resource theft has become particularly acute during the current drought. In 

early 2018, the Central Arizona Water Conservation District, the entity which oversees 

the CAP, was accused by the Bureau of Reclamation of favoring real estate ventures over 

the Tohono O’odham and White Mountain Apache nations. While tribal water law 

stipulates that tribal allocations are to be prioritized during periods of shortage, the 

district has been charged with undercutting tribes and instead ensuring real estate 

developers enough water to offer the legally-required assurance of a 100-year supply for 

all new housing developments (Davis). While litigation over the issue has just begun to 

unfold, such an episode underscores the importance of foregrounding, in present and 

future water policy debates, the settler colonial roots of water development in the western 

United States. 
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CHAPTER 2 

SUBMERGED PERSPECTIVES: TRANSNATIONAL HYDRONARRATIVES AND 
COMPARATIVE HYDROCOLONIALISMS 

  
Over the course of two months in 2014, water from the Colorado River 

meandered slowly southward, filling long-dried portions of riverbed dividing the 

Mexican municipalities of Baja California and Sonora before trickling through its delta 

and reaching the Gulf of California. Though newsworthy, marking one of just a handful 

of times the river had reached the sea since the 1963 completion of Glen Canyon Dam – 

it was hardly natural: the river was helped along by a "pulse" of water, 107,000 acre-feet 

worth, released from Morelos Dam along the US-Mexico border. The goal was to 

rejuvenate a depleted desert ecosystem by replicating spring runoff events that had long 

ceased (Wiles). The site of the release was unintentionally symbolic: Morelos Dam was 

completed in 1950 as part of one of the world's oldest transborder, transnational water 

sharing agreements, a 1944 treaty between the US and Mexico that guaranteed the latter 

1.5 million acre-feet of river water south of the border to fuel agricultural development in 

the Mexicali Valley. Once touted as a symbol of Mexican political and economic 

independence (Ward 36), Morelos Dam ultimately bore diminishing returns; the treaty 

contained vague language about potential water shortages and stipulated nothing about 

water quality at all. By the 1960s, upstream dams had stifled flows and salinity levels had 

skyrocketed on the Mexican side of the dam due to groundwater pumping and 

agricultural runoff from US farming communities.32 The 2014 pulse flow, as part of a 

2012 agreement between the United States and Mexico known as Minute 319, an 

                                                           

32
 For an overview of the 1944 U.S.-Mexico water-sharing agreement, ecological issues related to dams 

upstream from the border, and ongoing disputes over water sharing agreements, see Summitt, pp. 169-195.  
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amendment to the 1944 treaty that initiated a pilot project to determine the region’s 

potential for ecological restoration (Wiles). 

The need for an agreement like Minute 319 underscores the extent to which 

development-driven water resource management methodologies in the southwestern 

United States, informed by the eliminatory logic of settler colonialism, have crossed 

borders with disastrous results for both ecologies and communities. In this chapter, I 

advance a comparative analysis of hydronarratives that explore the ways in which these 

exploitative models have become transnationalized, their human and environmental 

impacts determined by what I call “hydrocolonialism.” In this chapter, hydrocolonialism 

refers to contemporary manifestations of colonial resource exploitation that unfold under 

the purview of the contemporary, neocolonial settler state, as with Canadian hydropower 

projects, or Euro-Western economic imperialism, as with large-scale resource 

development in the Global South, financed and overseen by the United States 

government and international financing agencies like the World Bank and the 

International Monetary Fund. I analyze Canadian photographer Edward Burtynksy’s 

collection Water (2013), Chickasaw writer Linda Hogan’s novel Solar Storms (1995) and 

Pakistani writer Uzma Aslam Khan’s novel Trespassing (2005), each of which reveals 

the effects of the global dissemination of US water development technologies and 

ideologies and the transboundary impacts of large dam construction in settler- and 

postcolonial states. In Chapter 1, I explored a series of hydronarratives that re-historicize 

water crises associated with twentieth-century water development efforts in the western 

United States in terms of settler-colonial ideologies and indigenous dispossession. While 

the texts explored in Chapter 2 similarly respond to a history of resource exploitation, 
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each offers insight into the ways in which the “settler theory of value” driving water 

development in the in the western United States has disseminated globally. While 

Burtynksy’s Water offers a planetary perspective on anthropogenic interventions into 

regional hydrological cycles and captures water at various stages of extraction and 

distribution in the global capitalist economy, Solar Storms reveals the extent to which US 

water development models were adopted by the Canadian settler state at the expense of 

indigenous Cree and Inuit peoples. Similarly, Trespassing calls attention to river basin 

management plans that, as a key feature of US geopolitical ambitions during the Cold 

War, have disrupted regional water cycles in the Global South, rendering indigenous 

Sindhi peoples and urban Pakistanis vulnerable to droughts, flooding, economic 

precarity, and social upheaval. 

To date, the concept of hydrocolonialism has not been extensively theorized. 

Kerry Bystrom and Isabel Hofmeyr briefly consider the term in the introduction to a 2017 

special issue of Comparative Literature that explores new paths for oceanic studies in the 

Anthropocene. For them, the term “hydro-colonial” has several potential meanings, 

including the “colonization of water (occupation of land with water resources, the 

declaration of territorial waters, the militarization and geopoliticization of oceans)” (3 

emphasis in original). A more precise definition might be extrapolated from the most 

recent instantiations of what political ecologists call “extractive imperialism.” As one of 

the original structural dynamics of colonial occupation – colonizers profiting from the 

extraction of raw materials at the expense of indigenous knowledges, cultures, and life 

itself – extractive imperialism has continued into the present under the guise of 
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“development.”33 Political ecologist Arturo Escobar has written extensively on the 

ideology of development, which he terms “developmentalism” as an economic corollary 

to Edward Said’s Orientalism rooted in the postwar Euro-Western impetus to promote 

liberal democracy, open markets, access to foreign capital, and an intensely technocratic 

approach to resource management throughout the Global South (3-20). Extractive 

imperialism can be viewed as symptomatic of the rise of developmentalist ideologies that 

occupied the geopolitical vacuum created by an ebbing European colonial presence 

throughout the Global South in the mid-twentieth century. Rather than physical 

occupation of host territory, however, extractive imperialism entails the presence of a 

broad array of state, financial, and private sector actors and institutions, and capital and 

benefits often disproportionately benefit stakeholders in the Global North (Petras and 

Veltmeyer 20-48).  

In the case of the contemporary hydrocolonial regime, this entails state resource 

governance institutions, private engineering firms, financial institutions such as the 

World Bank or the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and a variety of other state- and 

non-state actors. As environmental historian Christopher Sneddon has written, accounting 

for transnational flows of “expertise, materials, technologies, and in some cases, water" 

(20) is critical for understanding the global proliferation of water development 

technologies and ideologies. As with pre-twentieth century colonial power structures 

rooted in European conquest, many negative ecological and social impacts can be 

ascribed to emergent hydrocolonial regimes as they developed in and extended beyond 

                                                           
33 For an overview of extractive imperialism from its colonial origins to its new, decentralized forms in 
neoliberal world order, see Girvan.   
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the borders of the United States. An increasing body of research has revealed the degree 

to which dams, reservoirs, irrigation networks, and hydropower systems have altered or 

stifled the natural movement of water, particularly within the planet’s largest river basins. 

Moreover, the systematic installation of integrated river basin management systems in the 

Global South has resulted in, at best, unevenly distributed economic benefits associated 

with easy access to and control of water resources.34 While in Chapter 1 I explored 

examples of hydronarratives that highlight the effects of hydrological volatility in dam-

adjacent indigenous communities in the southwestern US, the hydronarratives examined 

in this chapter reveal the extent to which the effects of large-scale water development 

technologies and ideologies have extended beyond U.S. borders into other areas of North 

America and into the Global South.  

To date, there exists a handful of global historical perspectives on the politics, 

economics, and environmental impacts of large dam and water development technology. 

Patrick McCully’s Silenced Rivers: The Ecology and Politics Large Dams (2001) is 

perhaps most prominent and offers a concise history of damming before exploring the 

ways in which large dam technology has been embraced by ideological proponents of 

megadevelopment projects throughout the Global South. Sanjeev Khagram, in Dams and 

Development: Transnational Struggles for Water and Power (2004), similarly explores 

the political ecology of large dam technology in terms of development and offers a rich 

account of the rise and struggles of transnational anti-dam movements in the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. More recently, Christopher Sneddon, in 

                                                           
34 For an overview of human impacts on the hydrological cycle through the construction of dams, 
reservoirs, and diversion canals for irrigation, see Haddeland et al.  
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Concrete Revolution: Large Dams, Cold War Geopolitics, and the US Bureau of 

Reclamation (2015), explores the proliferation of water development technologies and 

ideologies developed in the US as a centerpiece for US foreign policy during the Cold 

War. Sneddon offers a particularly detailed account of the ways in which river basin 

planning, a methodology developed by the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) and 

espoused by the Bureau of Reclamation in the western United States, was widely adopted 

in the Global South in support of economic development. While these accounts are useful 

for exploring the global spread of large dam technology, however, they do less to link 

damming to the colonial imperatives of development which, as I argue here, emerged 

from the adoption of a “settler theory of value” by the United States government in the 

early twentieth century.   

As I argue, Burtynsky’s Water aestheticizes hydrological disruption across a 

range of geographical settings in North America, Europe, and Asia, rendering visible the 

sheer scale of changes to regional and planetary water cycles resulting from 

anthropogenic changes to watersheds. Solar Storms and Trespassing, on the other hand, 

contribute critical “texture” to the sweeping, global overtures of Burtynksy’s work: set in 

Quebec and Paksitan, respectively, each novel is pervaded by droughts, floods, monsoon 

rains, and water’s general failure to adhere to predictable patterns of flux and flow. Each 

link the material realities and social impacts of hydrological disruption to ongoing 

patterns of colonial and settler-colonial exploitation and, as a result, can be read as what 

Macarena Gómez-Barris calls “submerged perspectives” emanating from the 

contemporary “extractive zone,” a phrase she uses to denote spaces in which extractive 

capitalism (also known as “extractivism”) proceeds from the colonial impetus “to reduce 
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life to capitalist resource conversion” (xvi). In her recent monograph, The Extractive 

Zone, Gómez-Barris argues that large-scale resource development projects, especially 

mega-dams and mines, serve to perpetuate colonial systems of oppression. She examines 

cultural responses to extractivismo, as extractivism is known in Latin America, that 

“pierce through the entanglements of power to differently organize the meanings of social 

and political life” (11). These “submerged perspectives,” in the form of art, activism, 

underrepresented academic theory, work to maintain or recuperate indigenous 

knowledges and non-anthropocentric cosmological paradigms. While Solar Storms and 

(to a lesser extent) Trespassing do work to recuperate or maintain marginalized 

knowledge systems, they more explicitly advance decolonial counternarratives implicit in 

submerged perspectives, and thereby “challenge obliteration” (Gómez-Barris 12) 

threatened by large-scale water development projects.  

As each novel advances submerged perspectives from historically distinct settler-

colonial and postcolonial systems in North America and South Asia, each also gives 

shape to shared experiences of extractive imperialism in the age of neoliberal capital. To 

be sure, this assertion is not meant to imply a universalized colonial experience, and 

throughout this chapter, I remain alive to colonialism’s many forms and manifestations. 

Like Elizabeth DeLoughrey, Jill Didur, and Anthony Carrigan, I too “seek to avoid the 

“over-worlding of postcolonial texts and contexts whereby social and ecological desires 

are projected onto the indigenous and/or Global South” (4). At the same time, a 

comparative approach to exploring narrative responses to hydrocolonialism can offer 

critical perspective on the ways in which writers, artists, and scholars are responding to 

and debunking narratives of progress associated with US-led models of global 
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development. Such an approach necessarily demands a multi-scalar critical orientation 

that is able to extrapolate “from plants to planetarity, and commodity frontiers to the 

world-capitalist system” (DeLoughrey, Didur, and Carrigan 6). As environmental justice 

scholar Julie Sze reminds us, a “multiscalar lens allows for a deeper political, cultural, 

and historical analysis across space and time” (“Scale” 179), and through a comparative 

exploration of Burtynksy’s Water, Hogan’s Solar Storms, Khan’s Trespassing, I hope to 

simultaneously map the local and global contours of US hydrocolonialism and associated 

environmental injustices in the second half of the twentieth century.  

 

Finding the “Extractive View” in Edward Burtynksy’s Water 

 
To understand the ways in which hydrocolonialism impacts both ecologies and 

communities, it is necessary to first consider how it is entangled with, and continues to 

disrupt, the greater biosphere. The hydrological cycle, which has been described as the 

“largest movement of any substance on earth” (Chahine 373), is enormously influential in 

maintaining local, regional, and global climate stability. As part of the larger, integrated 

biosphere, the water cycle keeps essential, life-enabling elements like carbon, hydrogen, 

and nitrogen in constant circulation. Its continuation is utterly critical to life on Earth, as 

is preserving its chemical integrity, free of hydrocarbons and other contaminants 

(Harding and Margulis 41). Legendary Russian geochemist V.I. Vernadsky once 

famously referred to life as “animated water” (Harding and Margulis 42) to emphasize 

the tight links between water and life. Tyler Volk, a leading proponent of Gaia theory, 

integrates water within the grandeur of the biosphere, the totality of “all life and the three 

environmental matrices of the atmosphere, soils, and oceans” that “form a closely 

integrated network” characterized by the ongoing circulation of matter (27-8). However, 
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it has become increasingly clear that human activity, especially water-intensive 

enterprises such as damming and river diversion, irrigation, and raw materials processing, 

has contributed to the redistribution of freshwater resources on a planetary scale. 

Resultant climate volatility, in the form of worsening droughts and historic and 

unpredictable flood events, has contributed to conflict, migration, displacement, and 

political upheaval, especially in the Global South and in indigenous and other minority 

communities in the Global North.35 

In 2013, Edward Burtynksy published Water, consisting of 133 large-format, high 

resolution photographs accompanied by Watermark, a film documenting the project. As 

part of an effort to capture water’s "increasingly fragmented lifecycle" (Water 187), 

Burtynksy took photos from helicopters, fixed-wing aircraft, and portable lifts across 

North America, Europe, and Asia. The collection’s broad-vista aesthetics emphasize the 

planetary scope of anthropogenically altered water systems, including the sodden rice 

terrace topographies of China’s Western Yunnan Province; debris-littered ghats on the 

banks of the Ganges River in India; the geographic conformity of pivot irrigation plots in 

rural West Texas; and the abstract expressionism of dryland farming in Monegros 

County, Spain. The print version of Water is organized into subsections of photographs 

that simulate of the water cycle in reverse, beginning with deserts and parched 

floodplains in “Distress” before chronicling large-scale human water use through dams, 

aqueducts, and levees of “Agriculture,” “Aquaculture,” and “Waterfront.” It concludes 

with “Source,” featuring snow-dusted mountains and creeping glaciers in northern British 

Columbia. By interspersing scenes of human activity between sullied, stressed 

                                                           

35
 For an overview of the uneven distribution of environmental risk associated with freshwater availability 

in the Anthropocene, see Rodell et al.   
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waterscapes and ostensibly pristine glacial headwaters, Water documents the extent to 

which human activities have disrupted natural cycles and compels viewers to reconcile 

the hydrological cycle’s multi-scalar, boundary-defying dimensions, and the energy and 

resource systems dependent on its stability, with individual, localized encounters with 

water systems.  

Russell Lord, curator for public exhibitions of Water and Burtynksy’s co-author 

for the project’s print edition, has insisted on the project’s apolitical aims, as “presenting 

evidence, without an argument” (188). In addition, Burtynksy’s past work has elicited 

criticism for his reluctance to engage with social justice in favor of advancing a 

wilderness sublime aesthetic in line with nineteenth-century landscape photographers.36 

However, by capturing water in various stages of extraction, storage, transshipment, and 

distribution in the global capitalist economy, Water arguably refers out to the 

transnational dimensions of water resource regimes and their cultural and biospheric 

impacts. For example, the collection features several photographs of the Colorado River 

Delta region in which the river’s main channel appears sclerotic, its thinning, venous 

tributaries forking through a vast, salt-crusted floodplain [Fig. 6]. The project’s 

accompanying documentary film, Watermark, connects the river’s dam-induced 

deterioration to declining indigenous communities nearby. Against the backdrop of half-

buried rowboat in a dusty-beige stretch of trash-littered channels near the main stem of 

the river, Inocencia Gonzalez Sainz, an elder of the indigenous Cucapá people, describes 

the river's vitality prior to upstream damming and diversion projects. "The Colorado 

River was very full then," she remembers. "But then it dried up and we had to go. All the 

                                                           
36 For a critique of Burtynksy’s work, see Ziser and Sze.  
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fish died. It drained. That's it." Sainz’s account and Burtynksy’s visual documentation 

allude to the slow violence wrought by water development efforts that predate even the 

1944 US-Mexico water sharing agreement mentioned above. For the Cucapá, long 

dependent on the river’s fisheries and waters for agriculture, the delta region holds 

cosmological significance. After the establishment of the US-Mexico border, Cucapá in 

Mexico first began losing river access during the implementation of the hacienda system 

and later to corporate US landowners who leased delta lands to Chinese immigrants. By 

the mid-twentieth century, dwindling streamflows had largely rendered the land useless. 

Right now, 90 percent of the river’s water is diverted before reaching Mexico, while the 

remaining 10 percent is largely being used for manufacturing in Mexicali and Tijuana. As 

a result, the Cucapá have found it increasingly difficult to maintain traditional lifeways, a 

tragedy worsened by the Mexican government’s efforts to foster ecological recovery in 

the region by through a complete ban on fishing in the delta (Muelhmann 3-11).  

Beyond the southwestern US, a significant portion of Water was shot in Asia. As 

such, Burtynksy’s Colorado River delta work can also be viewed as a single entry within 

a broader, planetary engagement with transnational hydrocolonialisms and the impacts of 

altered water cycles on human communities. Burtynksy’s documentation of mega-dams 

on China’s Yangtze and Yellow Rivers, two of the most heavily dammed and 

ecologically imperiled rivers in the world, are especially notable as stylistic outliers, as 

most are taken from ground level or below rather than high above. Xiluodu Dam #1 [Fig. 

7], featuring one of the world’s largest hydroelectric structures, was snapped from a 

downstream vantage point in the middle of the upper Yangtze. The massive structure 

towers imposingly overhead, fastened to either side of a deeply-cut channel to massive, 
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ashen concrete walls, imparting on viewers the distinct sensation of craning one’s neck 

upward, the dam bulging above and outward as if captured by a fisheye lens, its hulking, 

concrete-and-metal finality looming atop a few stagnant pools of stanched river water. 

The image serves as an apt metaphor for the felt impacts of climate change in Asia. The 

Xiluodu, fully operational since 2013, is part of a network of Chinese dams that have 

drastically altered surrounding topographies, drying up freshwater lakes and rivers, 

flooding fertile farmland, contaminating reservoirs, and threatening aquatic biodiversity 

(Bosshard).  

 
Figure 6: Edward Burtynksy, Colorado River Delta #2 (“Water”) 
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Figure 7: Edward Burtynsky, Xiluodu Dam #1 (“Water”) 

 
Xiluodu Dam #1 more potently symbolizes what Indian writer Arundhati Roy has 

called the “gift-wrapped garbage” (15) of large dam technology, technological expertise, 

and foreign capital that, originating in the US and Europe, has accelerated environmental 

and human displacement throughout the Global South. In “The Greater Common Good,” 

Roy’s advances a famously scathing indictment of India’s obsession with large dams as 

symbolic of national progress and prosperity and its heavy-handed, technocratic approach 

to water development schemes even as large dams continue to fall into disfavor in the 

US. Large dam technologies, she writes, are part and parcel of reckless, self-serving 

geopolitical aims; they are “exported to the Third World in the name of Development 

Aid, along with other waste, like old weapons, superannuated aircraft carriers, and 

banned pesticides” (15). Roy focuses much of her ire on the Sardar Sarovar Dam project 

on the Narmada River in central India which, funded by the World Bank and various 

other Euro-Western entities, has displaced millions of rural-dwelling indigenous Adivasis 

and lower-caste Hindus, most of whom are uncompensated for lost livelihoods. Though 

she does not use the term, Roy describes an example of hydrocolonialism. In China, dam 
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construction, especially on the Yangtze, served as was the centerpiece of US foreign 

policy strategies beginning in the 1940s and was spearheaded by Jack Savage, a prolific 

civil engineer who led overseas consulting work for the US Bureau of Reclamation.37 

Over the last several decades, however, dams like the Xiluodu have displaced upwards of 

23 million people, many of whom are poor or ethnic minorities living in China’s rural 

mountainous regions (Bosshard). As such, Xiluodu Dam #1, as an example of “gift-

wrapped garbage,” simultaneously metaphorizes hydrological disruption as the image of 

a stoppered river and lost human livelihoods as the image of a waterway reduced to an 

immobile, stagnant puddle adjacent to a monument to an emergent, transnational 

hydrocolonial order.  

In his aversion to the politicization of water crises, his efforts to “present 

evidence, without an argument,” Burtysnky perhaps underestimates the hydrocolonial 

symbolism of Water. Water, by simultaneously evoking the exploitative tendencies of 

global capitalism and mapping hydrological disruption on a planetary scale, works to 

subvert what Gómez-Barris calls “the extractive view” (5). She deploys this phrase to 

describe the ways in colonialism entailed seeing “territories as commodities, rendering 

land as for the taking, while also devaluing the hidden worlds that form the nexus of 

human and nonhuman multiplicity” (5). This extractive view, as a sort of topographical 

corollary to the colonial gaze, entails a form of “vertical model of seeing” that 

“normalized violent removal” (6) of resources and peoples. Burtynsky’s images 

                                                           
37 Savage is central to historian Christopher Sneddon’s exploration of dam construction and river 
development as a central feature of US foreign policy during the Cold War. While Savage is better known 
as the lead designer of projects like Hoover, Grand Coulee, Parker, and Shasta Dams, Sneddon offers a 
valuable account of Savage’s time as an overseas consultant in Latin America, Israel and Palestine, Asia, 
and Australia. For an overview of Savage’s overseas exploits, see Sneddon 28-51.  
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reappropriate vertical visuality to document planetary systems stressed by colonially-

rooted capitalist systems, and therefore can be understood as a palimpsestic 

circumvention of colonial resource exploitation. Put simply, Burtynsky’s vision of water 

in the Anthropocene – contaminated oceans, dammed rivers, desiccated river basins – 

undercut narratives of progress and of nonhuman nature as conquerable object tied to the 

extractive view of colonialism. While his photographic commentary is not, perhaps, 

explicit enough to be called a critique, Water nevertheless fosters a new way of seeing in 

the Anthropocene.  

 

Solar Storms: 

Transnational Hydrocolonialism in the Contemporary Settler State 

  
In contrast to Burtynksy’s broad-view aesthetics, Chickasaw writer Linda 

Hogan’s Solar Storms advances a historically-specific submerged perspective on 

hydrocolonial exploitation and indigenous resistance in eastern Canada. Set in the early 

1970s, the novel, like Silko’s Gardens explores transborder hydropower projects in 

Quebec that alter natural cycles, threaten ecosystems and indigenous lifeways, and 

continue a centuries-old pattern of settler-colonial exploitation. The novel is widely-

known for its ecofeminist themes, its emphasis on connections between landscapes and 

indigenous cosmologies, and its exploration of environmental injustices enacted against 

native peoples.38 The plot follows Angel, an indigenous teenage girl who returns, after 

years in foster homes, to her homeland in a region many assume to be the Minnesota 

                                                           
38 For example, Silvia Schultermandl argues that Solar Storms implies that “the reconciliation between a 
woman and her tribal lands” offers the possibility of ecological and cultural recovery (69). Laura Virginia 
Castor examines the significance of place and landscape in shaping empathy and collective memory, while 
Lindsey Claire Smith and Trever Lee Holland read Solar Storms within the broader context of Hogan’s 
work, which they argue connect indigenous water rights with tribal sovereignty and global environmental 
justice movements.  
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Boundary Waters region along the Canadian border. What begins as a search for her roots 

(and her abusive birth mother) becomes a journey north into the interconnected 

waterscapes of eastern Canada, where she and her grandmothers travel to oppose the 

construction of a hydroelectric dam that threatens the livelihood of her tribal relatives, the 

Fat-Eaters. After a tense, weeks-long standoff between the Fat-Eaters and other 

indigenous allies and militarized police protecting the dam site, the project is cancelled 

by court order. Because of this, Solar Storms is often viewed as a manifesto of 

indigenous resistance against settler encroachment (Smith and Holland). 

The dam project fictionalized in the novel is based on the James Bay 

hydroelectric project, a multi-basin river development scheme launched in 1971 with the 

goal of building hydropower stations on several major rivers in Quebec. Two of the 

project’s three phases has been completed, resulting in a series of dams on the La Grande 

River that supply up to 10% of generated power to cities and states in the eastern US, 

including New York City, Maine, and Vermont. Much of its financing has come from 

American investors, including public utilities in the US (Warner and Coppinger 26; 

Young, James Bay 7-8). The project has had a significant impact on eastern US-Canada 

border ecologies and communities. Despite vocal opponents on both sides of the border, 

who derided American over-consumption and denounced the project as a form of “eco-

imperialism” (Young, James Bay 8), several dams were completed at the expense of Cree 

and Inuit communities within Canada and along the border. The dams have since been 

blamed for the region’s significantly altered annual freshwater cycle, leading to 

waterlogged topographies and unpredictable river flows and seasonal discharge into 
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James Bay (Coppinger and Ryan 52).39 Moreover, decaying organic matter submerged 

beneath newly-created reservoirs has caused a spike in organically-formed methyl 

mercury, poisoning large populations of fish and other wildlife on which indigenous 

communities depend.40 While these developments have significantly affected or reduced 

viable hunting grounds and fisheries for Cree and Inuit peoples, the James Bay Project 

has also had significant social impacts. Unable to participate in traditional subsistence 

activities and relocated into centralized, structured communities near dam sites, 

indigenous communities have grappled with high rates of poverty, suicide, domestic 

abuse, and drug and alcohol abuse.41 

Given this history, Solar Storms is frequently discussed within the context of the 

James Bay Project and the transborder implications of hydropower dams erected to serve 

a transnational group of stakeholders. Julie Sze points out that water in the novel serves 

as a “metaphor for border and environmental issues… because of the unique properties of 

water and environmental pollution to cross boundaries.” For Sze, water’s boundary-

defying characteristics also represent “complex forms of violence as a result of large-

scale economic development” that transgresses man-made borders (“Boundaries of 

Violence” 476). Kathryn Yalan Chang argues that Solar Storms anticipates the impacts of 

hydroelectric dams on regional water cycles and ocean ecosystems depicted in the 

                                                           
39 While environmentalists admit that it’s difficult to assess the full impacts of the James Bay project 
because of the dearth of scientific data regarding the physical and biological characteristics of Quebec prior 
to the introduction of hydropower (Young, James Bay 10), immediate impacts included massive flooding, 
the alteration of “species composition” and salinity levels in and around James Bay, as well as the potential 
emission of the greenhouse gas methane, a major contributor to climate change, from man-made reservoirs 
(Coppinger and Ryan 42).  
 
40 For an overview of an increase in methyl mercury levels attributable to the James Bay Hydroelectric 
project, see Roebuck, 73-92.  
 
41 For an overview of the social impacts of the James Bay project on Cree communities, see Niezen.  
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documentary film People of a Feather (2011), which focuses on the decline of eider duck 

populations in Hudson Bay – of which James Bay is a smaller southern arm – because of 

altered ocean currents, sea ice levels, and marine ecosystems. The effect has been 

devastating for local Inuit communities that are culturally and economically dependent on 

the ducks and other affected marine life, such as seals. Given the transboundary impacts 

of James Bay, Solar Storms can be viewed as a literary representation of what border 

studies scholar Claudia Sadowski-Smith has called “border ecologies,” a paradigm which 

recognizes the impacts of human and US state activity on communities at both sides of 

nation-state borders, particularly the US-Mexico and US-Canada boundaries.42  

While critics have interpreted the novel’s depiction of the James Bay Project as an 

indictment of settler violence against First Nations and US indigenous communities, 

however, they have not adequately explored the ways in which the novel frames water 

development in Canada as a form of hydrocolonialism which, in the Canadian setting, 

represents a distinctly modern, transnational manifestation of the settler colonial project 

of elimination in North America. In this view, the James Bay project represents the 

transnationalization of the “settler theory of value” undergirding US water policy and 

driving the activities of the Bureau of Reclamation and other federal agencies in the 

western US (see Chapter 1). The project, overseen by province-owned utility Hydro-

Québec, is often framed as historically connected to Quebec’s sovereignty movement and 

desire for self-determination, as the province sought to assert itself economically and 

culturally independent from the Canadian state (Young 3-18). However, James Bay was 

                                                           
42 Sadowski-Smith merges ecocritical and border studies perspectives in her analysis of Jim Lynch’s novel 
Borders Songs (2005), which reveals the environmental impact of border militarization along the Canada-
United States border.  
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not conceived in a vacuum – instead, it can be viewed an ideological extension of the 

never-completed North American Water and Power Alliance (NAWAPA), an archetypal 

example of one of a handful of continental water transfer projects that emerged in the 

1950s and 60s. Plans for NAWAPA were outlined in 1964 at the height dam construction 

in the western US – specifically, in the office of a Los Angeles engineering firm, Ralph 

M. Parsons Company. Broadly, NAWAPA was designed around the damming and 

diversion of British Columbia’s largest rivers and the transport of water into the 

continental US as far south as Arizona and as far east as the Great Lakes and the 

Mississippi River. Ultimately, the economics and politics of NAWAPA, combined with a 

lack of Canadian enthusiasm and a burgeoning environmental movement in the US, 

prevented NAWAPA from coming to fruition (Reisner 487-493; Forest and Forest 170).43   

 As I argued in Chapter 1, large-scale, state-sponsored water development projects 

in the western US were part and parcel of the ongoing settler project of elimination in the 

early-to-mid twentieth century. NAWAPA, though never realized, extrapolates that 

vision to a transnational scale. As Benjamin and Patrick Forest explain, in the postwar 

period engineers in the US began to envision ways to “continentalize” water resources in 

North America to ensure economic growth and a secure water future. Plans for 

NAWAPA involved scaling up existing technology – dams, reservoirs, canals, and pump 

stations – and deploying new technology, including the use of nuclear explosions to 

achieve necessary topographical alterations on a grand scale (167). These projects were 

                                                           
43 Marc Reisner writes extensively on NAWAPA and the politics and economics of US-Canadian water 
sharing possibilities in Cadillac Desert. The proposed project, it should be noted, would certainly represent 
one of the greatest feats of human engineering in history if ever completed; plans involved the construction 
of several hundred-mile-long reservoirs in British Columbia; massive siphons through Idaho’s Sawtooth 
Mountains to transport the water; enough acre-feet in the southwestern US to keep the Mojave Desert 
permanently green; freshwater supplies for Mississippi River cities like Saint Louis; and more (Reisner 
487-493).  
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not merely technological, they were also ideological, driven by an affinity for “high 

modernism,” a concept outlined by political scientist and anthropologist James Scott to 

describe “an ideology, a way of viewing and ordering the world that borrows its 

legitimacy from science and technology” (Forest and Forest 168). Under high 

modernism, explain Forest and Forest, states “seek to simplify and systematize 

knowledge of their territories to create ‘legible’ information” leading to “a suppression or 

destruction of complex, local knowledge” (169). NAWAPA’s planners in the US 

accomplished this through a “visual rhetoric of simplicity” (171): maps of NAWAPA 

tended to emphasize water infrastructure using bold, black lines, de-emphasize political 

boundaries using dotted line or faint lines, and completely ignore the existence of 

indigenous territories, some of which are transnational and extend beyond state-imposed 

political borders. This is significant, they write, because implementing schemes like 

NAWAPA would have entailed various violations of indigenous territorial sovereignty 

(174). The James Bay project was undoubtedly influenced by plans for NAWAPA, which 

included a proposal to dam several rivers in Quebec to prevent freshwater from entering 

James Bay (Forest and Forest 175). Completed with a similar goal of leveraging 

Canadian water resources into a transboundary economic exchange between the US and 

Canada, it has violated the territorial sovereignty of Inuit and Cree communities 

throughout the region. As such, it can and should be viewed as a hydrocolonial project:  

while US federal agencies did not formally participate in the planning and 

implementation of the project, state and non-state actors on both sides of the border 

oversaw its financing and construction.44  

                                                           

44
 For an overview of settler colonialism as a system of imperialism in contemporary Canada, see Barker.  
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In Solar Storms, transborder circulatory disruption serves as a metaphor for 

environmental degradation and settler erasure associated with transnational hydrocolonial 

enterprises such as the James Bay project. Angel describes the land of the Fat-Eaters, 

where the dam is to be built, as a place where “[w]ater ran all across the earth’s surfaces 

in every way it could, in rivulets and bogs, ponds and streams, all of it on its way to a 

river where it would roar away to another America or to empty into a bay” (224). As 

Tulik the tribal elder explains, the world has been in a constant state of flux for millennia, 

a careful balance of seasonal runoff shaping the land at will. Detailing the Fat-Eaters’ 

creation story, he explains that Beaver was responsible for dredging up the land from a 

water-covered earth, after which he made a pact with humans: in exchange for 

sustenance, humans “would take care of the world and speak with the gods and all 

creation” (239). Maintaining equilibrium and fostering exchange between water and land 

as well as humans and the nonhuman world is central to the Fat-Eaters’ lifeway, and 

Angel comes to this realization as she paddles her canoe through the interconnected lakes 

of southern Canada: “I lived inside water. There was no separation between us. I knew in 

a moment what water was. It was what had been snow. It had passed through old forests, 

now gone. It was the sweetness of milk and corn and it had journeyed through human 

lives. It was blood spilled on the ground. Some of it was the blood of my ancestors” (78).  

Throughout Solar Storms, Angel and her grandmothers make frequent references 

to the arrival of French colonizers over a century before. They view the colonizers as 

culpable in both the region’s ecological decline – they had “emptied the land of beaver 

and fox” (21) – and the spiritual decline of the Fat Eaters. These allusions serve to 

connect the hydropower dam as a continuation of a cyclical history of colonial and 
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capitalist exploitation of North American indigenous peoples. While earlier colonizers 

physically eliminated beavers, BEEVCO – the novel’s version of Hydro-Quebec – 

represents Beaver’s technocratic replacement, arrived to artificially and violently dam 

and divert the region’s rivers in the service of transnational capital. As Angel realizes, the 

dam’s completion would not merely redirect the waters, it would “narrow [them] down 

into the thin black electrical wires that traversed the world” to enter “such humdrum 

places as kitchens with stoves and refrigerators” (268). The alchemic transformation of 

water into light, of flowing rivers into domestic still-life, and of cosmologically 

significant ecosystems into a capitalist system – across borders – represents a 

continuation of settler colonialism couched in the powers and processes of hydrocolonial 

regimes. In place of avaricious French trappers, Angel and her people must face stone-

faced technocrats: corporations, construction workers, and government officials, all of 

whom are baffled by the Fat-Eaters’ opposition to the dam project. The electricity from 

hydropower, for them, represents the sine qua non of progress, economic development, 

and modernization. “More people than just you need this power,” officials tell Angel and 

her people. “You are just a small portion of the people who will benefit” (281). When the 

Fat-Eaters and other indigenous allies gather to form an opposition camp, they face riot 

police and a shady, fast-talking “blue-eyed man in a dark suit” (318) who tries to 

dissuade the Fat-Eaters from protesting. These, the arbiters of extractive economics, are 

mesmerized by “million-dollar dreams” and, as Angel notes sadly, “[do not] hold a 

thought for the life of water, or a regard for the land that sustained people from the 

beginning of time.” Instead, they speak a language of “figures, measurements, and 

ledgers” (279) as they seek the spoils of the land.   
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The notion of transforming water into wires and electricity can be viewed, as 

well, as Angel’s anxiety about the settler logic of erasure implied through the material 

and metaphorical alteration of landscapes through the visual rhetoric of maps. Early in 

the novel, Angel’s adopted grandmother Bush explains that when European colonizers 

arrived, they tried to map the land, to impose order on a landscape continually reshaped 

by natural processes. However, Angel reflects, it was a “defiant land” (123) that, in its 

refusal to conform, rendered maps “only as accurate as the minds of their makers and 

those had been men possessed with the spoils of the land” (122-3). The Cartesian impulse 

of the colonizer is reproduced through the dam project; like NAWAPA, the novel’s 

fictional water schemes entail disavowal of indigenous territorial claims in favor of white 

settlers, ordered, partitioned communities, and economic development in both Canada 

and the United States. This type of visual rhetoric was, in fact, embraced by proponents 

of the James Bay project. Robert Bourassa, who served as Premier of Quebec during the 

construction and completion of the James Bay hydropower project, and who was fervidly 

in favor of NAWAPA, once complained while looking over an untapped river that 

“Everyday millions of kilowatt hours flow downhill and out to sea. What a waste” (qtd in 

Forest 178). Not only does this type of rhetoric “facilitate the isolation of water from the 

broader environment” (Forest and Forest 178), I would add that it serves to devalue water 

as cosmologically central to indigenous lifeways. In this view, Angel’s anxieties over 

water’s transformation into “thin black electrical wires that traversed the world” are, at 

their core, anxieties over the continuation of settler exploitation in the form of an 

emergent, transnational hydrocolonial regime.  
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Despite its dystopian themes, however, Solar Storms can be viewed as a blueprint 

for transnational coalitions of resistance against socio-ecologically damaging resource 

development initiatives, some of which may be transnational themselves. Angel’s 

fictional resistance, which eventually results in the court-ordered cancellation of the dam 

project, draws comparisons to the successful direct-action campaign carried out by the 

Cree in opposition to the third phase of the James Bay project, the Great Whale project, 

in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The campaign, which culminated in Cree Grand Chief 

Matthew Coon Come’s journey from Hudson Bay to the Hudson River in New York, 

generated a deluge of media coverage and the project’s cancellation (Niezen 85-88). 

However, Hogan more explicitly ties the novel’s protest scenes to the American Indian 

Movement (AIM) and the 1973 occupation of Wounded Knee on South Dakota’s Pine 

Ridge Indian Reservation in response to the federal government’s failure to fulfill treaty 

terms, leading to a standoff with FBI agents and the deaths of two occupiers. National 

media coverage framed the occupiers as a violent insurgency, with Walter Cronkite 

referring to them as a “violent band of revisionists” (qtd. in Smith and Warrior 207). 

Hogan draws deliberate parallels between Wounded Knee and the novel’s protest scenes, 

where Angel’s fictional resistance gathers to protest the dam’s construction. After the Fat 

Eaters are joined by AIM activists from the US, they build blockades and camps across 

roads and train tracks, cutting of supply routes for dam builders and leading to a standoff 

with militarized police. Misinformation spreads, the media portraying Angel’s people as 

antagonists occupying the town “as if [they’d] stolen it and taken it over by force” (302). 

Such parallels lead Stephanie Fitzgerald to correctly read these scenes as direct 

derivations of the events at Wounded Knee (80), and as Nancy J. Peterson points out, 
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these allusions enable the novel to “chart an affirmative ending not only for Angel, but 

for Indian activist and for preserving tribal cohesion and indigenous beliefs in the 

contemporary world” (173).  

Solar Storms also anticipates the rise of a pan-tribal coalition of “Water 

Protectors” that, in 2016, gathered outside the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation in North 

Dakota to oppose the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL). When completed, the pipeline 

would be used to transport crude oil 1,172 miles from the Bakken shale oil fields in North 

Dakota to terminals and refineries in Illinois. Because it was to be built beneath Lake 

Oahe, the reservoir behind Oahe Dam on the Missouri River, the Oceti Sakowin (Great 

Sioux Nation) had grown concerned about the pipeline’s impacts on the community’s 

water supply and an overall lack of transparency on the part of Energy Transfer Partners 

(ETP), the oil and gas company behind the pipeline (Whyte, “Dakota Access Pipeline” 

154-5).45 Like the Fat-Eaters and their allies in Solar Storms, opponents to DAPL faced 

militarized police, the destruction of sacred lands (McCauley), and military-style raids of 

peaceful encampments (Schwartz). Energy Transfer Partners, the firm responsible for the 

DAPL’s planning and construction, insisted on the pipeline’s safety and touted it as an 

economic boon that will “keep America moving” through job-creation and the rapid 

transport of “light, sweet crude oil” to market (“Dakota Access Pipeline Facts”).46 ETP 

also vehemently denies any potential dangers posed by the pipeline to the people of 

Standing Rock and expresses disappointment that the tribe’s concerns “have been 

                                                           
45 “Oceti Sakowin,” which is considered the correct name for Sioux tribal groups, literally translates to 
“Seven Council Fires.”  
 
46 There is no indication on the website that it is in fact owned and registered by ETP. However, open 
source domain registration indicates that it is was registered by ETP in December 2014 and continues to be 
maintained by them (“WhoIs Search Results”).  



92 
 

overtaken by politically-motivated, anti-fossil fuel protestors for their often violent and 

extremist efforts to cause disruption” (“Dakota Access Pipeline Facts”). 

Because Solar Storms works to lift “lift submerged perspectives” (Gómez-Barris 

1) and highlight the cosmological centrality of water for the Cree and Inuit of Quebec, it 

prompts readers to view the events of Standing Rock as a response to the continuation of 

settler-colonial oppression and cultural genocide. As Potawatomi scholar-activist Kyle 

Whyte pointed out in the wake of events at Standing Rock, DAPL emerges from the same 

settler logic of elimination used by the federal government to dispossess the Oceti 

Sakowin of their lands over the past century and a half. After the Flood Control Act of 

1944 authorized the Pick-Sloan Missouri Basin Program, a series of dams were built on 

the Missouri River for flood control, hydropower, and irrigation to support economic 

development in the region. In the process, Oceti Sakowin lands were disproportionately 

flooded and thousands of people were displaced (“Dakota Access Pipeline” 163-4). 

DAPL and the fictional events of Solar Storms are, in short, part of the same historical 

narrative and symbolic of a broader epistemological divide between indigenous lifeways 

and Euro-Western ideologies of “progress” and capitalist accumulation. Just as Angel’s 

opposition to the dam project is driven by her conviction that she “lived inside water,” 

Water Protectors at Standing Rock adopted the rallying cry of “Mni Wiconi,” which 

means “Water is Life” in Lakota. “Mni Wiconi” represents a moral claim about the 

significance of nonhuman nature, particularly forms of matter considered resources, that 

is largely incompatible with the forces of extractive capitalism underwriting DAPL 

(Whyte, “Dakota Access Pipeline” 160). For the Oceti Sakowin, the waters of Mni Sose – 

the Missouri River – are sacred and “not quantifiable by possessive logics” animating 
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capitalism. Moreover, Mni Sose is not merely a “thing” for which the people of Standing 

Rock have reverence, but a being, a relative that must be protected (Dhillon and Estes n. 

pag.).  

 

Trespassing:  

Post-Partition Hydrocolonialism and US Imperialism in Pakistan 

 

While Solar Storms explores Canadian hydrocolonialism as an outgrowth of the 

North American logic of settler elimination, Uzma Aslam Khan’s novel Trespassing 

offers a rare account of Cold War-era US foreign policy in the Global South that, by 

leveraging residual colonial political dynamics, results in the establishment of an 

exploitative hydrocolonial regime. While in Solar Storms hydropower projects transform 

water into wattage and wealth in service to settler economic ambitions, Trespassing 

unveils the connection between contemporary water crises in Pakistan; ongoing 

hydropolitical conflicts with neighboring India following both nations’ independence 

from British colonial rule in 1947 and subsequent Partition into individual nation-states; 

and transnational water development initiatives driven by the United States’ Cold War-

era geopolitical goal of fostering robust capitalist economies in newly decolonized 

regions of the world.  

To be sure, Trespassing isn’t solely, or even overtly, focused on Pakistan’s water 

fortunes; like much of Khan’s work, the novel responds broadly to cultural and 

environmental issues arising from the modernization of Pakistan (Yaqoob 250). Set in 

the southern port city of Karachi, Trespassing examines the implications of trespassing 

against marital, class, ethnic, and political boundaries and rules in post-Partition 

Pakistan. The cultural politics of transgression frequently merge with the novel’s 
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ecologically-conscious subtext. For example, Dia, a spirited, educated young heiress to 

her mother’s silk farm, falls in love with Daanish, a US-educated journalism student 

home in Karachi for his father’s funeral and whose mother, unbeknownst to him, has 

arranged his marriage to Dia’s friend Nini. Dia’s anxiety over transgressing against the 

cultural norm of arranged marriage dovetails with worries over declining yields at the 

silk farm. Fewer silkworms are living to maturity, and she ponders whether they have 

been affected by worsening drought (101) or instead, have decided to buck their 

subservience to humans and assert their independence (104). The novel also follows the 

nihilistic wanderings of young Salamaat, a Sindhi fisherman displaced by foreign 

trawlers. At the outset of the novel, he is severely beaten after attempting to defend a 

mother sea turtle and her eggs from being killed by a hungry fellow fisherman. His 

ecological consciousness, which blossoms into a deep love for the land, complicates his 

eventual involvement with a Sindhi separatist group fighting to divide Pakistan into an 

independent Sindhi homeland (344).  

In one of the few critical engagements with Trespassing, Shazia Rahman argues 

convincingly that the novel’s emphasis on human-nonhuman relations within the context 

of Pakistani cultural politics and the legacies of US imperialism enables it to envision 

what she calls, drawing on the work of Ursula Heise, a form of “Pakistani eco-

cosmopolitanism” (262). The novel, she writes, emphasizes a “materiality of place” 

rooted in local ecosystems, as opposed to the nation-state, and “a kind of planetarity” 

262), or global ecological consciousness untethered from forms of cosmopolitanism 

associated with US imperialism and global capitalism. This paradigm, she concludes, 

enables one to “think beyond the nation by rooting oneself in our planet through an 
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awareness of the environment in terms of animals as well as geography (land, sea, cities, 

and villages)” (265). Here, I depart from Rahman’s analysis to argue that the novel’s 

protagonists, in their bid to forge an alternative, landscape-based identity rooted in a 

sense of belonging to local and planetary ecosystems, run up against the technocratic 

legacies of US imperialism: regional hydrological disruption arising from the damming 

of the Indus River, an undertaking that grew out of US postwar foreign policy overtures 

that involved direct engagement between the United States Bureau of Reclamation, the 

TVA, and the Pakistani government.  

Trespassing’s deft critique of the impacts of US imperialism on the cultural 

politics of post-Partition Pakistan encompasses the negative implications of inadequate 

resource governance. The novel’s setting in Karachi, situated along the northern edges of 

the Indus River Delta, enables Khan to offer disturbing glimpses of the region’s water 

problems, including rural and urban water shortages, drought and irrigation inefficiency, 

inadequate flood control systems, and general riverine decline. Replete with similar 

scenes of desiccation, flooding, and contamination characterizing Burtynksy’s Water, 

Trespassing tends towards what Sharae Deckard calls the “hydro-irrealism” of global 

hydrofictions – literary texts that attend to water as a cultural object – characterized by “a 

preponderance of tropes of draining, sucking, desiccation, and empty veins; plots which 

tend toward repetition, circularity and flux; narration marked by the spectral and blackly 

absurd; macabre and gothic atmospheres of life-in-death” (8).47 When Dia travels to her 

mother’s silk farm along the banks of the Indus, for instance, the dusty floodplain shocks 

                                                           
47 See Introduction for an overview of hydrofictions. Deckard adapts this phrase from Michael Niblett’s 
notion of “critical irrealism,” a literary aesthetics that “signal the dynamics of peripheral societies subject to 
price volatility and cyclical experiences of ecological regime and revolution” (Deckard 8).   
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her. “Riverbeds ought to teem with life,” she thinks, dismayed by a land “stripped and 

parched” and saddened that the river’s “fabled grandeur” has been replaced by fear 

spread by violent communal gangs patrolling its banks (95). Her family’s financial 

fortunes are tied to the silk farm, which struggles due to an unreliable irrigation system 

that threatens the livelihood of the farm’s mulberry trees, the leaves of which nourish her 

silkworms (391).  

The water situation in Pakistan at the time of Trespassing’s publication can be 

traced to the post-Partition development of the Indus River basin, which was heavily 

influenced by interventionist, development-minded US foreign policy initiatives. The 

1947 split between India and Pakistan roughly coincided with the advancement of 

President Truman’s Four Point Plan which, as he outlined in his 1949 inaugural speech, 

was envisioned as a means to foster the adoption of democratic values and economic 

prosperity in “underdeveloped” regions of the world. Central to the plan was the 

paternalistic bestowal of the US technical knowledge to facilitate “a program of 

development based on the concepts of democratic fair dealing” (qtd. in Escobar 3). As 

Sneddon details, the Bureau and the TVA played key roles in the plan’s implementation 

by wielding “technical assistance as a geopolitical tool” (28). Often in collusion with the 

State Department, US engineering firms, and the World Bank, both agencies served as 

critical nexuses for what Sneddon calls “technopolitical networks” (7) responsible for 

fundamentally reshaping riverine systems throughout the Global South. In Pakistan, such 

networks leveraged transnational and inter-provincial political disagreements over water 

allocations to establish an integrated river basin management system on the Indus. 

Because the Indus is fed by glacial runoff and snowmelt from the Himalayas, it must flow 
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through northeastern India before reaching Pakistan. Following Partition, 47 percent of 

basin land was allocated to Pakistan and 39 percent to India, resulting in fierce debates 

over inter-riparian water rights and presenting a unique challenge during a time when 

India and Pakistan sought to define distinct senses of nationhood and were predisposed to 

strong expressions of sovereignty, often expressed in military hostility against each other 

(Gilmartin 204-6). Within Pakistan, the river passes the Punjab province to the north 

before passing through Sindh and discharging into the Arabian Sea. As a result, similar 

debates over water rights have taken place internally, inflected by competing claims of 

holistic Pakistani nationhood and Sindhi cultural sovereignty (Gilmartin 229-235). 

Years of disputes culminated in the Indus Waters Treaty in 1960, which ceded the 

river’s three easternmost tributaries to India. Pakistan, in compensation for the lost 

waters, received an enormous influx of foreign aid from for water development. But the 

treaty represented more than a compromise between two standoffish nations; it also 

represented an opportunity for Euro-Western technopolitical networks to influence 

negotiations to achieve a variety of geopolitical and economic goals. The TVA was 

heavily involved in treaty negotiations, and the World Bank, serving as mediator, adopted 

the TVA’s river basin development framework as a template for developing the Indus 

(Gilmartin 214-219). Over the following two decades, numerous dams were erected on 

the Indus to generate hydropower and support agricultural and industrial development. In 

the meantime, US and British engineering firms and related institutions reaped financial 

benefits through consulting work (Wescoat et al, 394) and the US state achieved a variety 

of geopolitical objectives, including stemming the spread of Chinese (communist) 

influence in Pakistan (Sneddon 170-1). 
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Beyond direct involvement in dam construction on the Indus, the Indus Water 

Treaty led to the adoption, in both Pakistan and India, of the same state-directed, top-

down, technical approach to water management espoused by US technical experts. Like 

with the Bureau’s dealings in the western US, in Pakistan water management approaches 

favored technical aspects of water management and related economic outcomes over 

cultural and ecological concerns, such as maintaining fisheries and watershed 

management (Wescoat et al 394). This approach has had a direct impact on claims to 

cultural sovereignty by indigenous Sindhis, whose cultural identity has long been tied to 

the Indus. As historian David Gilmartin explains,  

The very name of the river Indus in both Urdu and Pakistan’s regional 
languages, the Darya-I Sind or “River of Sind,” suggested the framework 
within which Sind asserted a special relationship to the river, defying its 
position as lower riparian. As one Sindi author explained it, the Indus river 
was an integral part of the “culture, personality, and psyche of the Sindi 
people.” (231)    
 

Fascinatingly, during pre-Partition colonial occupation, the British allocated waters of the 

Indus provincially, and even officially recognized water-sharing agreements between 

Punjab and Sindh that explicitly respected “Sind’s rights to the waters of the Indus as a 

separate river” from other tributaries in the upper basin and deferred to Sindh’s cultural 

claims to the waters of the Indus (231). Following the 1960 treaty, however, the state 

adopted an integrated approach to river basin management that, by positing the river as a 

single, interconnected entity, was meant to serve as a powerful metaphor for national 

unity (229). However, a significant portion of upper basin waters were allocated to 

Punjab, especially those stored behind the World Bank-funded Tarbela Dam (completed 

in 1976), rendering Sindh vulnerable to droughts and shortages downstream (231). As a 

result, Sindhis, who have long resisted the idea of a unified Pakistan based on political 
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and linguistic marginalization following Partition, began to integrate river- and nature-

based identity claims into their broader rhetoric of resistance to integrated Pakistani 

nationhood.48 

 In Trespassing’s Salamaat sections, Khan explores Sindhi resistance to Pakistan’s 

technopolitical rendering of the Indus, vis-à-vis foreign aid, as symbolic of a unified 

nation. A fisherman in the river’s delta on the coast of the Arabian sea outside Karachi, 

Salamaat is displaced early in the novel as foreign trawlers increasingly occupy his 

traditional fishing waters. After drifting about, he falls in with a group of violent Sindhi 

separatist militants who fund their cause by kidnapping local citizens along the banks of 

the Indus and making exorbitant ransom demands. According to Salamaat’s closest friend 

in the group, Fatah, their dreams of Sindhi nationhood are driven by a sense of cultural 

violation by the central Pakistani state. Damming the Indus represents, to Fatah, an 

escalation of previous encroachments. Fatah describes Sindh as, geographically speaking, 

the metaphorical thumb connected to the hand of Pakistan: “Once it had pride. Now it has 

a cuff around it. It’s been bent and broken and the blood’s been shut off.” This “blood,” 

of course, is the Indus and, as Salamaat reflects, the river’s many dams have largely 

benefitted Punjab at the expense of Sindh. “That province teemed with life from five 

opulent rivers,” he thinks, “but it had to have more…. In much of Sind, the Indus had 

dwindled to a trickle” (345). Considering this, the group’s eventual kidnapping and 

murder of Dia’s Punjabi father, Shafqat, can read as symbolic of Sindhi grievances 

against post-Treaty interprovincial hydropolitics. After ambushing him and torturing him, 

                                                           
48 For an overview of cultural and political grievances driving the Sindhi separatist movement and the 
desire for a separate Sindhi homeland, see Cohen 208-215.  
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they dump his mangled body in the Indus, “his bloated feet, themselves a blue and 

branching river” (12), symbolic of a Sindhi sense of cultural loss.  

Beyond violations of cultural sovereignty, Salamaat’s journey also connects water 

development to the Indus to widespread ecological decline throughout the river basin. 

After talking to Fatah, Salamaat comes to the realization that his lost livelihood as a 

fisherman is connected to upstream dams: “There were fishermen who depended on the 

fish that in turn depended on the mangroves that once flourished in the estuaries. With the 

fresh water cut off, the trees were withering and the fish were dying. Many of these 

villagers too had to leave and, like Salamaat, bow to those who’d displaced them.” (345). 

This is an accurate representation: by 2000, roughly half a century after Partition, 70% of 

the Indus River’s annual runoff had been appropriated for irrigation (Wescoat et al 391). 

Prioritizing economic growth has led to dire ecological consequences: despite elevated 

runoff levels associated with global climate change, downstream flow in the lower 

portions of the Indus basin in Sindh continues to decline steadily. Rural scarcity contrasts 

with historical inundations and rising levels of pollution in urban areas such as Karachi, 

where flood control measures are inadequate and urban water systems are poorly 

managed (Bianchi 81). And according to some estimates, drawing on annual basin runoff 

data, the Indus basin has emerged as the river basin most affected by anthropogenic 

resource development activity in the world (Haddeland et al 3252).  

In Trespassing, these realities are so pervasive as to be rendered ominously 

mundane, the fluctuations between water scarcity and sudden excess a daily nuisance 

with occasionally catastrophic consequences. For example, upon Daanish’s initial arrival 

in Karachi, he reacts to the drought’s impact on his neighborhood, noting that front lawns 
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were “beginning to scorch in patches. His street badly wanted water” (152). Not long 

after, a delayed monsoon season arrives suddenly and with unusual force, inundating the 

streets with sewage-contaminated floodwaters, causing power outages, and depriving 

urban residents of tap water. Daanish’s quest to obtain a tanker of freshwater from the 

city’s Housing Division quickly descends into absurdism as he walks streets dotted with 

“slimy puddles as thick as soup in airplane toilets” and empty lots littered with flood-

deposited flotsam, wondering all the while how to “think clearly when his body struggled 

at the most basic level: for water, electricity, even clean streets” (315). Once arrived at 

the Housing Division, comprised of two clerks behind two desks in the center of an 

empty lot, he’s forced to navigate long lines and an endless, Kafkaesque process of 

obtaining documents, signatures, stamps, and permits. After several days, he returns 

home empty-handed, marveling that his mother has for years tolerated “shuttling back 

and forth for something [as] basic” as water (324). This scene offers a stark contrast to 

the promise of progress and prosperity enfolded in President Truman’s developmentalist 

vision for the Global South.  

Other characters in Trespassing contend with inconsistent water access for 

different reasons. When Dia’s mother, Riffat, suddenly loses the water supply for her silk 

farm, she consults a group of indolent and seemingly corrupt engineers and suspects that 

her dwindling water supply “had more to do with the Mafia than the drought” (391). This 

is a real possibility; exploiting periodic drought and poor water governance, gang-

controlled municipal services have become increasingly prevalent in Karachi, with recent 

estimates placing up to 30 percent of Karachi’s water supply under mafia control. Much 

of it is re-sold on the black market (Johnston n. pag.). Moreover, Khan enfolds the city’s 
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water conflicts within a broader tapestry of U.S. foreign policy failures in the region. 

During his futile efforts to secure drinking water, Daanish encounters a man called 

Scarecrow while standing with a crowd of angry citizens. In carnival barker fashion, 

Scarecrow rants loudly about politics. “Last year three million unlicensed guns were 

buying in country,” he tells Daanish. “The Afghan War ending three years ago, but guns 

keep coming. The Amreekans were arming and training us to fight the Communists, but 

now we are left to fight ourselves” (321). Through Scarecrow, Khan evokes the rise of a 

“Kalashnikov Culture” in the aftermath of the Soviet-Afghan War (1979-89), when US-

provided arms, delivered to Afghani mujahedeen through Pakistan, were left behind after 

the war’s conclusion. The arms subsequently fell into the hands of the Taliban and other 

Islamist groups and have been viewed as one of the most violent legacies of U.S. 

involvement in the Cold War (Cooper). 

By including an account of Pakistan’s multi-faceted water crises within a larger 

conversation about the violent legacies of US military interventionism in West Asia, 

Khan ascribes hydrological disruption in Pakistan to the ongoing effects of transnational 

hydrocolonialism. Culpability for the socio-ecological consequences of implementing 

US-driven water developmental models on the Indus, she seems to suggest, transcends 

Pakistani borders. This notion is exemplified by Daanish’s ruminations on the global 

impacts of the 1991 Gulf War in which he contrasts its socio-ecological impacts in the 

Global South with the relative safety and environmental sanctity of the US:  

Such beauty in a country that consumed 30 percent of the world’s energy, 
emitted a quarter of its carbon dioxide, had the highest military 
expenditure in the world, and committed fifty years of nuclear accidents, 
due to which the oceans teemed with plutonium, uranium, and God alone 
knew what other poisons. It had even toyed with conducting uranium tests 
on the moon. (48) 
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Daanish’s planetary proclivities are later confirmed while at home in Pakistan, as Dia 

recounts the Gulf War’s impact on the region’s rains. “Last summer,” she tells him, “a 

black rain fell. People said it was because of the bombed oilfields in Iraq. For months, 

soot covered the world and fell like ink. Ama said the rain destroyed our mulberry trees, 

but she’d no way of confirming that. We ran short of food for the silkworms” (330). This 

alarming passage recalls the bombing of oil fields in the Iraqi city of Basra in February 

1991, which resulted in widespread atmospheric fallout in which oil-tainted rain and 

snow, as well as blankets of ash, spread as far as Japan.49 Dia’s account calls attention to 

hydrological disruption through contamination, nudging Trespassing briefly into the 

realm of petrofiction and serving as a stark reminder that distinct resource systems – 

water, fossil fuels, precious metals – as integrated into the global capitalist system, cannot 

and should not be considered separately (see Chapter 3).50  

  Development-driven water crises such as those unfolding in Pakistan and greater 

south Asia have, according to Amitav Ghosh, rendered Asia “conceptually critical” 

(Great Derangement 87) to understanding the current climate crisis. Many of the planet’s 

most climate-vulnerable inhabitants reside in Asia, where growing economies, having 

industrialized in the wake of decolonization, have contributed substantially to rising 

carbon emissions. Dam construction, as a centerpiece of development, is behind rising 

salinity levels and siltification in major river basins beyond the Indus, including the 

                                                           
49 As reported by Nick B. Williams, Jr. of the Los Angeles Times in February 1991, allied bombing created 
an instant environmental crisis along the Iraq-Iran border and, within weeks, within the broader 
hemisphere.  
 
50 In Chapter 3 of this dissertation, I explore these entanglements by considering the political ecology of 
fossil fuel extraction and its impacts on the freshwater resources of poor rural communities in Appalachia.     
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Mekong in China, the Irrawaddy in Myanmar, and the Ganges in India; elevated levels of 

snowmelt in the Himalayas, where the climate has warmed more rapidly than anywhere 

on the planet, threaten flooding below; and food crises associated with the reduced 

availability of arable land (87-93). Ghosh makes the intriguing argument that Asia’s 

climate crisis coincided with the decline of a colonial system that for centuries stifled the 

region’s proclivities for carbon-intensive economic development. His charge that Asia’s 

post-colonial entrance into the global capitalist economy represents a watershed moment 

for the global climate crisis (93) prompts a rethinking of dominant Anthropocene 

narratives that periodize the epoch’s beginning as coinciding with the European Industrial 

Revolution. However, locating an alternative point of genesis for the acceleration of 

anthropogenic environmental change at the moment of decolonization in the Global 

South incorrectly assumes an “end” to colonization. As each of hydronarratives examined 

in this chapter demonstrate, various elements of colonialism persist into the present, 

particularly in the form of extractivism. The work of Burtynksy, Hogan, and Khan make 

visible the socio-ecological impacts of hydrocolonialism, a form of extractivism arising 

from the transnationalization of US water development ideologies conceived in the 

western United States in the early-to-mid twentieth century. Moreover, each challenge 

such ideologies by advancing what Gómez-Barris calls “submerged perspectives” that 

“perceive local terrains as sources of knowledge, vitality, and livability” (1). Together, 

these hydronarratives give shape to shared experiences of hydrocolonialism as part and 

parcel of global capitalism. 

Given the rise of a transnational, networked anti-dam movement over the last two 

decades, it has become increasingly important to recognize these shared histories and 
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render visible the ongoing impacts of hydrocolonialism. As Sanjeev Khagram explains, 

by themselves localized anti-dam movements projects in the Global South have had little 

impact, mainly because “hegemonic global norms underpinning visions of development 

around the world – progress as economic growth, electricity consumption as 

modernization, nature as technologically controllable, etc. – [has] further legitimated and 

naturalized” water development (Khagram 184). Instead, the movement has found 

success through the networked coordination of localized movements led by affected 

citizens, scientists, and environmental advocates, many of which began to collectively 

mobilize during and after witnessing struggles against the Sardar Sarovar Dam project in 

India and the Pak Mun project in Northern Thailand (see Khagram pp. and Sneddon 141-

146).  

In the late 1990s, the World Commission on Dams (WCD) convened, and in 2000 

it released a landmark report in which its authors, a group of scientists, activists, and 

NGO leaders, conclude that while “[d]ams have made an important and significant 

contribution to human development… In too many cases an unacceptable and often 

unnecessary price has been paid to secure those benefits, especially in social and 

environmental terms” (xxviii). The report, which surveys the social, economic, and 

environmental impacts of a large sample of major dams, gestures toward a shared 

experience of displacement and disenfranchisement. The report ultimately outlines 

recommendations for socially equitable and sustainable approaches to water development 

in the future, and remains widely cited and relevant today. The WCD report does not 

delineate the colonial roots of damming and mainly frames dams as originally viewed as 

“synonymous with development and economic progress” (xxix), but that is not the point – 
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the WCD is not a historical organization, and the report was not intended as a historical 

document. However, as the hydronarratives examined here make clear, challenging the 

exploitative nature of hydrocolonial regimes is as much a cultural and discursive task as it 

is an economic and political one. As such, in order to “challenge obliteration” (Gómez-

Barris 12) associated with extractive capitalism, it remains critical to highlight cultural 

representations that function as critical counternarratives to ideologies of development in 

the twenty-first century. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

EXTRACTIVE FICTIONS AND POST-EXTRACTION FUTURISMS:  
ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENTAL INJUSTICE IN APPALACHIA 

 

In Ann Pancake’s 2007 novel Strange as this Weather Has Been, Bant, a teenager 

living in the heart of Appalachian coal country in southern West Virginia, surveys a 

ruined hollow above her family’s property after a flash flood. “Anymore,” she notes, “it 

seemed there was too much water or too little, the temperature too high or too low. 

‘Strange as this weather has been,’ people would say, or, ‘With this crazy weather we’ve 

been having.’ And [she] knew [her mother] believed the weather was linked to the rest of 

this mess, but [she] wasn’t sure how’ (101). The extreme climatic flux to which Bant 

refers, symptomatic of global warming, can be linked to modernity’s continued appetite 

for fossil fuels. This includes coal extracted from places like West Virginia, home to the 

highest concentration of active coal mines in the United States.51 Yet “the mess” to which 

Bant refers is not the local manifestation of climate change, but instead the human and 

environmental costs of coal extraction: collapsed impoundment dams, flash floods, coal 

slurry mudslides, acid mine drainage, forest dead zones, black lung disease, increased 

cancer rates and, for coal workers, low wages, insufficient worker protections, and 

unemployment. Extraction, in the novel, is not merely framed as the crucial link within a 

chain of causality in which fossil fuel consumption drives global environmental change. 

Instead, coal development and its socio-ecological costs are cast as part and parcel of the 

Anthropocene. Strange as This Weather Has Been is less concerned with strange weather 

                                                           
51According the US Energy Information Administration, West Virginia had 123 active coal mines as of 
2016, or a rate of one mine per 195 mi.2. See “Coal Production” for figures.  
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than with a grotesque climate of environmental and economic precarity in communities 

that have historically functioned as key nodes in the extractive economy.   

Pancake’s novel exemplifies what I call “extractive fictions,” a phrase I use to 

refer to literary texts that narrativize the socio-ecological impacts of extractive capitalism 

and problematize extraction as a cultural practice. In the first three sections of this essay, 

I theorize extraction and examine extractive fictions emanating from the coal and gas 

fields of northern Appalachia, including Pancake’s novel, Jennifer Haigh’s novel Heat 

and Light (2015); the poetry of Julia Kasdorf; Josh Fox’s documentary Gasland; and 

Matt Damon’s film Promised Land. Each, by rendering visible instances of 

environmental degradation and economic decline associated with energy development in 

Appalachia, uniquely challenge the deep-seeded role of extraction as a cornerstone of 

regional cultural identity and the mythos of fossil fuel development as a path to economic 

and social progress. In doing so, they lay bare the epistemological failures of extractive 

capitalism, a mode of accumulation based on the large-scale withdrawal and processing 

of natural resources. In the final section of the essay, I examine a pair of reclamation art 

projects in Appalachia – historian T. Allan Comp’s AMD&Art Park in Vintondale, 

Pennsylvania and artist-activist John Sabraw’s toxic art initiative in southern Ohio – that 

address these failures through the articulation of what I term “post-extraction futurism,” 

an artistic approach that combines environmental science and historically-situated 

aesthetics to remediate ecological and social injustices associated with energy extraction. 

Both projects emerge from collaborations amongst artists, academics, scientists, and local 

communities to literally and metaphorically reverse the impacts of extraction through a 

combination of innovative water reclamation techniques, visual art, and memorial. In 



109 
 

doing so, these initiatives complement extractive fictions to envision a future-focused, 

inclusive, and livable Appalachia unencumbered by the social, economic, and ecological 

dictates of extractive capitalism.  

 

 

Theorizing Extraction 

 

Extraction, by definition, is an act of removal. In the context of large-scale natural 

resource development, it “designates capitalism’s fundamental logic of withdrawal – of 

value, nutrients, energy, labor, time – from people, lands, culture, life-forms, the 

elements, without corresponding deposit (except as externalities of non-value in the form 

of pollution, waste, climate change, illness, and death)” (“Decolonial Visual Narratives”). 

Externalities may also be described as the inbuilt “remainders” of extractive economies, 

those ravaged landscapes and dilapidated communities left behind by an ever-itinerant 

instantiation of frontier capitalism characterized by the privatization and enclosure of the 

commons, dispossession and displacement, boom-and-bust cycles, and the 

maldistribution of profits (Watts 190; Tsing 31-32). And, because extraction 

disproportionately takes place in communities marginalized along the lines of race, class, 

or ethnicity, such communities are often relegated to an afterthought, subject to a 

heightened risk of environmental degradation and economic volatility related to 

underenforced environmental regulations, a lack of institutional oversight, and volatile 

energy markets.52 Extractive fictions attend to these externalities and “remainders,” and 

ideologies driving extraction, and thus represent what Joni Adamson has called “the 

literature of environmental justice,” or works that “redefine environmental issues as 

                                                           
52 See Hess and Ribiero for an overview of environmental injustices associated with energy development.  
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social and economic justice issues and that address these concerns as basic human rights” 

(“Middle Place” 129). Through a focus on the entangled cultural, economic, and 

ecological dimensions of extraction, particularly in regions economically dependent on 

energy development, extractive fictions reinforce central tenets of the environmental 

justice movement in the United States and beyond: that there is a correlation between 

healthy environments and quality of life; that “traditional” environmental issues, such as 

air and water quality, are entangled with social justice issues including poverty, race and 

gender politics, and civil rights; and that ecological crises are often rooted in historically 

exploitative social systems.53 

Extractive fictions challenge these systems by portraying communities located 

adjacent to extraction sites as “sacrifice zones,” or geographical regions designated as 

expendable in the name of what government and industry stakeholders consider the 

“greater good,” often articulated in terms of economic growth, modernization, or national 

security. Expendability is directly correlated to an affected community’s racial, ethnic, or 

economic marginality. As with hydronarratives examined in Chapters 1-2 of this 

dissertation, extractive fictions map “geographies of sacrifice,” a term Valerie Kuletz 

coined to describe ravaged reservation landscapes and indigenous communities rendered 

“expendable” by Cold War-era uranium mining and nuclear testing in the southwestern 

United States. As Kuletz shows, it is not merely physical landscapes that are sacrificed by 

extractive processes, but cultural ones as well; impoverished and considered 

economically “unproductive” within dominant settler discourse, tribal lands were 

                                                           
53 The Environmental Justice Reader (2002), edited by Joni Adamson, Mei Mei Evans, and Rachel Stein, is 
a foundational collection of essays that connects literary studies, pedagogy, and political action to explore 
the intersections of environmental issues and social justice. For an up-to-date genealogy of critical 
environmental justice studies, see Di Chiro, “Environmental Justice,” 100-105.  
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considered expendable in the name of national security and energy development. As a 

result, tribal communities were exploited as a cheap source of labor and may reservation 

towns have borne significant health burdens associated with exposure to the byproducts 

of uranium mining and testing (24-27). The concept of sacrifice zones also inspired 

Adamson’s theorization of environmental justice literature, particularly in her analyses of 

the ways in which native writers like Simon Ortiz and Leslie Marmon Silko have 

responded to the effects of coal and uranium mining, and nuclear testing and waste 

dumping, on native communities located in contaminated landscapes like Black Mesa and 

the Four Corners region, which the Nixon administration sought to designate a National 

Sacrifice Area in 1972 (“Middle Place” 52).  

By approaching energy from a “bottom-up,” culturally-situated examination of 

raw-materials extraction and its implications for ecologies and communities, I hope to 

advance existing conversations on the cultural significance of energy. My term 

“extractive fictions,” it should be noted, borrows from the notion of “petrofiction,” a term 

Amitav Ghosh famously coined in his 1992 review of Saudi writer Abdul Rahman 

Munif’s Cities of Salt (1984), an underrecognized novel that fictionalizes an early 

twentieth-century clash between U.S. oil prospectors and a Bedouin oasis community and 

the emergence of the modern Arab petro-state. Ghosh laments what he views as a dearth 

of “petrofiction,” or literature dedicated to exploring what he calls the “Oil Encounter,” 

the collision of Euro-Western geopolitical interests, petroleum-driven capitalism, and 

local communities impacted by its extraction. Ghosh’s essay has in part inspired the 

formation of the energy humanities, an emergent subfield that, as I explained in the 

introduction to this dissertation, seeks to delineate the ways in human dependence on 
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modern energy systems, especially fossil fuels, has accelerated climate change and 

prevented post-fossil fuel energy transitions. Energy humanities scholars approach the 

problem of energy by viewing it as a cultural object that plays a “critical role in shaping 

existing social structures, lived and material infrastructures, and even cultural practices” 

(Szeman and Boyer 3).54 Humanities scholars have taken a variety of critical approaches 

to address what Brent Ryan Bellamy has called “the impasse of fossil fueled modernity” 

(2) – humans’ inability to develop and implement alternative energy systems because of 

capitalist modernity’s utter dependence on fossil fuel consumption. Literary critics like 

Stephanie LeMenager and Graeme MacDonald have explored representations oil, as a 

cultural artifact, in literary texts, art, film, photography, and other mediums while others, 

like Christopher Jones and political scientist Timothy Mitchell, have mapped the 

entangled nature of energy production and access, fossil fuel dependence, and political 

economy.55 The field has even given rise to several influential research networks, such as 

the Petrocultures Research Cluster at the University of Alberta, which, led by Imre 

Szeman and Sheena Wilson, convenes annually to address the socio-cultural dimensions 

of energy. The group has produced an influential body of energy-focused scholarship 

such as Energy Humanities: An Anthology (2017) and the collection Petrocultures: Oil, 

Politics, Culture (2017).  

                                                           
54 Several scholars working in the energy humanities have identified Ghosh’s article as a critical starting 
point for their own work in the field, including MacDonald (2012), LeMenager (2014), and Wilson, 
Carslon, and Szeman (2017), amongst others.  
 
55

 For work on representations of energy in literature, film, and other cultural forms, see LeMenager, Living 

Oil (2014); Ross Barrett’s and Daniel Worden’s collection Oil Culture (2014); and literary critic Graeme 
McDonald’s work on global petrofiction (“Oil and World Literature”). For work on the intersections 
between energy access, political economy, and modern social and political systems, see Gabrielle Hecht’s 
Being Nuclear (2012); Christopher Jones’ Routes of Power (2014), and Timothy Mitchell’s Carbon 

Democracy (2011). 
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Like petrofiction, extractive fictions represent a critical means of delineating 

energy’s embeddedness within the cultural imagination of modernity, specifically at the 

point of extraction. However, such texts do not merely render visible the degradations 

and depredations inherent to extractive capitalism; they also problematize the very 

meaning of extraction as a cultural practice. They engage in a sort of politics of 

introspection, questioning the long-standing centrality of energy development to regional 

or national identity politics and the conflation of resource reserves with collective wealth 

and a so-called “greater-good.” Thus, the notion of extractive fiction is also suggestive of 

a textual landscape from which meaning can be withdrawn or “extracted,” so to speak – 

in this case, the notion of extraction as culpable for historical patterns of social inequity 

and environmental injustice. Extractive fictions render visible the crumbling 

epistemological foundations that have historically undergirded the unchecked, often 

violent accumulationist tendencies of extractive capitalism. To extend the metaphor with 

a question: given this essay’s working definition of extraction as an act of removal that 

produces various externalities, or “remainders,” what is left behind? What fills the 

epistemological void once occupied by extraction as a mode of “being-in-relation” with 

nonhuman nature? While extractive fictions do not guarantee the emergence of a 

transformative politics, they make space for alternative, restorative engagements between 

humans and nonhuman nature. In the second section of this essay, I explore two such 

engagements in the form of two public art initiatives that exhibit a post-extractive futurist 

aesthetics by simultaneously memorializing energy’s significance to regional heritage 

and, through ecological remediation efforts, addressing extraction’s deleterious effects on 
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human and nonhuman communities. If extractive fictions levy a critique of extraction, 

then post-extraction futurism arguably transforms critique into activist praxis.  

Given the inherently transnational character of modern energy systems, any 

attempt to examine the socio-cultural dimensions of extraction should proceed from what 

LeMenager has called “commodity regionalism,” or a regional approach to energy studies 

that “activates vital historical and ecological frames… such that we can see and sense 

them” (Living Oil 4). There presently exists a substantial body of literary fiction, poetry, 

film, and visual art that attend to the regional implications of resource extraction, 

processing, and transshipment in areas like the Niger River Delta oil frontier and the 

Canadian oil sands. However, here I choose to focus on Appalachia because of its 

originary status in the United States energy economy – the nation’s first oil well was 

drilled in Titusville, Pennsylvania in 1859 – and the historical and perhaps unparalleled 

role extraction has played in regional identity formation. In each of the following texts, 

the spectacle of disaster and the specter of water contamination serve as metaphors for 

the economic and cultural marginalization of communities embedded in Appalachia’s 

economy, where risky extraction methods beget public health crises, mechanization 

drives unemployment, poverty is leveraged to obtain extraction rights, and disempowered 

citizens are subjected to opaque industry practices, unenforced environmental 

regulations, and the absence of accountability.  

Water represents an ideal element through which to detect the impacts of 

extraction because, after all, it flows with the toxins and heavy metals loosed in the 

Anthropocene. Consider the tarred coastlines and oil-sheened ocean horizons in the 

aftermath of the 2010 Deepwater Horizon spill in the Gulf of Mexico, or the mustard 
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yellow waters of the Animas River over several months in 2015 following the Gold King 

mine spill, in which EPA workers inadvertently breached a holding pond and released 

millions of gallons of heavy-metal laden tailings into the river. Consider flaming tap 

water, laden with methane released during hydraulic fracturing processes in the Marcellus 

Shale coal and gas fields of Pennsylvania and New York, or coal slurry oozing thickly 

through mountain streams in Martin County, Kentucky 2000 after an impoundment dam 

failure.56 Furthermore, the spectacle and specter of disaster and contamination serve as 

apt metaphors for the economic and cultural marginalization that often afflict 

communities embedded in the extractive economy. In such communities, poverty is 

exacerbated by increasingly risky extraction methodologies and leveraged to obtain 

extraction rights, and disempowered citizens are subjected to opaque industry practices, 

unenforced environmental regulations, and overall lack of industry accountability. In 

each of the texts analyzed here, water becomes associated with feelings of alienation and 

powerlessness stemming simultaneously from damaged local ecosystems and economies 

and, more broadly, communities’ historical but paradoxical identification with extraction 

as a desirable path to progress and prosperity.  

 

Extraction Culture in Ann Pancake’s Strange as this Weather Has Been 

 

Ann Pancake’s Strange as This Weather Has Been (hereafter Strange) is largely 

known for its nuanced exploration of the cultural politics and ecological impacts of 

mountaintop removal (MTR) coal mining in the Appalachian Mountains of southern 

West Virginia. Drawing on interviews with survivors of MTR-related social and 

                                                           
56 See the third section of this chapter, which explores the spectacle of environmental violence associated 
with hydraulic fracturing as depicted in Josh Fox’s documentary Gasland.  
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environmental issues, the novel follows an impoverished family of six living in a 

southern West Virginia landscape best described as “Vesuvian” (Pendarvis n. pag.). The 

novel has garnered recognition for its deployment of southern Gothic conventions to 

signify “the haunting vestiges of humans’ aggressive pursuit of wealth” through 

extraction” (Robertson 110). Pancake’s protagonists contend with dynamite blasts 

forceful enough to crack the foundations of residents’ homes, dwindling and polluted 

mountain streams, forest dead zones and the constant threat of catastrophic flooding. The 

novel begins in the wake of just such an event, known as the “May flood,” in which a 

wave of coal slurry has torn through the community of Yellowroot Hollow, threatening 

the lives of fast-food worker Lace See, her husband, an out-of-work coal-miner named 

Jimmy Make, and their four children, Bant, Corey, Dane, and Tommy. Though the flood 

spares human lives, it drastically alters the physical and psychic topographies of the 

community, washing away lawns and homes and exacerbating widespread economic and 

ecological anxieties. Much of the novel’s plot revolves around an ongoing debate 

between Lace, who refuses to leave and becomes involved in anti-MTR activism, and 

Jimmy, who urges her to move the family to pursue a livable future elsewhere.  

MTR coal mining began gradually replacing subsurface mining operations in 

Appalachia in the 1990s after an amendment to the Clean Air Act lowered nation-wide 

emissions standards. The method was developed as an economically viable means to 

extract cleaner-burning, low-sulfur coal abundant in southern West Virginia. Ironically, 

the local environmental costs have been drastic, as MTR has been blamed for the 

“decapitation” of a once lush, hospitable mountain region. The MTR process involves the 

literal removal of mountaintops to access hard-to-reach coal seams. Forests are clear-cut, 
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topsoil is stripped, and underlying earth and rock are blasted intensively to remove 

“overburden,” which is then placed into a “fill,” an area used for waste disposal. Coal 

seams are then plundered using a dragline, a piece of machinery that can approach twenty 

stories in height (Burns 5-7). The impacts of this process are wide-ranging: in addition to 

rampant violations of the Clean Water Act through illegal dumping, one of the most 

pointed effects of MTR has been erosion and water contamination. Digging, blasting, and 

the construction of temporary infrastructure such as access roads and drainage ditches 

turn large loads of sediment and chemical waste into watersheds, elevating stream pH to 

dangerous levels. Fills, typically situated atop streams at the head of mountain hollows, 

stifle water dispersal, alter seasonal water cycles, and increase the possibility of flooding 

and the release of coal slurry, a toxic cocktail of chemical waste and sediments typically 

stored behind earthen impoundment dams (Burns 118-140). 

The ecological impacts of MTR in West Virginia parallel patterns of economic 

marginalization that have been unfolding for decades. In the early- to mid-twentieth 

century, and especially during the Coal Boom era of the 1930s through the 1950s, coal 

towns prospered and grew rapidly to accommodate workers lured to the region to answer 

growing labor demands. For a time, coal mining was framed as an essentially patriotic 

endeavor, essential to the success of the nation. Woodrow Wilson even exempted coal 

workers from the draft during World War I, citing coal as critical to the war effort (Scott 

139-140). Beginning in the mid-1950s, however, mechanization began to drive down 

labor demands, spurring worker flight. Combined with coal companies’ anti-unionization 

efforts and increased dependence on out-of-state, non-union contract labor, 

unemployment levels in coal country have been rising steadily, turning previously 
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prosperous communities into ghost towns (Burns 19-32). MTR represents a continuation 

of this trajectory: it requires only a third of the workers required to extract the same 

amount of coal from subsurface mines (Burns 4). According to 2010 figures, coal mining 

employment levels have declined, in large part due to MTR, by more than fifty percent 

since 1975 (Scott 4). Moreover, by promoting a false jobs-versus-the-environment 

dichotomy to promote its business model, the coal industry has perpetuated what has 

been described as a form of “internal colonialism” in which wealthy urban centers reap 

disproportionate benefits from coal extraction, and rural “resource colonies” bear the 

burden of environmental degradation and unstable employment prospects. Many 

communities have become economically dependent on coal and are therefore less likely 

to oppose unregulated or irresponsible extraction and waste dumping activities (Scanlan 

21-26). Rich in resources but impoverished, Appalachia arguably bears a “resource 

curse,” a central feature of extractive capitalism in which resource-rich regions of the 

world nonetheless fail to reap social benefits expected to arise from a burgeoning 

economy and are instead plagued by poverty, conflict, and environmental degradation 

(Petras and Veltmeyer 11, n5). 

The novel’s dual interest rendering visible the impacts of MTR on humans and 

nonhumans is apparent in its cover art, which bears a photo of Appalachian artist Jeff 

Chapman-Crane’s mixed-media sculpture The Agony of Gaia. Composed of both natural 

and artificial materials like clay and Styrofoam, the sculpture was designed to raise 

awareness and narrativize the impacts of MTR. The sculpture features the figure of a 

woman, signifying Gaia, Greek goddess of the earth, lying in the fetal position, hands 

covering her weeping face. Her bare flesh forms the features of a partially strip-mined 
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mountain: her arms and neck, still covered with trees, give way to a lower body devoid of 

vegetation, scarred with roads and crawling with draglines and bulldozers. Engraved at 

the base of the sculpture is a poem written by Chapman-Crane decrying the “flesh of 

fallen trees/ the bone-gray mounds of granite stones” and the “stagnant blood of/mud-

choked mountain streams (Chapman-Crane). The violence of MTR, here, is represented 

as a simultaneous affront to landscapes and human bodies, ecologies and communities. 

As Chapman-Crane has explained in interviews, he deliberately chose the image of Gaia, 

as a figure external to Judeo-Christian traditions, as a necessary metaphor to “to invoke 

the creative and critical thinking needed to break the historical connection between 

Appalachians and the coal industry” (Witt 163). 

Strange’s aesthetics of MTR-related environmental dystopia lend credence to the 

idea that, as literary critic Heather Houser suggests, Strange ultimately “conceives of 

activism a process of making visible” (108). According to Houser, Lace exposes the 

social and ecological impacts of MTR through “environmental engagement” – by 

walking the forests, documenting damage, and circulating photographic evidence and 

letters within the community (108-9). But the novel’s activist propensities arguably 

extend beyond a documentary function. By framing coal as antithetical to a greater good, 

Pancake writes against what sociologist Rebecca Scott has called a “culture of extraction” 

that has long pervaded the coalfields of Appalachia. In a place where the extractive 

economy has become synonymous with prosperity and central to regional cultural 

identity, Scott writes, coal “can either be told as an exemplar of an American story of 

progress and technological development or as a story of social injustice and conflict (28). 

The former, often viewed as symbolic of American exceptionalism, has been a key part 
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of President Trump’s economic nationalist rhetoric in which he has promised to end a so-

called “war on coal” waged by federal regulatory overreach on poor rural coal 

communities. Yet this deep-seeded regional affinity for extraction is complicated by 

longstanding cultural stereotypes of Appalachia as a region predominately populated by 

“hillbillies, white trash, and other poor whites,” an assumption reified and reinforced in 

national and regional cultural representations that reproduce tropes of social 

backwardness and moral abjection. Such (mis)representations have served to stigmatize 

Appalachians on “quasi-racializing terms,” as deviating from the idealized figure of the 

productive, patriotic (white) American citizen (33-4). As Scott notes, such 

“epistemologies of disgust and social distance help create the conditions of possibility for 

some of the most dangerous environmental exploitation in the United States and the 

designation of Appalachia as a sacrifice zone” (63). In other words, the combination of 

local cultural pride associated with coal’s historical status as an important national 

commodity and the simultaneous stigmatization of Appalachia as culturally and socially 

inferior, and therefore expendable, contributes to ongoing environmental and economic 

injustices associated with extraction.   

Water, in Strange, signifies both ecological degradation and the erosion of the 

region’s deep-seeded ties to the coal industry. Polluted streams and ponds are ubiquitous, 

contributing to the novel’s deployment of what Lawrence Buell famously called “toxic 

discourse,” a mode of writing pervaded by a “fear of the poisoned world” (639). The 

most textured descriptions of toxicity occur in sections of the novel that follow Lace’s 

mechanically-inclined son Corey, for whom exploring nearby streams littered with 

industrial debris is “like walking the aisle of a Wal-Mart” (25). By likening a romp in a 
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polluted stream to a gleeful journey through a low-end retail store, Pancake emphasizes a 

central paradox of extraction culture: coal’s simultaneous fetishization by, and 

exploitation of, the working poor. Throughout the novel, Corey and his younger brother 

Tommy move about this grotesque “playground” in search of metal scrap, splashing 

about in the toxicity of a “pigshit-colored creek” and ponds with “water opaque as 

mustard and colored like the inside of a sick baby’s diaper” (213). In a moment of 

dramatic irony, the region’s perceived expendability is affirmed during a literal scene of 

sacrifice in which Corey crashes a stolen four-wheeler into a chemical-laden catchment 

pond and drowns” (343). Such tropes of fear, death, and ruined landscapes contribute to 

what Sarah Robertson identifies as the novel’s southern Gothic conventions, which she 

argues work to subvert dominant stereotypes of the region populated by “hillbillies hiding 

behind trees with guns and toothless smiles at the ready” and “feuds, murder and 

moonshine… against a backdrop of menacing mountains” (109). However, rather than 

engaging with the supernatural, the novel’s “most resounding horror lies in its realism” 

through the “actual ghostly manifestations of the coal industry” (116). This horror is 

accentuated by the novel’s frequently foreboding tone, associated with ravaged, 

contaminated landscapes and human bodies suffering from coal-related chronic illness 

like black-lung disease.  

Other characters experience this horror through past trauma associated not with 

the slow violence of contamination, but instead with industrial disaster. Avery Taylor, a 

man in his mid-twenties, repeatedly reflects on his childhood experience as a survivor of 

the real-life Buffalo Creek flood that took place in Logan County, West Virginia in 

February 1972. The Buffalo Creek flood was caused by a collapsed impoundment dam, 
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which sent a 130 million-gallon torrent of coal slurry gushing through Buffalo Creek 

hollow, at times reaching heights of 30 feet. The wall of sludge devastated sixteen coal 

towns, killed more than 125 people, and displaced more than 4,000 (Stern ix). The 

responsible party, Pittston Mining Company, claimed the flood was an act of God, a 

natural rather than man-made disaster due to an overabundance of rain (Stern 10-16). 

However, in a civil suit filed against Pittston, a judge sided with the victims, who were 

awarded $13.5 million (Stern 271). In the novel, Avery’s recollections of Buffalo Creek 

fixate on water. Washed miles downstream, he recalls taking stock of his surroundings 

after regaining consciousness on an unfamiliar hillside: "[t]he waters have peeled the 

railroad right off the ground, scattered ties everywhere, then coiled up the rails into 

lassoes. Water did that, [he] thinks." (224). Water, for Avery, plays a villain’s role, 

responsible for what he thinks is a child’s doll beneath a pallet but that, upon closer 

inspection, turns out to be a woman’s body (227), and for the traumatized man in a pink 

quilt he encounters, on his bewildered journey home, with “something funny” about him, 

“[h]is scalp… ripped two-thirds off his head” (232). His mother, Mrs. Taylor, is also 

preoccupied with water, her constant reminisces about Buffalo Creek ending with a 

refrain that another “wall of black water” (75) will return on Judgement Day (113). Her 

flood-related trauma transverses generations, too, as Lace’s emotionally-sensitive twelve-

year-old son Dane, who cooks and cleans for Mrs. Taylor, begins to “feel the weight. The 

water hovering overhead” (76) after listening to Mrs. Taylor’s sermons warning of 

impending apocalypse.  

Lace and Bant exhibit the novel’s most pointed anti-MTR rhetoric, but their 

opposition to coal emerges less from daily encounters with toxic topographies or disaster-
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related trauma than from a productive tension between their sense of closeness with rural 

Appalachia and socially-conditioned difficulties ascribing its degradation to coal 

extraction. As such, they cannot be described as conventional environmentalists. Lace 

comes from a coal family, and as she witnesses her father dying from black lung disease 

contracted from decades in the mines, she struggles to square her place-based identity 

with the dangers of coal extraction. Her father’s lungs are “being buried by it, by coal,” 

but to Lace coal “is earth, which is this place… We eat off it, dig in it, doctor from it, 

work under it… we grow up swaddled in it” (151). Likewise, when Bant sees 

photographic evidence of MTR’s impacts on nearby mountains, she is incredulous, 

describing the images as taboo items, “like looking at pictures of naked people. Like 

looking at pictures of dead bodies (58). She is also conflicted when her boyfriend, an 

older, out-of-state contract miner, urges her to accept things the way they are: “[if] you-

all wanna stay in here, you want your brothers to have jobs, your husband, you better just 

get used to this here” (315). On the other hand, both Lace and Bant harbor a deep affinity 

for their mountainous surroundings based on their time spent foraging – an activity 

necessitated by their poverty – and fostering a deep kinship with what Bant calls “the 

deep of here” (36). After the May flood, reverence gives way to anxiety; the novel’s 

protagonists frequently remark about the “threat of rain” or impending precipitation, a 

narrative tic that betrays a growing awareness of their residence in a sacrificial landscape 

(100; 108; 109; 160; 244). When Lace visits friends in a nearby community ravaged by 

floods and dynamite blasts, she describes it as a “beautiful painting that had been ripped 

in two” (272). When Bant discovers a second impoundment dam above the family’s 

home, she imagines the next flood: “Our house would be the first to go” (354). In a 
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momentary to bid to numb the pain of loss, she tells herself “I don’t care” (355).  Here, 

alienation becomes anguish, as Bant experiences intense feelings of “ecological grief,” an 

expression that has gained increasing traction in the field of environmental studies to 

describe “the grief felt in response to experienced or anticipated ecological losses, 

including the loss of species, ecosystems and meaningful landscapes due to acute or 

chronic environmental change” (Cunsolo and Ellis 275).  

As Scott notes, a significant aspect of Appalachian identity arises from a deep 

sense of indigeneity, or what she describes as “other ways of relating to the land” that 

conflict with the cultural role of extraction (10). Though problematic for obvious reasons, 

the descriptor “indigenous” has often been used metonymically to refer to the supposed 

primitivism of early European settlers in Appalachia who have traditionally lived “close 

to the land” through subsistence lifestyles (Scott 227-28, n5). While this construction 

simultaneously enacts an erasure of non-white native culture in the area and further 

marginalizes rural Appalachian communities, some anti-MTR activists nevertheless make 

claims to indigeneity as the environmental ethos driving their yearning for a pre-

extraction past (Scott 212-213). Lace and Bant’s activism emerges from this dynamic and 

as a result both fit the more “non-traditional” profile of anti-MTR activists as white 

women, first-time activists from coal families who espouse community values, who have 

no broad environmentalist agenda beyond remediating local environmental and public 

health issues, and who have come to these insights through their own life experiences, 

and are thus first-hand witnesses to the impacts of MTR (Barry 84-113). In the novel’s 

closing lines, Bant resolves to “tell Lace what [she’d] found” (357) – a second 

impoundment dam, a renewed threat of flooding – and, in doing so, she overcomes 
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feelings of both skepticism and grief and announces her commitment to fighting MTR. 

Through this activist turn, the novel does important epistemological work, fostering the 

conditions of possibility for a reconnection with, and resurrection of, a sacrificed 

landscape. In doing so, it envisions an important first step toward imagining a post-

extraction Appalachia.   

 

“What Lies Beneath:” Hydraulic Fracturing, the Specter of Water 

Contamination, Post-Coal Extraction Culture 

Like Strange as this Weather Has Been, Jennifer Haigh’s 2015 novel Heat and 

Light unfolds in an economically depressed pocket of Appalachia. The events of the 

novel largely take place in fictional Bakerton, Pennsylvania, a declining coal town that 

serves as the setting for one of Haigh’s previous novels, Baker Towers (2005), and her 

short story collection News from Heaven (2013), both of which explore the convulsions 

and contradictions of extraction culture in the twenty-first century. Heat and Light is a 

character-driven exploration of class and poverty in rural America against the backdrop 

of the gas boom of the early 2000s, which for many communities has represented a 

potential path to restored prosperity in the wake of coal’s decline. Unlike Matt Damon’s 

2012 film Promised Land, which frames the gas industry as monolithically craven, Heat 

and Light humanizes interactions between Bakerton’s economically vulnerable 

inhabitants, oil and gas representatives, and environmental activists. To the extent to 

which the novel can be said to have a plot, it unfolds in a series of intricately threaded 

narrative vignettes that attend to the daily struggles of and interactions amongst an 

expansive cast of stakeholders in the region’s extractive economy, including Bobby 

Frame, a dogged energy company sales representative; the Devlin family, deeply in debt 

and eager to sign a gas lease; Mack and Rena, organic dairy farmers skeptical of newly-
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arrived gas companies; Herc, a roughneck drill rig manager from Texas; and many 

others. As Haigh has admitted in interviews, Heat and Light is primarily “a book about 

the soul of a place and how [it] is impacted by the choices we make, economic choices” 

(“Soul of Coal Country” n.pag.). Thus, while Pancake’s novel emphasizes the 

environmental impacts of extraction, Heat and Light’s class themes overshadow its 

ecological messages.  

Heat and Light differs significantly from more well-known engagements with 

fracking, such as Josh Fox’s documentary Gasland (2010). Fox, who won a directorial 

Emmy for the film and was nominated for an Academy Award for Best Documentary, 

embarks on a sleuth-like journey to uncover fracking’s impact on local water supplies, 

going house-to-house from his home in western Pennsylvania to the gas fields of Texas, 

Oklahoma, and Colorado. As a banjo-playing, self-proclaimed “natural gas detective,” he 

does less to document the cultural politics of natural gas than to raise awareness of its 

public health risks and obstacles encountered by citizens seeking to hold oil and gas 

companies accountable. Gasland has earned Fox widespread praise for bringing fracking 

“into the nation’s living rooms” (Soraghan n. pag.) and has contributed to the perception 

of natural gas extraction as a spectacularly pollutive enterprise. From the famous 

flammable water scene, in which residents of Weld County, Colorado light methane-

contaminated tap water on fire, to jars of yellowed, turpentine-scented well water and 

exploding backyard gas wells, Fox leverages his visual medium to render visible the 

ecological stakes of fracking. Haigh is certainly aware of environmental concerns 

surrounding fracking and has acknowledged the influence of intense anti-fracking 

opposition movements in Pennsylvania on her writing process (“This Time It’s 



127 
 

Personal”). However, Heat and Light, as the first serious literary response to the cultural 

politics of fracking, offers an account of what could arguably be described as a post-coal 

culture of extraction in which key elements of coal-era extraction culture – the mythos of 

energy development as a path to progress, and grandiose claims as to Appalachia’s 

centrality to narratives of American exceptionalism – persist even in the face of coal’s 

decline.57 The novel is pervaded by a historical subtext that emphasizes Pennsylvania’s 

originary status in the US energy economy and unknown narrator that emphasizes, in the 

novel’s opening pages, that “more than most places, Pennsylvania is what lies beneath” 

(426).58 The phrase “what lies beneath” has multiple meanings: Bakerton is not merely 

defined by a resource-rich topography and the perpetual presence of extraction sites, but 

also by the suspected degradation of local water supplies, a gas industry that thrives on 

misinformation and deception, and an internal battle being waged by residents and 

neighbors over the post-coal future of Appalachia.  

There is a growing consensus that fracking poses significant environmental risks. 

Groundwater contamination is a primary concern; numerous studies have confirmed 

elevated levels of methane in aquifers and residential wells abutting drill sites (Jackson et 

al.; Osborn et al.), and industry watchdogs have become increasingly concerned about 

dangers posed by leaky, poorly-regulated wastewater injection wells (Lustgarten). In 

Oklahoma, fracking has been blamed for a 5- to 10-fold increase in seismic events 

(Walsh III and Zoback). Yet the fracking process and its ecological impacts occur largely 

out of sight. During the drilling process, a water-chemical solution is injected deep 

                                                           
57 Jaqueline Yahn argues that ideologies of American exceptionalism driving coal development in northern 
Appalachia have rendered the region vulnerable to exploitation by the natural gas industry. See Yahn, 
“Frackonomics,” 139-154.  
58 For a concise history of energy in Appalachia, see Black and Ladson. 
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underground at high-pressures to free up pockets of natural gas, and while 80 percent of 

fracking fluids return to the surface in the form of “produced water,” most of it is piped 

into tanks, trucked away, and pumped back into wastewater wells deep underground 

(Jackson et al., 3; Prud’homme 85-89). Visual indicators of the actual act of drilling are 

difficult to detect beyond enigmatic drill-site infrastructure dotting the pastures and 

backyards of gas country. Contamination tends to unfold slowly and unspectacularly, 

detectable only through anecdote or rigorous scientific studies. In short, while gas 

extraction represents a particularly strong marker for the emergence of new sacrifice 

zones in the Anthropocene, its ecological effects fall short of the visual spectacle of 

MTR, epitomizing Rob Nixon’s conception of slow violence, in which ecological 

degradation “is neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but rather incremental and 

accretive” (Slow Violence 2).  

The slow and concealed violence of fracking also inhabits the exploitative 

practices of oil and gas companies seeking to leverage impoverished rural communities, 

often reeling from the slow implosion of coal markets, into permitting drilling in 

pastures, backyards, and community spaces. Research has shown that gas wells are 

typically more concentrated in low-income rural communities that lack the institutional 

support or political capital to engage with oil and gas companies as equals (Ogneva-

Himmelberger and Huang). Residents also face a slew of obstacles when seeking 

information and industry accountability, including the legally-protected reticence of gas 

companies to disclose chemicals used during the drilling process (Prud’homme 65; 

Colborn et al.). In one study, researchers interviewed over 30 farmers in rural 

Pennsylvania who had leased land for gas extraction and found that landowners were 
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largely denied insight into or participation in drilling and extraction processes. When 

environmental concerns arose, most lessees were unable to gain information about 

drilling processes and chemical usage (Malin and DeMaster 283). Some contended with 

corporate bullying tactics, too; in one instance, a lessee reported that when s(he) 

organized a meeting at a local church to discuss concerns with gas company 

representatives, company officials arrived with armed guards (Malin and DeMaster 285). 

Moreover, pro-gas public relations campaigns often manipulate public opinion by 

associating fracking with patriotism and regional pride and citing methodologically 

questionable and rhetorically deceptive scientific studies that insist hydraulic fracturing is 

safe and economically viable (Matz and Renfrew). This propensity for disinformation is 

broadly reflective of an industry that has long thrived on deception, even at the legislative 

level. When the Energy Policy Act was passed in 2005, for example, it included the 

infamous “Halliburton loophole,” a provision buried deep within the bill’s language to 

exempt hydraulic fracturing operations from key provisions of the Safe Drinking Water 

Act. Included at the behest of then Vice President Dick Cheney, former CEO of drilling 

supplier Halliburton, the provision amounts to a single, inauspicious paragraph in the vast 

550-page bill (“U.S. Energy Policy Act of 2005”). This development is particularly 

harrowing for residents of Appalachian gas country, many of which are dependent on 

private wells. Moreover, the loophole seemingly undercuts industry claims as to the 

safety of fracking; if it were truly safe, no exemption would be necessary.   

Though Heat and Light largely unfolds within the context of domestic energy 

markets in the U.S., it does display flashes of cosmopolitanism absent from Haigh’s 

previous Bakerton-focused fiction, especially through its efforts to situate Pennsylvania’s 
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natural gas industry within a larger, global energy economy. For instance, the novel 

frames the 1979 Three Mile Island nuclear accident as a cautionary tale, a warning about 

the ongoing costs of hydraulic fracturing. Wesley, a Bakerton pastor dying of thyroid 

cancer, obsessively pursues a link between his exposure to radiation from the accident, in 

which a nuclear reactor partially melted down in southeastern Pennsylvania, releasing 

radiation into the air, water, and soil of nearby communities. A more striking example 

can be found in an interlude midway through the novel in which Kip, in the years prior to 

his meteoric ascent to energy industry CEO, witnesses protests in the streets of Houston 

shortly after Jimmy Carter imposes an oil embargo against Iran in response to the 1979 

Iranian Hostage Crisis. These seemingly errant scenes can be viewed as a shrewd nod to 

the modern gas industry’s obscure moment of genesis in the United States: because the 

1979 embargo, like the 1973 OPEC embargo, caused a spike in oil prices, the U.S. 

government passed the Crude Oil Windfall Profit Tax Act in 1980, a provision of which 

granted tax credits to producers of unconventional energy, including natural gas. This 

helped drive the growth of fracking in the United States (Prud’homme 28; Nikiforuk 71). 

Thus, while Heat and Light remains most interested in the impacts of gas extraction in 

rural Appalachia, by linking the gas industry to the global energy economy, Haigh 

contributes to the gas industry’s seeming inscrutability for the decidedly non-

cosmopolitan rural inhabitants of Bakerton.  

Despite of the gas industry’s inscrutability, reading fracking through water in 

Heat and Light reveals connections between the ecological and social effects of natural 

gas extraction. For example, Rich and Shelby Devlin eagerly sell drilling rights on their 

property so that Rich can quit his low-paying prison guard position and revive his 40-acre 
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family farm. For them, the presence of gas on their property amounts to what door-to-

door gas “salesman” Bobby Frame calls “[b]uried treasure” (10, italics in original) – a 

path out of paycheck-to-paycheck poverty. However, after their water begins to take on a 

strong chemical odor, they have little recourse beyond buying bottled water from Wal-

Mart (323). Attempts to confirm fracking-related contamination are largely stifled by a 

confusing bureaucracy of corporate offices and private contractors. When Rich questions 

a drill crew in his backyard, they deny responsibility and disassociate themselves from 

Devlins’ original contract with the gas company. “You’ll have to take that up with Dark 

Elephant,” Rich is told. “We’re Stream Solutions. We’re subcontractors” (260). Results 

from a water test administered by the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental 

Protection prove inconclusive, too. On the one hand, the test confirms the presence of 

methane in their water supply, but on the other, the state tells Rich, it “appears to be 

related to background conditions,” not gas drilling. The raw lab report is no help to the 

poorly-educated Rich, whose “eyes slide over the columns of figures, values for methane, 

ethane, SMCLs. He has no idea what he’s looking at” (326). Unable to obtain answers 

from corporate and government stakeholders, Rich and Shelby can do little other than “be 

vigilant” (325, italics in original), the lone advice provided by state authorities.  

Heat and Light never quite affirms Rick’s suspicions, nor does it offer hard 

evidence of fracking’s broader impacts on Bakerton’s water supply. Such ecological 

equivocating can arguably be viewed as a metaphor for the industry writ large. It speaks 

to undisclosed practices, disavowed aftermaths, deceptive public relations, inscrutable 

institutional hierarchies, and the absence of corporate responsibility. Rick’s bewildering 

experience, from the giddy anticipation of a financial windfall to an inability to find 
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someone to take responsibility for his contaminated well, reveals a critical disconnect 

between the optimistic prognostications of industry representatives committed to 

“selling” fracking and the ever-present possibility of environmental catastrophe. Rather 

than approaching fracking through the spectacle of contamination, as Pancake does in 

Strange, Haigh’s novel is pervaded by speculation and suspicion. When organic dairy 

farmers Mack and Rena refuse to sign a gas lease to preserve the integrity of their 

business, for example, the gas company is legally prohibited from drilling beneath 

neighboring properties. As a result, the women are pressured and intimidated by 

neighbors eager to gain a financial windfall; as one frustrated neighbor tells Mack, “once 

you start taking money out of my pocket, I got to say something” (77). Later, the women 

lose an account with a farm-to-table restaurant in Pittsburgh whose owner tells Rena that 

“our customers read the newspaper. They know what’s going on in your part of the 

world” (81). The restaurant owner is less environmentally savvy than attentive, her fear 

of tainted water affirmed by the region’s television and billboard advertisements for the 

services of personal injuries attorney Paul Zacharias who, in his quest to obtain 

“FrackountabilityTM”, implores the public: “Does your tap water have a foul odor? Is it 

cloudy or greasy looking? How’s your health?” (319-20).  

The specter of contamination is further complicated by Shelby Devlin’s insistence 

that tainted water resulting from gas drilling has been sickening her young daughter, 

Olivia, who experiences chronic gastrointestinal issues, looks notably small for her age, 

and makes frequent trips to the emergency room accompanied by her nervous mother. 

The possibility is intriguing for Lorne Trexler, a local biology professor and anti-fracking 

organizer and activist who, after meeting Shelby, recommends a doctor who might be 
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able to help Olivia. However, doctors are unable to find anything wrong with Olivia and 

begin to suspect that Shelby has Munchausen’s syndrome by proxy, driving her to slip 

Olivia an untraceable emetic, sickening her in a bid to get attention. Shockingly, Lorne is 

undeterred by the news. “It’s still possible the water is to blame. For our purposes, that 

possibility is enough,” he tells Rena. “We deal in perceptions” (394). For Lorne, as long 

as Olivia remains sick, the reason matters less than the possibility that she can prove 

useful in his crusade against a propagandistic, ethically-vacuous industry. Ironically, 

Lorne’s anti-fracking zeal compels him to engage in a form of deceptive public relations 

typically undertaken by gas companies. By problematizing an anti-fracking 

environmentalist movement that at times operates according to its own set of facts, Haigh 

complicates debates around the promises and pitfalls of hydraulic fracturing.  

In some ways, the dilemmas encountered by Haigh’s characters represent the 

dramatization of Appalachian poet and literary critic Julia Kasdorf’s poem “F Word.” In 

the poem, Kasdorf explores the disconnect between the violence of well drilling and 

water injection and the semantics of deceptive industry public relation campaigns, which 

seek to highlight the process as safe and transparent. Here are the opening lines: 

The industry spelling of fracking is actually fracing. 

Without the K, it looks less violent: 
Water pressure creates fractures that allow 

 

the oil and gas to escape – as if they were 
trapped – under tight regulatory control. (467) 

 
These lines simultaneously describe fracking as both violent and emancipatory. The 

phrases in italics, representing language plucked from an industry pamphlet or an 

informative website, are subverted by cynically critical non-italics phrases. While “water 

pressure creates” suggests the generative nature of water (chemicals unmentioned) as it 
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liberates natural gas (and revenue), the other lines, and the remainder of the poem, 

undermine this industry-friendly narrative, equating the forceful injection of water, in a 

bid to free pent-up fossil-fuel deposits, to rape. “Frack her til she blows, says a tee shirt 

stretched/ on a roughneck’s chest at the Williamsport Wegman’s,” the t-shirt, stretched 

across the masculine frame of a rig worker (roughneck), conflating sexual and terrestrial 

domination of a feminized landscape. Two stanzas later, the verb “Frack” takes on even 

more unpalatable connotations: “Are you going to say what the word suggests/ a student 

timidly asks, to women, I mean?” The violence of fracking and unwanted sexual 

penetration can be traced, here, to the hard “K,” omitted from industry vernacular to 

mask the violence of water as it is weaponized in the extraction process. By the poem’s 

closing lines, however, the hostility of water is suppressed, giving way to surface 

ruminations on a “Fracket” – an old jacket worn to fraternity parties “that won’t matter if 

it gets stolen/ or left behind on flagstone patio, splattered/ with someone else’s vomit” 

(467). As terrestrial violator, water lurks unseen as a rapist might slink about a college 

party, a corollary to gas-rich landscapes, rich with deposits to be fracked by force. For 

Kasdorf, fracking exhibits a tension between hyper-masculine tendencies towards 

violence and violation and a process that remains nonetheless secretive and inscrutable, 

concealed behind industry obscurantism. 

Ultimately, Heat and Light calls attention to the ways in which gas-field 

communities are saddled with the burden of proof in the face of environmental risk and 

forced to choose between financial rewards and a sacrificed landscape or economic 

marginalization. While Pancake’s Strange diagnoses the visible symptoms of MTR 

through the spectacle of decapitated mountains, washed-out mountain hollows, and toxic 
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streams, Haigh’s novel underscores new and novel manifestations of extraction culture in 

a post-coal America: those who suspect their water has been spoiled by gas drilling must 

navigate a labyrinth of institutions, from state environmental departments to private 

subcontractors, corporate liaisons, and even the American healthcare system. Heat and 

Light’s seeming lack of resolution could arguably be ascribed to representational 

difficulties inherent to crafting a coherent narrative of fracking, a process physically and 

institutionally enshrouded by uncertainty. Yet, for the novel to proselytize about the 

ecological risks of fracking would be to undermine its central point: debates surrounding 

fracking are as much about environmental impacts as they are a battle for the soul of 

Appalachia in the twenty-first century, the future of which may or may not be defined by 

new and novel instantiations of a culture of extraction has pervaded the region for more 

than a century. If, as Haigh insists, Pennsylvania is “what lies beneath,” then struggles 

surrounding fracking likewise unfold “beneath the surface” between neighbors, friends, 

business owners, and community leaders in kitchens and backyards, on front porches and 

in town hall meetings.  

In its failure to disclose the truth about Bakerton’s water and resolve its central 

ecological question about the dangers of gas extraction, Heat and Light is at its most 

cynical. Communities are saddled with a burden of proof in the face of disinformation 

and deception: while diagnosing the visible symptoms of MTR coal mining takes on an 

urgency given the spectacle of decapitated mountains, those who suspect their water has 

been poisoned must navigate a labyrinth of institutions, from state environmental 

departments to private subcontractors, corporate liaisons, and even the American 

healthcare system. Spectacle, in other words, becomes speculation. In the face of such 
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obstacles, it is not difficult to understand why activists and affected communities might 

be tempted to adopt rhetorical tactics like those deployed by the industry itself. 

Ultimately, the absence of water and hard evidence of its fracking-related contamination 

in a novel that explores the cultural politics of one of the most water-intensive extractive 

processes in the world signifies and industry shrouded in secrecy and misinformation. It 

speaks to undisclosed practices, disavowed aftermaths, deceptive public relations, 

inscrutable institutional hierarchies, the absence of corporate responsibility and, most of 

all, the slow violence of natural gas extraction.  

 

Post-Extraction Futurisms and Community-Based Reclamation Art 

Ann Pancake’s Strange as this Weather Has Been and Jennifer Haigh’s Heat and 

Light render visible the ecological violence and historically-produced social inequities 

associated with extraction culture in Appalachia. Both novels, by laying bare the 

epistemological failures of extractive capitalism, make space for the articulation of 

alternative visions of an Appalachia freed from the destructive path-dependence of the 

modern energy economy. The final section of this chapter explores two such alternative 

visions as advanced by historian and preservationist T. Allan Comp through the Acid 

Mine Drainage (AMD) &Art Park Park in Vintondale, Pennsylvania and artist-activist 

John Sabraw’s toxic art initiatives in southeastern Ohio. Both projects work within a 

paradigm I have termed “post-extraction futurism,” a historically-situated aesthetic 

approach to environmental remediation that fosters the conditions of possibility for 

livable, inclusive communities beyond extraction culture. As I show, both projects take a 

community-centered approach to public art to simultaneously memorialize Appalachia’s 

coal heritage and use innovative water reclamation techniques to cleanse water sources 
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contaminated by coal extraction. The notion of post-extraction futurism connects with the 

existing impetus within energy studies to explore the social and political changes 

necessary for a post-fossil fuel energy transition. As a group of thirty-five cross-

disciplinary artists and scholars explain in their essay collection After Oil (2016), an 

equitable energy transition is impossible without “changing how we think, imagine, see, 

and hear” – a task best met by engaging with literary texts, visual art, performance, and 

scholarship (Szeman et al., 41). Alongside extractive fictions, post-extraction futurist 

aesthetics play a complementary role; while both engage in a process of cultural self-

examination by questioning the epistemological foundations upon which extractive 

capitalism is built, post-extraction futurist aesthetics link critique to activist praxis 

through community-centered, future-focused, on-the-ground approaches to ecosystemic 

restoration.   

Comp’s AMD&Art Park project in Vintondale, Pennsylvania [Figs. 8-9] was 

conceived as a community-engaged approach to reclaim the abandoned Vinton Colliery 

site, which has for decades been releasing acid mine drainage (AMD), or groundwater 

tainted with sulfuric acid and iron oxides, into nearby streams, raising stream pH levels 

and killing flora and fauna. The park was completed in 2005 under the direction of 

Comp, who emphasizes that the goal was to engender the site’s “transformation from 

environmental liability to community asset, through the support of community members 

– voters – who care and participate” (“Liability to Asset” 421). The project involved 

collaborative efforts by landscape architects, artists, historians, and hydrologists, and 

local residents to create a 35-acre walkable park, public art exhibit, and water treatment 

system. Water is cleansed using passive water treatment methods: contaminated creek 
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water nearby is first pumped into a limestone-lined pond, which naturally filters 

dissolved iron from water, and is then discharged downhill into other ponds where it is 

treated further. A thousand trees were strategically planted beside the ponds so that in the 

fall, changing leaves, depending on tree species, would mimic the changing color of 

water as it is progressively cleansed during its journey downhill. The park also contains 

wetlands section featuring colliery ruins; the Miner’s Memorial, a polished black stone 

framed by a reconstructed timber mine portal and etched with images of early-twentieth 

century miners; a recreation area; and a large tile-mosaic map bordered by historical 

photographs of the mine site (Comp, “Science” 66-7). Ultimately, explains Comp, the 

park is designed to “symbolize the success of local residents in healing these waters and 

this whole site, not only by finishing a job unknowingly abandoned by past generations, 

but also by developing a new community asset for their families and their families’ 

futures” (“Liability to Asset” 420). 

 

 
Figure 8: AMD&Art Park Map 

Photo by Stacy Levy (“Acid Mine Drainage and Art”) 
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Figure 9: AMD&Art Park Holding Pond 

Photo by Stacy Levy (“Acid Mine Drainage and Art”) 

 
Artist-activist John Sabraw and environmental engineer Guy Riefler, both 

professors at Ohio University, have taken a similarly innovative approach to confront the 

legacies of Appalachia’s extractive economy. Riefler, whose research focuses the 

chemical and biological dimensions of water pollution, noticed that AMD, which has 

transformed streams into gaudy hues of orange, yellow, and red, has a chemical 

composition similar to that of commercial paint. He began working with his students to 

develop a method by filtering iron oxides from contaminated stream water, converting it 

into pigments, and returning clean water to streambeds. While refining the process, he 

began collaborating with Sabraw, who has long used natural materials in his own artwork 

and specializes in pigments. Sabraw has since refined and incorporated the bold, wide-

ranging pigments into his paintings, resulting in collections like “Chroma” [Fig 1.3], 

which has been featured in galleries across the United States and garnered substantial 

media coverage as “toxic art.” In his artist’s statement, Sabraw explains that the goal of 
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his work is to understand the “underground excoriations” that are coal mines and the 

ways in which they affect human-nonhuman relations (“Current Body of Work”). 

Recently, Sabraw and Riefler teamed-up with a hydrologist to design and build a pilot 

treatment and processing facility on the banks of Sunday Creek in the small town of 

Corning, Ohio. They hope to prove scalability of the process and, through a partnership 

with commercial paint-maker Gamblin, sell pigments and reinvest the proceeds in local 

stream clean-up efforts. The team recently crowdsourced over $30,000 to construct an art 

wall, featuring AMD paints, around the facility with input from the community [Fig. 10] 

(“Toxic Art”). The community, with which the team has worked on a one-on-one basis, 

has been receptive to the project. Residents are excited at the prospect of a clean-running 

creek, which they once fished and swam in before it was inundated with toxins. Working 

in conjunction with his students, Sabraw hopes the wall will “tell the story about how the 

pollution got here,” explain the water treatment process, make a case for the necessity of 

the plant, and highlight the history of Corning, once a thriving coal town that has been 

declining since the mid-1950s (Personal Interview).    
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Figure 10: Chroma S4 Chimaera, John Sabraw, 2017 (“Current Body of Work”) 

 
By acknowledging coal’s historic centrality to regional cultural identity, both 

AMD&Art Park and Sabraw’s toxic art initiative function as zones of transition between 

a pollutive industrial past and restorative visions for the future. Each engage in a form of 

what museum studies scholars Jennifer Newell, Libby Robin, and Kirsten Wehner call 

“material storytelling,” or the narrative dimensions of museums, exhibits, and collections 

that, within the context of environmental change, have “the capacity to reshape and 

recreate our place in the physical universe (5, italics in original). Moreover, by combining 

memorial aesthetics with science-based environmental reclamation processes, the work of 

Comp and Sabraw could arguably be viewed as ecological “counter-monuments” in the 

spirit of historian James Young’s famous characterization of Holocaust memorials in 

Germany as “brazen, painfully self-conscious memorial spaces conceived to challenge 

the very premises of their being” (271). The traditional monument – a Nazi-favored 

propagandistic medium – has historically functioned as a “state-sponsored memory of a 
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national past” (270) meant entrench national narratives and uphold collective values. By 

contrast, the counter-monument serves a subversive purpose, both in form and meaning, 

celebrates “its own physical impermanence… and the contingency of all meaning and 

memory” (295). Likewise, if coal can be understood as symbolic of a quintessentially 

American narrative of progress, and extraction culture represents its ideological 

embodiment, AMD&Art Park and Sabraw’s art subvert that narrative, memorializing 

extraction not as emblematic of some bygone era of “progress,” but as an impermanent, 

replaceable practice the pollutive effects of which can be extracted, so to speak, from 

landscapes and communities negatively impacted by energy development.  

Highlighting the region’s extractive heritage is critical to environmental 

reclamation efforts in a region has a reputation for being skeptical of outside 

environmental groups who profess altruistic intentions, where energy extraction remains 

central to place-based identity, and where communities often display an “appallingly 

passive acceptance of environmental conditions” (Comp, “Science” 64). To overcome 

these challenges, Comp approached AMD&ART Park by considering the complex 

cultural and historical forces shaping the region. “AMD is more than just a water 

problem,” he insists. “[I]t is deeply emblematic of the economic and environmental 

abandonment throughout Appalachian Coal Country” (Comp, “Liability to Asset” 416). 

While scientific approaches to reclamation can be materially effective, Comp argues, 

approaching degraded environments as “cultural artifacts” enables a more community-

based approach to reclamation (Comp, Science” 63-4). The siting of AMD&Art Park 

reflects these ambitions: Vintondale has long been defined by coal, both in its heyday as a 

company town controlled by Vinton Coal Company and its decline after the last 
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underground mine closed in 1950, sparking an exodus and plunging the town into 

decades of slow economic decline (Comp, “Liability to Asset” 418-19). By 

acknowledging local history and working with the community to remediate its worst 

effects, the project became an opportunity for “civic healing” that mobilizes citizens to 

prioritize healthy environments and communities over economic development (Comp, 

“Liability to Asset” 416). Likewise, Sabraw is planning his art wall as way to connect 

southeastern Ohio’s extractive past to a more livable future. He has explained its 

anticipated role as a structure that “educates and celebrates” its location in the town of 

Corning. Though some locals were initially skeptical of their project, by involving the 

community, Sabraw hopes to emphasize that the wall “isn’t a tombstone for their town, 

but… something that they might look forward to” (Personal Interview).  

While the levels of economic prosperity generated by the mid-century Coal Boom 

are unlikely to return to Appalachia, extractive fictions and the post-extraction futurist 

aesthetics of Comp’s AMD&Art Park and Sabraw’s toxic art initiative can be viewed as 

representative of a broader movement committed to advancing radically-inclusive visions 

of a habitable, thriving post-extraction Appalachia. This includes the editorial staff at The 

Appalachian Voice, a bi-monthly newspaper that covers environmental and cultural news 

throughout the region; the Appalshop media arts collective and education center in 

Whitesburg, Kentucky, which supports community-generated film, radio, music, and 

performance art that explores environmental, economic, and cultural issues throughout 

Appalachia;59 zine-editors of the Queer Appalachia Project and the Electric Dirt Zine, 

which shares stories of “queers in nature” and, they explain, take pride in “foraging for 

                                                           
59 For more information about Appalshop, including a list of past and current projects visit, 
https://www.appalshop.org/about-us/.  
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pieces of ourselves within the intersections of coal mines and class, race and religion, 

food justice and colonialism” (“About Us”). These culturally-reflexive, community-based 

efforts to redefine Appalachia beyond its historical ties to the national energy economy 

each offer models for equitable post-extraction futures throughout the region. While 

extractive fictions challenge the epistemological foundations of extractive capitalism by 

rendering visible its socio-ecological “externalities,” post-extraction futurisms connect a 

long history of ecological degradation and social marginalization to a reclaimed future 

unfolding in real-time. By striving to change the ways communities think, imagine, see, 

and hear about coal, each offer hope, and a roadmap for, an epistemological transition 

beyond cultures of extraction. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SEA LEVEL RISE, INEQUALITY, AND HUMAN VULNERABILITY:  
DISMANTLING NEOLIBERALISM’S “WATERY METAPHORS” IN FICTION AND 

FILM 

 
Neoliberalism loves watery metaphors: the trickle-down effect, global flows, how a rising 

tide lifts all boats. But talk of a rising tide raises other specters: the coastal poor, who 

will never get storm-surge barriers; Pacific Islanders in the front lines of inundation; 

Arctic peoples, whose livelihoods are melting away—all of them exposed to the fallout 

from Anthropocene histories of carbon extraction and consumption in which they played 

virtually no part.  

Rob Nixon, “The Great Acceleration 
and the Great Divergence”  

 
Since the advent of neoliberalism in the late 1970s and early 1980s, human 

inequality has begun to reach crisis levels. Despite claims as to the emancipatory 

potential of unfettered free-market exchange – the “watery metaphors” to which Nixon 

refers in the above epigraph – a growing consensus shows that the adoption of neoliberal 

economic policies has contributed significantly to a widening chasm between the world’s 

wealthiest and poorest inhabitants.60 Even once-staunch proponents of neoliberalism, 

such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), have begun to doubt its continued 

viability; in 2016, the Fund asked in a widely-circulated report whether neoliberalism 

was “oversold” (Ostry et al.). Because a central feature of the neoliberal regime is 

heightened support of private sector growth and a reduction on expenditures on public 

goods and services, which are often transferred to or overseen by private entities (Harvey, 

Brief History 2), structural inequality has also emerged as a key marker for human 

exposure to climate risk. The vulnerability of a given community is tethered to its relative 

access to the types of financial and political capital necessary for climate resilience, such 

                                                           

60
 There is a broad body of work documenting the correlation between neoliberal economic policies and 

human inequality according to a variety of indicators. I examine some of these studies in this chapter. For 
further reading, see Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism; Piketty, Capital in the 21st Century; Piketty 
and Saez, “Income Inequality in the United States, 1913-1988.”   
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as flood mitigation infrastructures to protect against sea level rise and affordable, climate-

resilient housing (Fieldman). As a result, claims that “capitalism can crack the climate 

crisis” (Elliot) have been met with mounting skepticism. As Naomi Klein argues, the 

persistence of neoliberal economic policies in the United States creates major obstacles 

for efforts to equitably combat climate change: governments unwilling to invest in public 

infrastructure or a transition to low-carbon energy systems (This Changes Everything 72-

3). And as Adrian Parr explains, existing efforts to mitigate the worst effects of the crisis 

often reflect the ideological imperatives of “a more virulent strain of capital 

accumulation” in which “the collective nature of the [climate] crisis is restructured and 

privatized, then put to work for the production and circulation of capital at the expense of 

the majority of the world living in abject poverty” (5-6). In short, the dictates of 

neoliberal capitalism, centered around the ethos of capital accumulation, growth at all 

costs, have become representative of the current epistemological impasse preventing 

meaningful, equitable climate action.  

This chapter seeks to dismantle the “watery metaphors” associated with rosy 

views of neoliberalism as a viable epistemological framework from which to address the 

worst effects of climate change, specifically sea level rise. I analyze two hydronarratives 

–  Kim Stanley Robinson’s speculative novel New York 2140 (2017) and Benh Zeitlin’s 

film Beasts of the Southern Wild (2012) – each of which explores sea level rise at the 

intersection of neoliberalism, structural inequality, and human vulnerability to climate 

change. As I argue, both novel and film delineate various and overlapping ecologies of 

vulnerability, or the cultural, economic, and political realities that render certain 

communities more susceptible to climate-related sea-level rise, coastal erosion, storm-
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surge flooding, and displacement. I use the term vulnerability in the political ecological 

sense to denote notions of “poverty, resource depletion, and marginalization” that are 

associated with “the diversity of risks generated by the interplay between local and global 

processes” – in this case, processes associated with the prevailing neoliberal capitalist 

system (Hilhorst and Bankoff 1). Political ecologists have theorized vulnerability in a 

variety of ways to explain human relationships with nonhuman nature and to address the 

underlying socio-political conditions rendering certain populations susceptible to 

environmental disaster.61 By exploring climate vulnerability, both novel and film 

articulate a politics of climate justice, exposing how “the expected experience of climate 

change” (Schlosberg, “Theorizing” 46) differs based on key demographic factors such as 

class, race, ethnicity, and nationality. In doing so, each frame vulnerability to sea-level 

rise as a function of inequality within, exclusion from, or displacement by specific forms 

of neoliberal capitalist accumulation: global finance, real estate development, urban 

“greening” initiatives, and flood mitigation infrastructures constructed to protect, first and 

foremost, the interests of global capitalism.  

As with many of the worst effects of climate change, sea level rises poses the 

highest risk to the world’s most economically precarious inhabitants, most of whom have 

little influence over urban planning and flood mitigation efforts or the locations in which 

they are able to reside. A widely-cited 2009 study shows that a 5-meter increase in sea 

levels in the next century could displace up to 245 million people in the world’s poorest 

nations in Asia, the Pacific, and North Africa (Dasgupta et al 383). As one weary slum-

dweller explained after a catastrophic bout of flooding forced her to migrate from her 

                                                           
61 For an excellent, concise genealogy of vulnerability studies, see Oliver-Smith.  
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coastal village in Bangladesh in 2017, “[t]today, boats pass over the place where our land 

was” (Vidal). In Bangladesh, one of the poorest and most climate vulnerable nations in 

the world, extreme poverty has rendered up to 30 million people vulnerable to 

displacement by encroaching oceans likely to submerge up to a fifth of its coastlines over 

the next half century (Vidal). The threat of displacement is invariably tied to social 

factors such as race, class, and ethnicity; those with limited access to social or economic 

capital, and thus victims of the inbuilt inequities of neoliberal capitalism, are unable to 

cope with or adapt to a rapidly changing environment.62 In the United States, the uneven 

distribution of climate risk has become most visible during major storm events such as 

Hurricane Katrina in 2005, when predominately poor African-American neighborhoods 

in New Orleans were decimated by flooding in part due to the city’s failure, throughout 

the latter half of the twentieth century, to construct and maintain effective levee systems 

enjoyed by wealthier (and whiter) segments of the city.63 Cedric Johnson has ascribed 

events of Katrina to the neoliberalization of US life and the “retreat [by the state] from 

public responsibility for the general welfare and safety of the American citizenry” 

(“Introduction” xix). This dynamic is not unique to Katrina: in 2012, Hurricane Sandy 

disproportionately flooded minority communities and disabled mass transit systems on 

which New York City’s poorer inhabitants depend (Liberty), while in 2017 Hurricane 

Harvey inundated Houston, where devastation could be “measured not only in feet of 

                                                           
62 Studies have shown a significant correlation between poverty and environmental risk in coastal 
Bangladesh. See, for example, Brouwer et al (2007). 
 
63 See the work of Cedric Johnson and Anna Hartnell cited in this dissertation. Both have written 
extensively on the ways in which neoliberal economic policies in New Orleans have contributed to 
racialized inequality, uneven development, gentrification, and the privatization of public assets, all of 
which have converged to render the city uniquely vulnerable to environmental change.  
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floodwater but also by the vulnerability of its victims,” many of whom were low-income 

Latinx and African-American residents (Taub). 

Yet in popular discourse, the specter of rising seas is often discussed in terms of 

dire outlooks for urban economies and for a collective, undifferentiated group of unlucky 

coastal inhabitants. In The Attacking Ocean (2013), Brian Fagan takes an anthropological 

approach to explore the natural history of oceans and human-ocean interactions, arguing 

that while seas have been rising for thousands of years, they present new challenges 

given the emergence of densely populated coastal mega-cities and heightened rates of sea 

level rise associated with global warming. Fagan traces the emergence of this “new era of 

rising seas” (xvi) to the 1860s and the European Industrial Revolution – in other words, to 

the beginning of the Anthropocene as it is frequently understood (though he does not use 

the term) – and he organizes his study geographically to explore the history of and future 

outlooks for some of the world’s most threatened coastal urban areas. Jeff Goodell’s The 

Water Will Come (2017) takes a journalistic approach to explore sea-level rise in a 

similar fashion, but with a keen interest in the fate of Miami, a “modern-day Atlantis-in-

the-making” (9), which he views as a model for the global impacts of rising oceans. Both 

Fagan and Goodell primarily approach sea level rise in terms of its impacts on human 

populations collectively and spend far less time exploring correlations between social 

inequality and climate vulnerability. Likewise, the representation of sea-level rise in 

popular media often evokes charts and graphs featuring worst- and best-case projections; 

dystopic artists conceptions of submerged, wrecked waterfronts and financial districts; 

and estimated impacts on urban economies. A recent BBC report on climate risks facing 

Miami, for example, offers a detailed account of dangers facing city’s real estate market, 
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but just briefly mentions that Florida has the largest population of climate vulnerable 

residents in the United States and does nothing to map the ways in which vulnerability 

corresponds with racial and class demographics (Rugerri).  

The preoccupation with sea-level rise as an epochal, world-historical event 

arguably reflects what ecocritic Jennifer Wenzel calls “Anthropocene species talk,” in 

which “interest in geological stratification threatens to displace attention to social 

stratification” (“Turning Over a New Leaf” 165). Yet, as I contend here, New York 2140 

and Beasts push back against narratives of global environmental change that are often 

blind to the structural inequalities associated with and deepened by global capitalism. As 

Nixon explains, this conceptual failure is puzzling given the connection between the so-

called “Great Acceleration” – the post 1950 rise of global capitalism and consequent 

increase in greenhouse gases – and “the great divergence,” the ever-widening chasm 

between the world’s richest and poorest inhabitants.64 In response, Nixon’s insists that 

“[i]t is time to remold the Anthropocene as a shared story about unshared resources” 

(“Great Acceleration”). I read this as a call to attend to the collective impacts of human 

activity on the broader biosphere while remaining alive to the long history of uneven 

distribution of those impacts which, under neoliberalism, has been substantially 

accelerated.  

In the first three chapters of this dissertation, I explored hydronarratives that 

reveal the ways in which the exclusionary dimensions of water resource regimes, which 

are central to the dictates of capitalism in its various settler colonial, colonial, and 

                                                           
64 In The Great Divergence: America’s Growing Inequality Crisis and What We Can Do About It (2012), 
journalist Timothy Noah examines factors that have contributed a widening wealth gap in the United 
States. He borrows the notion of the “Great Divergence” from Nobel Prize-winning economist Paul 
Krugman, who coined the phrase in The Conscience of a Liberal (2007).  
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extractivist instantiations, render marginalized communities in the United States, Canada, 

and the Global South “expendable” and subject to heightened levels of social and 

ecological risk. In this chapter, the modern resource regime is considered in terms of 

capital and the effects of its (mal)distribution: the uneven impacts of sea level rise 

resulting from floodwaters diverted to protect, first and foremost, the interests of the 

neoliberal regime. New York 2140 and Beasts of the Southern Wild (hereafter referred to 

as Beasts) explore these themes and outline scenarios of resistance against climate 

injustice and the world-destroying tendencies of neoliberal capital. In New York 2140, 

Robinson explores class stratification in a far-future New York City, where the global 

climate crisis has led to a fifty-foot rise in sea levels and uneven urban development and 

green gentrification have forced the city’s most vulnerable inhabitants to live 

precariously in intertidal zones, where they are subject to high levels of pollution, storm 

surges, and aging housing infrastructure. Moreover, the novel foresees a path to climate 

justice through progressive, democratic-socialist politics, including systemic disruption of 

the neoliberal world-system, the radical redistribution of wealth, and taxpayer-funded 

climate mitigation plans. Beasts, set in a fictional community on the coast of Louisiana, 

invokes post-Katrina race and class politics as well as indigenous climate politics to 

explore the potential of anarchic direct-action in pursuit of climate justice. Despite 

differences in vision, each text makes clear the need for Anthropocene narratives that 

articulate climate vulnerability in terms of structural inequality. They each give the lie to 

the notion of “aggregate anthropos,” the idea that culpability for, and vulnerability to, 

global climate change is distributed evenly at the species level (Di Chiro, “Meme” 369; 

Adamson, “Anthropos” 160-162).  
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Because of their exploration of climate-related issues, New York 2140 and Beasts 

have both been described as climate fiction, or “cli-fi,” a term coined by journalist Dan 

Bloom in 2007 to signify a subgenre of literary fiction that engages with expected and 

ongoing biophysical and socio-cultural effects of climate change.65  Yet because both the 

novel and the film are deeply engaged with questions of social justice, this designation is 

perhaps overly narrow. Many texts that fall under the as-yet nebulous heading of cli-fi are 

not as clearly focused on issues of social justice as they are characterized by the 

repetition of several key tropes derived from a long tradition of speculative and science 

fiction or early environmentalist rhetoric, imagine apocalyptic or post-apocalyptic 

futures, and emphasize the grand scales of climate change (Ziser and Sze 385-387; 

Siperstein n.pag.). These themes animate some of the most oft-cited examples of cli-fi, 

including Margaret Atwood’s The Year of the Flood trilogy, Cormac McCarthy’s The 

Road (2006), Nathaniel Rich’s Odds Against Tomorrow (2004), Paolo Bacigalupi’s The 

Windup Girl (2009) and The Water Knife (2015); and films like Waterworld (1995), The 

Day After Tomorrow (2012), and Mad Max: Fury Road (2015) (Ulrich; Pérez-Peña; 

Trexler 24-26). While Adam Trexler has offered an alternative categorization of such 

texts as “Anthropocene fictions” to acknowledge the fact that the Anthropocene, unlike 

the politically-charged phrase “climate change,” refers to a “world historical 

phenomenon” (4), this designation risks imposing categorical limits on climate-themed 

cultural productions that tend to address the crisis in terms of the plight of an “aggregate 

anthropos” rather than uneven distributions of climate vulnerability.  

                                                           
65 Robinson’s novel has been widely marketed as cli-fi, while Beasts has been described as cli-fi by 
multiple critics, including Brox (142) and Mehnert (199-205).  
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As climate justice narratives, or social justice-oriented cli-fi, New York 2140 and 

Beasts can be more accurately described as part of what Joni Adamson calls a “climate 

canon,” a category with roots in a long genealogy of cultural productions that examine 

the links between the well-being of human communities, social and environmental 

justice, and changing environments. According to Adamson, a climate canon “might 

include the entire body of stories, performances, poetry, dance, literature, and film that 

reflects on human relationships with planetary ecosystems and global social systems” 

(“Climate Canon”). Adamson has long argued that human engagements with 

environmental change are “as old as storytelling itself” (“Climate Canon”) and that a 

body of narratives dating to ancient oral traditions and written texts across Asia, Europe, 

Africa, and the Americas reveals that “social and environmental justice and sustainability 

are not new desires among humans” (“Humanities” 136). In this view, through the 

epistemic filter of the global climate crisis, New York 2140 and Beasts engage with issues 

of social inequity and ecological calamity that have long occupied writers, artists, and 

other humanists. By deeply engaging with human factors driving environmental change 

and risk – neoliberal capitalism, settler colonialism, and rising inequality – both novel 

and film enrich a climate canon that has long attempted to influence discourses and 

policymaking on climate and that is becoming even more critical to crafting socially-

equitable solutions to the global climate crisis.  

 

(Re)Distributive Justice in Kim Stanley Robinson’s New York 2140 

According to Kim Stanley Robinson, New York 2140 is meant to be read as a 

“comedy of coping,” representative of his efforts to dispense with the pessimism of 

apocalyptic climate change narratives and neo-Malthusian tales of survival and post-
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collapse conflict over limited resources (Eschrich). The novel imagines a future New 

York City that has overcome a century of catastrophic, climate-related coastal flooding 

resulting from two multi-year events, known officially as the First and Second Pulses, 

which have submerged the coastal United States under sea waters fifty feet higher than 

their 2017 levels. The resultant humanitarian crises can be measured, according to a 

character named the Citizen, in “katrinas” (139; 144). But the city has proven remarkably 

resilient: though it has relinquished its status as the world’s premier financial and cultural 

center to landlocked metropoles like Denver, it remains a major player in the global 

capitalist economy. Advances in construction and engineering technology have enabled 

the city’s oldest buildings – including the former MetLife building, where most of the 

novel’s characters reside – to be retrofitted with waterproofing materials and transformed 

into sprawling, self-sufficient housing cooperatives with rooftop gardens and indoor 

farms. Former streets are now bustling, boat-filled canals that when iced-over in the 

winter become walkable or skate-able, while the city’s newly-located financial district 

uptown is has bloomed into a cluster of superscrapers connected by walkable 

“skybridges.” Affectionately dubbed “SuperVenice” by its inhabitants, Robinson’s New 

York City has largely overcome, in the Citizen’s words, “The Anthropocide [and] the 

Hydrocatastrophe” and is now thriving thanks to the “Georevolution” (34), a period of 

geoengineering breakthroughs and human cooperation that has rendered the city livable 

once again.  

But while Robinson’s scenario seems, at first glance, the happy result of human 

technological ingenuity and capitalism’s dogged persistence in the face of global climate 

change, his true vision is arguably the collapse of the latter and the deployment of the 
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former as a vehicle for social equity. According to the Citizen, the effects of flooding in 

the city have largely unfolded along class lines: it “had been bad for people – most of 

them,” but the richest one percent, in possession of 80 percent of the world’s wealth, had 

simply left the coastlines, abandoning those with less financial mobility to “cope with 

their new rust belt status” (205). During subsequent, deep recessions, big banks were 

bailed out by the federal government which, in turn, became financially weakened, 

increasingly tethered to the fates of their debtors, compelled to enact a series of austerity 

measures, and unable to fund public flood relief or urban reclamation projects (205-210). 

As a result, New York’s entrenched social inequities have worsened: downtown, a new 

class of “desperate scavengers and squatters and fisherpeople and so on, the water rats” 

(144-5), have settled into the city’s cramped, precarious intertidal zones. Uptown, 

“[o]ligarchs [and] plutocrats” experience the pinnacle of climate privilege, inhabiting 

superscrapers with “one giant apartment per floor” (160).  

 Though Robinson’s New York has survived the so-called “Anthropocide,” its 

story is less an expression of human resilience in the Anthropocene than of human 

inequality in what Jason W. Moore has called “the Capitalocene,” or “the historical era 

shaped by relations privileging the endless accumulation of capital” (Capitalism 173). 

Moore proposes the Capitalocene as an alternative to the Anthropocene, a concept he 

views as flawed for two reasons. First, the conventional periodization of the 

Anthropocene as beginning with the European Industrial Revolution in the nineteenth-

century, he argues, renders it an origin story in which “consequences” – global warming, 

biodiversity loss, and so on – “determine periodization.” This thinking, he insists, fails to 

account for a longer, more nuanced history of human-environment interactions prior to 
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industrialization. In addition, Moore echoes other Anthropocene-skeptics in his criticism 

of the concept’s overemphasis on a collective, undifferentiated anthropos and its failure 

to account for “naturalized inequalities, alienation, or violence inscribed in modernity’s 

strategic relations of power and production” (Capitalism 170). Both aspects of the 

Anthropocene, Moore concludes, work to re-inscribe a Cartesian dualism in which a 

Nature and Society are viewed as objectively distinct spheres, the latter bestowed with 

supreme agency and dominion over an external, objectified nonhuman world.  

As an alternative origin story, the Capitalocene represents an outgrowth of 

Moore’s world-ecology paradigm in which he views capitalism, power, production, and 

nature as co-produced. Moore calls this the “double internality” of capitalism and nature, 

or the movement “of capitalism through nature, of nature through capitalism” (Capitalism 

1). According to Moore, capitalism does not actually abide by its assumed organizing 

logic whereby humans, in pursuit of capitalist accumulation, unilaterally alter or 

(re)organize a passive, malleable nonhuman nature (Capitalism 2). Instead, “humans 

make environments, and environments make humans – and human organizations” 

(Capitalism 3). Each periodically reconfigures the other in dialectical unity. Furthermore, 

in Moore’s view the continued functioning of the capitalist system is contingent on the 

availability of what he calls “cheap nature,” or “(c)heap labor, food, energy, and raw 

materials.” The exhaustion of each, in turn, correlates exhaustion or diminishment of the 

others (Capitalism 68). Viewing capitalism as a world-ecology enables Moore to account 

for the exploitation of labor power and the appropriation of nonhuman nature (Capitalism 

70), and offers a useful schema for exploring entanglements between structural inequality 

and climate vulnerability. World-ecology can be described as an ecologically-focused 
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fusion of Marxist cultural geography and world-systems theory. In terms of the former, 

Moore’s thoughts on the co-constitution of capitalism and nature resemble those of 

Harvey, who has argued that “ecosystems tend to both instantiate and reflect … the social 

systems that gave rise to them” (Justice 27).66 With regard to the latter, as an origin story 

Moore’s Capitalocene begins in the long-sixteenth century (1451-1648), the longue durée 

periodization favored by world-systems theorists, as a time of epochal revolution in 

which the processes that would eventually become known as “capitalism” came to 

represent a “fundamentally new law of environment-making” (“Cheap Nature” 89). 

Immanuel Wallerstein, the leading originator and proponent of world-systems theory, 

views the long sixteenth century as the origin of the “capitalist world-economy” (23). 

World-ecology, in short, takes a structurally and temporally open-ended view of 

capitalism, whereby relations between labor, power, production, and nonhuman nature, 

considered in dialectical unity, provide a means of thinking through the current global 

climate crisis as a historical process.67  

New York 2140’s narrative structure uniquely lends itself to a world-ecological 

critique by interweaving accounts of the city’s environmental, economic, and cultural 

histories in the longue durée. This history primarily unfolds in the Citizen sections of the 

                                                           
66 In Harvey’s widely-cited 1993 article “The Nature of Environment: The Dialectics of Social and 
Environmental Change,” he wrote that “[i]t is fundamentally mistaken… to speak of the impact of society 
on the ecosystem as if these are two separate systems in interaction with each other” (28, my emphasis).  
 
67

 To be sure, Moore’s world-ecology paradigm is vulnerable to some of the same criticisms levied against 

world-systems theory such as its overemphasis on a grand, unifying theory of the global market without 
accounting for local dynamics influencing relations of production. For a detailed critique of world-systems 
theory, see Pieterse. Moreover, world-ecology – like, indeed, the Anthropocene – has been susceptible to 
charges of overlooking diverse, localized instantiations of capitalism, extra-capitalist relations of 
production and power, and myriad cultural dynamics that influence environment-making. See, for example, 
Eric Thomas’s review of Moore’s Capitalism in the Web of Life in the September 2017 issue of the Journal 

of Political Ecology. 
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novel, in which the narrator (the Citizen) details how the Bight of New York was formed 

when the Hudson River, “one dripline coming off the world-topping ice cap of the Ice 

Age,” was met by the Atlantic after “the great ice monster melted ten thousand years 

ago” (32); the city’s architectural history, including the proliferations of skyscrapers 

beginning with the late-nineteenth century construction of the Met Life tower in Madison 

Square (77-81); the city’s economic and ecological histories, described as “dark pools” 

(318) of both money associated with the world of finance and of aquatic ecosystems in 

the New York Harbor; and the events of the First and Second Pulses. In doing so, 

Robinson’s New York emerges as series of shifting, pulsing, contingent topographies, 

infinitely malleable within the dialectic of capitalism and nature, human and non-human 

forms of environment-making.  

In New York 2140’s future-present, the neoliberal world order of 2017 has 

prevailed and the Capitalocene has continued to unfold. The novel opens in a 

waterproofed, underwater shipping container where Ralph and Jeff Muttchopf, two 

computer savvy financial analysts known as “quants,” are being held captive by a 

shadowy entity after a failed attempt to "hack" the US tax code by siphoning a small 

percentage of capital gains income into federal coffers to democratize wealth. As Jeff 

explains, "I pikettied the U.S. tax code" (151), invoking Thomas Piketty, a French 

economist who has written extensively on extreme inequality. In Capital in the 21st 

Century (2014), Piketty argues that when the rate of return on capital – dividends, profits, 

interest, and rents – outpaces economic growth, or the total sum value of goods and 

services, wealth becomes concentrated and privatized amongst an ever-shrinking group 

of investors. Piketty draws on a vast amalgamation of data on wealth distribution in the 
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United States and Western Europe that had hitherto not been considered in conjunction in 

previous studies. Inequality, Piketty suggests, is a natural outgrowth of capitalism. The 

egalitarian promise of market forces so long espoused by capitalism's most ardent 

proponents is, in fact, false, and what Piketty calls the "compression of inequality" (271) 

in the twentieth century was anomalous, because rates of return on capital investments 

were artificially depressed by systemic shocks like the Great Depression and World War 

II. In effect, inequality has been on the rise in the United States and Europe since the 

advent of neoliberalism 1980s due to "political shifts . . . especially in regard to taxation 

and finance" (20). Piketty does not levy an ideological critique of neoliberalism, but 

instead proposes a "global tax on capital" (515), a progressive tax on assets and wealth 

rather than income to achieve a more equitable distribution of wealth, particularly in the 

form of public spending on infrastructure, schools, and other publicly-held assets 

(Capital 663-699; Fox).68  

New York 2140 implores readers to consider the potential upsides of a global tax 

on wealth by exploring the ways in which neoliberalism drives environment-making and 

determines relations of production, in this case in the form of climate-minded urban 

development plans designed only to benefit a wealthy few. The novel’s cast of 

protagonists is mostly comprised of white bourgeoisie leftists including Charlotte, a 

                                                           
68 Such a proposal reflects, at least in spirit, modes of Keynesian interventionism ascribed to the brief 
period of postwar prosperity and growth in the United States. In 1935, in the midst of the Great Depression, 
John Maynard Keynes wrote in General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money (1935) of extreme 
inequality and the dangers it poses to the capitalist system: "[t]he outstanding faults of the economic society 
in which we live are its failure to provide for full employment and its arbitrary and inequitable distribution 
of wealth and incomes" (331). Broadly, Keynesian economics has become synonymous with state-
interventionist economic policies, including lowering taxes and increased government spending, in the 
form of fiscal stimulus packages and bailouts, to stave off economic crises such as recessions (“Keynesian 
Economics”).  
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Marxist-minded lawyer who represents climate migrants for the Householder’s Union, 

and to whom her friends refer as “Red Charlotte” (434); Amelia Black, a television host 

and animal rights activist who narrates aerial nature shows from her world-travelling 

zeppelin; and Franklin Garr, a hedge fund manager who develops a social conscience and 

uses his sophisticated, self-developed intertidal real estate market index to try and solve 

the city’s housing crisis. As they safely reside in the “green space” of the MetLife tower’s 

upper floors, each of these protagonists benefit from neoliberal landscapes that are far 

removed from the poor, submerged boroughs of the intertidal zone. Their relative 

socioeconomic comfort heavily contrasts with the persistence of the city’s longstanding 

patterns of gentrification and development initiatives that disproportionately benefit 

affluent residents. In the novel, all of Manhattan south of Chelsea has become part of the 

ruined and structurally precarious intertidal zone, where low rents correlate with the 

likelihood of buildings “melt[ing] into the drink” (122). While some areas are “a hotbed 

of theory and practice,” inhabited by artist colonies and home to “free open universities, 

free trade schools, and free art schools” (209), others are destitute. As Franklin notes 

while conducting field research for future investment opportunities, “[l]ife there probably 

resembled earlier centuries of squalid tenement reality, moldier than ever, the occupants 

risking their lives by the hour. Same as ever, but wetter” (279). Simultaneously desperate 

and destitute on the one hand, and bohemian and lively on the other, the intertidal zone is 

clearly modeled after formerly abandoned industrial sections of Brooklyn such as 

Williamsburg and Greenpoint that, due to low rent prices, emerged as arts districts and 
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cultural centers in the 1980s and 90s before undergoing rapid gentrification and urban 

greening initiatives designed primarily to benefit the affluent.69  

New York 2140 levies a pointed critique against such development initiatives. For 

example, when longtime city resident Hexter recalls the fictional inundation of lower 

Manhattan during the Second Pulse, he describes the catastrophic breaching of “Bjarke’s 

Wall,” which forced the city’s financial center, and its wealthiest residents, to relocate 

uptown. “Bjarke’s Wall” can be read as a fictionalization of the real-world “Dryline” 

project, also known as the “Big U,” a proposed 10-mile-long berm intended to protect of 

Manhattan from sea-level rise. Imagined in the spirit of the city’s Highline park, the 

Dryline is one of six projects being federally bankrolled as part of the Rebuild by Design 

competition, the goal of which is to render the city more climate resilient in the wake of 

Hurricane Sandy in 2012 (Dawson 153-163). It represents one of several projects under 

the purview of wunderkind Danish architect Bjarke Ingels and his firm, the Bjark Ingels 

Group (BIG), which operates according the principle of “Hedonistic Sustainability,” the 

notion that sustainable, climate-aware design can and should improve standards of living 

(Rawn). The Dryline is designed to embody this philosophy through a series of bridges, 

parks, and green space connecting the city’s culturally and economically diverse 

neighborhoods. Yet, as Ashley Dawson explains, the Dryline is mostly designed to 

prevent the submersion of Wall Street and high-value real estate in Lower and Midtown 

Manhattan. Analyses of flood scenarios reveal that storm surges repelled by the berm will 

be re-routed to lower-income areas like Red Hook in Brooklyn, Harlem, and other lower-

lying areas north of Midtown (Dawson 153-163).  

                                                           
69 For an extended discussion on gentrification and urban “greening” initiatives in Brooklyn that primarily 
serve to benefit New York’s affluent classes and attract capital investments, see Lewis and Gould.  
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While the Dryline has been touted as a way of connecting lower-income, 

culturally diverse neighborhoods to the city’s financial and arts sectors vis-à-vis a 

massive greenbelt, current plans to anchor major segments of the berm with high-value 

residential buildings undermines BIG’s seemingly altruistic intentions. In one of these 

developments, BIG’s VIA 57 West residential building in Midtown on West 57th Street 

along the Hudson River, rent ranges from $3,500 per month for a studio to $13,500 per 

month for a three-bedroom, two-bathroom unit (“VIA 57 West”). In this regard, the 

Dryline arguably contributes to the city’s ongoing housing crisis and perpetuates 

entrenched patterns of inequality contributing to climate vulnerability. New York 2140 

anticipates this dystopian reality: following a major hurricane, thousands of city residents 

are displaced and forced into refugee camps in Central Park while high-rent superscrapers 

in Midtown, redolent of VIA 57 West, remain largely empty. After the mayor refuses to 

open the units to refugees, fearing “capital flight” (501), the people revolt en masse, 

clashing with police and private security firms hired to protect the assets of their affluent 

clients. The angry mob, described “white-eyed, open-mouthed…a general movement, a 

human storm surge,” appears poised to enact a spontaneous revolution. When police tell 

them to return home, they respond, “We are home!” (511).  

The demographic constitution of Robinson’s New York City is ultimately 

modeled after what Dawson calls the “extreme city,” wherein technologically-innovative, 

climate-minded urban development initiatives succeed in mitigating some of the worst 

effects of climate change, but only for a select, wealthy few, thereby resulting in 

“architectures of apartheid and exclusionary zones of refuge” (8) that displace risk and 

vulnerability onto poor and minority communities. As a result, the novel’s protagonists 
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must navigate and resist what Parr calls “neoliberal landscapes” (113), a phrase she uses 

to describe climate mitigation schemes that rely too much on free-market solutions rather 

than public, tax-payer funded noncommercial initiatives. Such initiatives run the risk of 

becoming incorporated into the “axiomatic of capital” (124) – that is, used to perpetuate 

prevailing structures of inequality by rendering businesses the primary beneficiaries of 

remedial measures that are often funded by taxpayer money, and thus constitute a form of 

redistribution of public assets to private hands. As an example, Parr cites former Chicago 

mayor Richard Daley’s efforts to promote a more livable, “green” Chicago by through 

the development of mixed-income housing and public-school integration, the elimination 

of food deserts, the implementation of stricter energy-use standards, the establishment of 

green spaces, and the announcement of a Chicago Climate Action Plan. While these 

efforts yielded some impressive results, they failed to significantly ameliorate conditions 

in the city’s poorest and racial minority neighborhoods, in many cases re-inscribed 

existing social inequities, and primarily encouraged private investment under the guise of 

equitable sustainability (112-129).   

In response to the city’s worsening conditions of climate apartheid, New York 

2140’s protagonists hatch a plot to initiate a next, emancipatory stage of the Capitalocene 

in which wealth redistribution and heavily regulated markets create the conditions of 

possibility for modes of environment-making in a post-neoliberal world order. The goal, 

according to Charlotte, is the “euthanasia of the rentier” (398), a phrase plucked from 

early-twentieth century economist John Maynard Keynes’ Foundational General Theory 

of Employment, Interest, and Money (1935). Keynes maintained that a limited amount of 

capital investment was necessary to achieve full employment and a fully-functional 
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economy, so that the rentier class – those who own and profit from debt – would become 

obsolete. As a result, the natural “euthanasia of the rentier” would occur and the 

“cumulative oppressive power of the capitalist to exploit the scarcity-value of capital” 

(334) would disappear. As of 2010 – the upper limit of Piketty’s datasets – this has 

obviously not come to fruition; in the United States, the value of private capital exceeded 

national income by 400% (171). To facilitate the dissolution of the rentier class, Amelia 

goes rogue on-air during her aerial nature show and convinces millions of people to stage 

a general financial strike and refuse to pay rents, mortgages, student loans, and other 

forms of private debt, precipitating a massive financial collapse. Charlotte runs for and is 

elected to represent the Twelfth District of New York in the image of a democratic 

socialist, Bernie Sanders-style progressive and persuades her ex-husband Larry Jackman, 

Chair of the Federal Reserve, to nationalize the banks. The newly elected congress of the 

year 2143 rapidly passes a “Piketty tax” accompanied by new labor protections and 

environmental regulations. New tax revenue is used to fund free public education and 

guaranteed employment (602).  

The novel’s concluding act can be viewed more broadly as a critique of the 

Keynesian turn in economic policy in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, which failed 

to hold big banks accountable for the exploitation of low-income communities. Like 

Piketty, Keynes favored a state-interventionist approach to economic policy; however, 

Keynes principally advocated for fiscal stimulus and changes to monetary policy to 

weather systemic shocks, such as recessions. While Keynesianism fell out of fashion in 

the 1970s-80s lead-up to the neoliberal era, it re-emerged in the wake of the 2007-8 

subprime mortgage crisis in the United States. Rising housing prices and low interest 
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rates in the early 2000s enabled homebuyers to secure home loans or take second 

mortgages significantly beyond their means; banks, moreover, were willing to lend 

against what they viewed was a real estate market forever on the upswing. When the 

housing bubble burst due to decreasing home prices in 2007, borrowers began to default 

on their homes, lenders began filing for bankruptcy, and market chaos ensued (“2007-08 

Financial Crisis”). In the fall of 2008, the Bush Administration bailed the nation’s largest 

banks out with a 700 million-dollar cash infusion to keep them running. Robinson wryly 

re-litigates these measures, and what many critics view as a failure to properly hold big 

banks accountable for predatory lending practices behind the 2008 housing bubble, 

leaving open the possibility of future financial crashes, especially given the Trump 

administration’s remarkable antipathy towards financial regulations and their efforts to 

roll back existing ones.70 By naming an anti-bailout Fed Chair Larry and having him 

nationalize banking, Robinson pans Larry Summers, former Chief Economist of the 

World Bank and Director of the National Economic Council under President Obama. 

Long considered a neoliberal villain by the political left, and infamous for his comments 

on what he viewed as the economic necessity of toxic waste dumping in the poorest 

regions of the Global South (Nixon, Slow Violence 1-2), Summers actually considered 

nationalizing banks in response to the 2008 financial collapse.71  

To be sure, Robinson’s vision should not be interpreted as post-capitalist. The 

reformation of the novel’s lone member of the rentier class, Franklin, implies Robinson’s 

                                                           
70 For an overview of the Trump Administration’s crusade against banking and financial regulation, see 
Prins. 
 
71 In Stress Test: Reflections on Financial Crises (2014), former Secretary of the Treasury Timothy 
Geithner, who served in the Obama Administration, details internal debates over bank nationalization in the 
wake of the 2008 financial crisis, an idea to which Summers was allegedly and remarkably open.  
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nuanced vision for a reformed capitalist system, the worst impulses of which are 

constrained by extensive government oversight. At the outset of the novel, Franklin is an 

unapologetic profiteer of what Naomi Klein has called “disaster capitalism,” in which 

cleanup efforts needed after a natural disaster are used as a pretense by elites, worldwide, 

to profit from or privatize public assets.72 He gets rich by working in the field of “coastal 

futures” (117) and cravenly speculating on the continued viability of real estate 

development in the intertidal zones. His success depends on a self-developed algorithm 

and correlating index, the Intertidal Property Pricing Index (IPPI), that incorporates a 

variety of factors to monitor the financial health of intertidal zones, including housing 

prices, sea level projections, advances in construction technology, and estimated rates of 

depreciation based on environmental conditions (16-19). His eventual goal is to profit 

from overinvestment in “submarine mortgages” and his plans to anticipate a bubble and 

“short” the market. Franklin is, in effect, profiting from the regulatory vacuums inherent 

to runaway neoliberal neoliberal capitalism and exploiting the types of inequality that 

contributed to the 2008 real estate bubble. In one of the most memorable lines of the 

novel, he revels in the profitability of drowned coastlines: “Am I saying that the floods, 

worst catastrophe in human history, equivalent or greater to the twentieth century’s wars 

in their devastation, were good for capitalism? Yes a I am” (118). He eventually reforms 

his ways, in part to win the affections of an altruistic fellow hedge-fund manager, by 

colluding with Charlotte and Amelia to spark a financial collapse and later to finance the 

design and construction of affordable, sustainable housing. His epiphany comes in the 

form of “eelgrass satori” (581): after spending time on his boat ruminating on the 

                                                           
72 Klein defines “disaster capitalism” as “the free market’s dependence on the power of shock [to profit]” 
(Shock Doctrine 9) particularly from natural disasters or conflict.   
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ecological complexities of the New York Harbor, he leverages his detailed knowledge of 

recent construction and engineering advances to develop a new idea for floating intertidal 

housing developments modeled after eelgrass, a type of long sea grass rooted to the ocean 

floor that sways in motion with tidal flows. The novel closes as Franklin sets out to 

implement a new form of climate-resilient architectural biomimicry, solve the city’s 

housing crises, and reverse “green” gentrification trends.73  

At first glance, concluding the novel with a hopeful vision for geoengineered 

climate solutions suggests the continued entrenchment of the neoliberal landscape in a 

well-meaning, “green” urban development initiative that will nevertheless serve merely 

as a vehicle for capital investment and do little to equitably address environmental risk in 

the extreme city. Yet Robinson’s vision more closely resembles that of a socially-just, 

sustainable, and heavily-regulated Capitalocene. In a 2018 interview with The Huffington 

Post, Robinson cautions against outright dismissal of geoengineering. “As a leftist, I 

think there is a bad tendency amongst some leftists to conflate science with capitalism. 

They are not the same. I am against capitalism, I am for science … We need to choose to 

put science, technology, engineering, and good medicine to good human and biospheric 

work, rather than let it be bought to serve profit for the most wealthy” (Kaufman). Like 

the novel, Robinson’s comments are decidedly utopian and, in some ways, difficult to 

read as anything other than reflective of the leftward shift in US progressivist politics 

over the last half-decade. On the other hand, New York 2140 engages in a tantalizing 

thought exercise in which readers are prompted to reconcile with the entangled nature of 

                                                           
73 According to Bryony Schwan, biomimicry can be best understood as a “design methodology that studies 
nature’s best ideas, abstracts its deep design principles, and then imitates these designs and processes to 
solve human problems” (20).  
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capitalist ideologies, ecological precarity, and historically entrenched patterns of social 

inequity. It encourages a reconsideration of dominant historical paradigms that typically 

bracket climate change discourse – the Anthropocene and its point of genesis in the 

nineteenth-century European Industrial Revolution, for instance – to productively link 

relations of production and environmental change.  

 

The Wrong Side of the Levee: Race, Indigeneity, and Climate Change Politics in 

Beasts of the Southern Wild  

Because New York 2140’s utopian vision for equitable climate action dabbles in 

grand, unifying theories of political economy, it is inevitably beset with narrative blind 

spots, particularly in its failure to portray scenarios of climate vulnerability and modes of 

resistance that are not entirely determined by relations of production alone. This 

shortcoming is exemplified by Robinson’s use of “katrinas” as the metric by which 

readers are asked to measure the severity climate catastrophe in the novel, a semantic tic 

that risks masking the intersections of racial inequality and climate vulnerability in favor 

of the illustrative power of the disaster’s impact on marginalized communities as an 

undifferentiated collective. While Katrina has become something of a benchmark by 

which the severity of climate-related coastal flooding events is determined (Mooney), the 

storm’s defining feature was the way in which it laid bare the racialized dimensions of 

climate vulnerability in the United States.74 Against this backdrop, Benh Zeitlin’s 2012 

film Beasts of the Southern Wild offers a useful complement to New York 2140 through 

its exploration of the impacts of sea level rise on black and indigenous peoples living in 

                                                           
74 Several scholars have explored the intersections between race and environmental justice in Louisiana and 
the Gulf Coast in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. See, for example, Bullard, Race, Place, and 
Environmental Justice After Hurricane Katrina and Sze, “Toxic Soup Redux.”   
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what can be considered climate sacrifice zones in the Mississippi River Delta in 

Louisiana. The film unfolds from the perspective of the precocious Hushpuppy, a young 

African-American girl who lives with her alcoholic father Wink in “the Bathtub,” a poor 

multi-racial community located on the fictional island of Isle de Charles Doucet on the 

outer banks of the delta. Hushpuppy frequently contrasts the Bathtub with richer, safer 

communities “up in the dry world,” which is code for the Bathtub’s marginal status on 

the edges of capitalist society and therefore vulnerable to the effects of climate change. 

This perceived division between worlds is made tangible by the presence of a large 

concrete levee protecting a nearby urban area. When a hurricane strikes, the structure 

diverts storm surge waters into the Bathtub, submerging the entire community. In what 

can arguably be viewed as the film’s defining scene, Wink and his companions attach the 

dynamite-laden carcass of an alligator gar fish to the levee and blow it up, draining the 

Bathtub and allowing residents to return home.  

Many critics have read the film as an allegory for events surrounding Hurricane 

Katrina’s disproportionate submergence of mostly-black neighborhoods in New Orleans 

like the Lower Ninth Ward (Pond; Lidz; Bradshaw).75 The neighborhood is located 

adjacent to the Industrial Canal, a 1920s-era artificial waterway used as a shipping route 

connecting Lake Pontchartain to the Mississippi. The canal has contributed to severe 

coastal erosion in the Mississippi delta, dissolving natural flood barriers; when Katrina 

made landfall in 2005, an eighteen-foot storm surge barreled up the canal and overtook 

crumbling, long-neglected levees adjacent to the Lower Ninth Ward, effectively 

                                                           
75 For digtizied, multi-variable data sets and maps of New Orleans and the disproportionate impacts of 
Hurricane Katrina on poor and minority neighborhoods, see the “Katrina Project,” developed and 
maintained by sociologist John Logan and the Spatial Structures in the Social Sciences (S4) initiative at 
Brown University (“Hurricane Katrina”).      
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destroying the neighborhood and killing dozens of residents (Campanella 210-213). As a 

result, the neighborhood has become representative of the correlations between racialized 

urban neglect, neoliberal governance, and climate vulnerability. Christopher Lloyd argues 

that Beasts provides insight into these dynamics by portraying the ways in which black 

bodies were “[s]een as throwaway” and “discardable” (246) by the state and the media in 

the wake of Katrina. Others have noted the ways in which the film’s magical realist 

elements connect local experiences of climate change and the dissolution of communities 

to a larger global reality. In a particularly memorable scene, Hushpuppy’s schoolteacher 

Miss Bathsheba reveals to her students a tattoo bearing aurochs, a species of wild cattle 

that were hunted to extinction in the seventeenth century in Europe, Asia, and North 

Africa (Van Vuure 72-78).76 The aurochs once preyed upon humans, she tells the 

children, so they’d better become self-sufficient: “any day now the fabric of the universe 

is coming unraveled,” she tells them. “Ice caps gonna melt, water is gonna rise, and 

everything south of the levee is going under. Ya’ll better learn how to survive now.” For 

the rest of the film, multi-tusked, pig-like aurochs haunt Hushpuppy, at first in her 

imagination as she envisions them emerging from melting ice and re-inhabiting the 

world, and later in their physical arrival at Wink’s deathbed. As Ali Brox argues, the 

aurochs serve as a strong metaphor for the link between the personal and planetary 

violence of climate change (140), while Patricia Yaeger views the creatures’ presence as 

                                                           
76 It is unclear why Zeitlin chose to depict aurochs in his film that is decidedly rooted in North American 
cultures and ecologies.  
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evidence of the film’s commentary on geological time and human agency an age of 

environmental change (n. pag.).77  

Here, I would like to focus on the political symbolism of the levee and its 

destruction, specifically as it relates to the ways in which climate vulnerability reflects 

the cultural complexities of the Mississippi River delta region. Writing of the film’s rich 

setting, literary critic Alexa Weik von Mossner sees the Bathtub as residing “on the 

“wrong side” of the Louisiana levees” (64) and views the film’s lone levee as 

demarcating “boundaries that are both geographical and socio-economic in nature” (66). 

But what, exactly, constitutes the “wrong side” of the levee? If the film is viewed a 

straightforward allegory of racial inequality and events surrounding Katrina or, for that 

matter, other storms like Gustav in 2008, then the side in question is any poor or 

majority-black neighborhood or community that has been disproportionately inundated 

by storm-surge flooding. In this case, the levee stands as a monument to the inbuilt 

inequities of neoliberal governance; historically, the city’s flood control and levee 

systems were erected and maintained primarily to safeguard the city’s economic interests, 

especially the shipping and oil industries, to the relative neglect of smaller-scale flood 

control infrastructures necessary to protect residential neighborhoods (Johnson, 

“Introduction” xxv-xliii). Hushpuppy, Wink, and other residents of the Bathtub can be 

viewed as representative of a climate-vulnerable, post-Katrina black precariat (Johnson, 

                                                           

77
 While Yaeger draws connections between the film’s use of aurochs and evidence of human-induced 

changes to planetary systems in the Anthropocene, she never quite reconciles the fact that aurochs went 
extinct in the seventeenth century, well before the so-called “beginning” of the Anthropocene, which many 
argue coincided with the European Industrial Revolution. This raise important questions about the 
periodization of the Anthropocene – an issue I explore later in this chapter.  
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“Charming Accommodations” 188) contending with the exclusionary tendencies of 

neoliberalism.  

 If, however, Beasts is considered in terms of its commentary on the impacts of 

climate change on indigenous communities in the United States, the levee visibly 

connects the eliminatory 19th- and 20th-century land management policies of settler 

colonialism with racially exclusionary coastal management and climate mitigation 

policies of the current neoliberal regime. In this view, the neoliberalization of flood 

control at the expense of poor and black communities can be viewed as the latest 

manifestation of a cyclical history of colonialism, capitalism, and indigenous 

exploitation. Zeitlin’s chief geographical inspiration for Beasts was the Isle Jean de 

Charles, a low-lying sliver of land in Terrebonne Parrish in the Mississippi River Delta 

and the principle homeland of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw peoples (Dermansky). 

Between 1932 and 2015, over 1,800 square miles of coastline has melted into the ocean 

(Maldonado 202-203); over the last 60, the Isle de Jean Charles has shrunk by more than 

90 percent (Davenport and Robertson). As the some of the United States’ first climate 

refugees, the island’s tribal community has dwindled from 300 to 70 inhabitants 

(Bagwell). The causes are many: the collective impact of upstream levees and dikes, 

dredging, and oil extraction and refinery infrastructure have contributed to widespread 

soil erosion, coastal subsidence, and extensive saltwater intrusion on the Louisiana coast, 

and the disappearance of wetlands and mangroves, which long served as natural storm 

barriers, have rendered human populations increasingly vulnerable to hurricanes and 

storm-surge flooding. Moreover, chemical runoff from commercial agriculture has 

negatively affected fisheries on which the community depends, a problem exacerbated by 
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the BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill in April 2010. Both have contributed to the 

emergence of “hypoxic dead zones,” significantly impacting local fishing economies 

(Maldonado 202-203).  

Here, I propose a dual reading of the film that accounts for these overlapping 

histories as embodied by the levee as a structure around which the film’s plot ostensibly 

pivots. In the first instance, Beasts explores human precarity and climate change in the 

long shadow neoliberal governance of through its deployment of a slum aesthetic; the 

levee serves as a strong metaphor for class division, and its intentional demolition 

represents a form of anarchic direct-action against entrenched systems of inequality. The 

film offers a stark portrayal of what Mike Davis has called the “ecology of the slum” 

(120) characterized by “overcrowding, poor or informal housing, inadequate access to 

safe water and sanitation, and insecurity of tenure” (23). Moreover, slums are typically 

located in proximity to undesirable locations or subject to hazardous natural or man-made 

conditions, which Davis refers to as “slum ecology” (121). A defining feature of slums, 

and a major determinant of human vulnerability to environmental change, is shaky 

infrastructure, including ad hoc living quarters, pieced together with scrap materials and 

rarely adhering to city building codes, that are extremely susceptible to damage or 

destruction from fire, flooding, earthquakes, or spontaneous collapse and, sequestered 

from wealthier quarters of cities, serve as the epicenters of public health crises (121-150). 

According to Anna Hartnell, Beasts levies a critique of New Orleans’ long-repressed 

relationship with water and general environmental volatility emerging from a complex 

relationship between urban planning and economic prosperity, which since the nineteenth 

century has been contingent on taming and redirecting the meandering waters of the 
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Mississippi River Delta. She pays particular attention to the city’s many navigation 

canals which were carved through and around the city in the mid-twentieth century to 

provide additional shipping routes connected to the Gulf of Mexico (934-936). While 

economically beneficial, these efforts also provided new routes for floodwaters to 

inundate the city’s interior, threatening the city’s poorest neighborhoods (934-936).  

Drawing on Zygmunt Bauman’s notion of “liquid modernity,” Hartnell argues that the 

city exists in a permanent state of “liquid precarity” (936), simultaneously under siege 

from physical floodwaters while preoccupied with unevenly distributed and short-term 

profits that are related to the relative liquidity of capital investments. 

While the Bathtub’s rural setting sets it apart from traditional notions of the slum 

as an urban space as an improvised, ill-defined municipality, it exposes its residents to a 

similar degree of precarity as slums located in the megacities of the Global South. The 

opening scenes in Beasts reveal Hushpuppy and Wink living in “poverty’s niche” (Davis 

121-2), their leaky, improvised, living quarters composed of rotting wood and rusted 

metal and glassless window panes, propped unevenly above-ground in anticipation of 

floodwaters and filled with free-ranging livestock and nonworking, rusted appliances. At 

one point, Wink pulls a whole raw chicken from the inside of a broken cooler filled with 

melted ice and sets it to cook on an improvised cooking surface, then later ferries 

Hushpuppy around the bayou in a fishing boat composed of an old truck bed tethered to 

large plastic barrels and mounted with a weathered outboard motor. The levee represents 

a material border between rural slum and wealthy metropole; as Hushpuppy explains, 

“Daddy says up above the levee, on the dry side, they’re afraid of the water. They built 

the wall that cuts us off. They think we all going to drown down here. But we ain’t going 
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nowhere.” When the hurricane strikes, the levee diverts floodwaters into the Bathtub, 

completely submerging the community and saturating the landscape with saltwater, 

killing much of the flora and fauna. In this view, destroying the levee represents an act of 

anti-capitalist rebellion in which the residents of the bathtub enact the symbolic 

destruction of exclusionary social structures responsible for their marginalization and 

assert their right to return and rebuild their neighborhood on their own terms.   

Bathtub residents exhibit similar defiance when, following the levee’s demolition, 

they are forced to evacuate to an emergency shelter. The shelter space is portrayed as a 

sterile, whitewashed environment, its neatly-partitioned hospital rooms overcrowded with 

displaced peoples, its highly-processed cafeteria food inedible. Bathtub residents are 

effectively imprisoned, though as Hushpuppy explains, “it didn’t look like a prison. It 

looked more like a fish tank with no water. They say we are here for our own good.” The 

paternalistic authoritarianism of the shelter refers to the neoliberalization of post-Katrina 

relief and rebuilding efforts. According to sociologist Kevin Fox Gotham, while 

widespread criticisms of the inadequate federal response to Katrina tend to focus on 

unpreparedness, lack of institutional coordination, and failures in leadership, the 

disaster’s aftermaths can also be understood as a function of the privatization of 

emergency management infrastructure. He traces what he views as a trend toward the 

neoliberalization of public services to, among other developments, an over-reliance on 

private contractors which, in the wake of Katrina, “aggravated the pains of 

displacement,” particularly regarding inadequate housing provisions for displaced 

peoples (638). Similar trends informed post-Katrina rebuilding efforts, such as Brad Pitt’s 

Make It Right (MIR) Foundation that, while well-meaning, risked imposing neoliberal 
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landscapes on the city’s poor, majority black enclaves. MIR was conceived as a plan to 

rebuild the Lower Ninth Ward through the construction of 150 ecologically sustainable 

single-family homes featuring rainwater recycling systems and solar panels (Johnson 

187-89). As Johnson writes, MIR was rooted in “bourgeois notions of homeownership 

and private-real estate development” (188), wherein “norms and expectations regarding 

nuclear family cohabitation, self-reliance, and neighborhood life are constituted by 

bourgeois, individualist assumptions rather than collective values” (189). Rather than 

focusing on the construction and maintenance of equitable, comprehensive flood control 

infrastructures, MIR-built homes featured 10-foot concrete pillars and rooftop escape 

hatches as a contingency against future storm surges. Johnson refers to this approach as 

“neoliberal urbanism” (188), a concept akin to Parr’s neoliberal landscapes paradigm, 

wherein so-called “green” development ultimately serves the broader interests of capital 

(190).  

Beasts does not allegorize the post-Katrina politics of urban reclamation New 

Orleans. However, when Bathtub residents escape the shelter in the fashion of a heroic 

prison break, sneaking about in hospital gowns and doctor disguises, they effectively 

stage a protest against the embedded neoliberalism of post-disaster recovery efforts. In 

the film’s defiant final scene, Hushpuppy leads determined group of Bathtub residents 

along a storm-damaged highway, surrounded by encroaching tidewaters. To a 

triumphant-sounding score, punctuated by harmonizing brass and symbols clashing, a 

little girl holds a black funeral flag aloft in honor of Wink, who has just passed away 

from a congenital disease. This scene can be viewed as symbolizing an anarchist resolve 

and desire for autonomy in the face of ecological catastrophe. Hushpuppy’s defiant 
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insistence that “we ain’t going nowhere” exemplifies the “edgy freedom” (Hartnell 942) 

of the Bathtub, whose inhabitants remain in the face of rising sea waters, eroding 

coastlines, and an uncertain future.  

On the other hand, if the film is viewed as commentary on climate-related 

indigenous dispossession, the levee emerges less as a product of neoliberal governance 

than a legacy of settler colonialism as expressed through the exclusionary dimensions of 

neoliberal governance. The levee can be read as representative of early- and mid-

twentieth century efforts to render the Mississippi River Delta navigable for cargo ships 

and oil tankers through the construction of dikes, levees, and canals, resulting the literal 

erosion of tribal lands into the ocean as sea levels continue to rise. The Isle de Jean 

Charles, a thin strip of land in Terrebonne Parish south of New Orleans, has heavily 

affected the coast’s shifting topography; its residents, the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw, 

face imminent displacement and have been designated “America’s first climate refugees” 

(Davenport and Robertson). Driven to the region during the enactment of Indian Removal 

Act policies in the 1830s, the tribe has long maintained a thriving community through 

trapping, fishing, and netting shellfish (“Our History”). Brianna Burke has written 

insightfully on Beasts as a reflection of the environmental precarity of the Biloxi-

Chitimacha-Choctaw, explaining that “by intertwining dueling definitions of ‘beast’,” the 

film demonstrates how speciesism is used to render racial minorities as Other, as animal, 

and as ultimately disposable. In turn, “they lose rights, become mere flesh for 

consumption, for experimentation, or vulnerable to extinction, like any other animal 

species unable to adapt to a rapidly changing planet in the age of the Sixth mass 

extinction” (“Sixth Extinction”). On the other hand, the film also resists environmental 
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racism by claiming that “we are all beasts” and “espousing a cosmopolitics that ruptures 

the human/nature or human/animal binary and therefore rejects a form of racism that 

invokes species difference to justify victimization” (“Sixth Extinction”). For example, 

Hushpuppy expresses a deep affinity for the island’s living beings, proclaiming that “all 

the time, everywhere, everything’s hearts are beatin’ and squirtin’ and talkin’ to each 

other in ways I can’t understand.” Here, explains Burke, Hushpuppy articulates a 

cosmopolitical stance, an articulation of a cosmos predicated on living in “close 

interdependence with local ecosystems” (“Sixth Extinction”). like that espoused by 

indigenous peoples such as the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw, who largely thrive outside 

the dominant capitalist system.  

In this view, it becomes impossible to designate a “wrong” side of the levee, for 

such an exercise suggests that successfully addressing environmental precarity is as 

simple as evacuating or drawing on political capital to advocate for public spending on 

socially equitable flood mitigation infrastructure. Burke, writing of Zeitlin’s creative 

process, argues the same: “To view a place as ‘doomed,’ to imagine that a community 

can simply pick up and leave (With what money? And to where?) betrays a specific 

imperialist construction of the cosmos where nature is separate from culture and thus 

separate from self” (6). Not only is such capital non-existent for the Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw, the notion of a “right” and “wrong” side of the levee masks the structure’s 

status as a monument to the settler logic of elimination that, much like large dams in the 

western United States, were culturally disruptive and effectively severed indigenous 

peoples from cosmologically significant lands. The detonation of the levee can be viewed 

as less an act of rebellion against the privatizing, exclusionary tendencies of neoliberal 
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capitalism than as a proactive effort to restore bayou ecosystems and recuperate 

indigenous lifeways that have been degraded by a cyclical history of colonialism. Beasts 

features multiple expressions of such resilience, too: community gatherings in the 

Bathtub frequently take place around piles of freshly caught shellfish, and Wink takes 

pains to teach Hushpuppy to fish so that she can care for herself when he’s gone. Wink 

even insists that “we’ve got the prettiest place on earth,” a sentiment that directly 

contrasts with the film’s slum aesthetic, suggesting that what some view as poverty can 

also be interpreted as aesthetics of loss, of a diminished sense of emplacement in the face 

of coastal erosion and rising sea levels. By subsisting on domesticated chickens and 

puttering around the bayou in a leaky, improvised fishing boat, Hushpuppy and Wink are 

not merely cash-poor, but on the verge of losing an entire lifeway. The film renders this 

sense poignantly visible in a scene in which Wink pilots his boat through a flooded post-

storm landscape, mournfully retrieving the bodies of drowned birds and mammals.  

According to state officials, the Isle de Jean Charles will likely be completely 

submerged by 2050. Though the state of Louisiana is pushing forward with 50-Year 

Master Plan for Coastal Restoration to restore barrier islands and ecosystems and build 

additional levees and diversions to protect against flooding and erosion (“Master Plan”), 

there are no plans to include the Isle because it does not so-called “required cost-benefit 

analyses” (Maldonado 606). The community has also been excluded from the Morganza 

to the Gulf of Mexico Hurricane Protection Project, a planned 72-mile levee system, for 

the same reason (Barry). While the Federal Department of Housing and Urban 

Development awarded the Isle $48 million grant to relocate inland in early 2016, tribal 

members have been resistant to the idea of leaving their homes. They understandably 
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distrust the federal government, and the prospect of relocation to more populous areas 

inland, where participation in the market economy will take the place of subsistence 

lifeways, has been compared to imprisonment (Burdeau). As one resident explains, “I’ve 

lived my whole life here, and I’m going to die here… we always find a way” (Davenport 

and Robertson). In this context, Beasts’ shelter scene takes on additional meaning: the 

shelter does not merely reflect the imposition of “order” by the neoliberal state, it also 

emerges as an institutional legacy of the settler-colonial project begun nearly two 

centuries ago. In one disturbing scene during her shelter stay, Hushpuppy stands 

solemnly while being berated by a white female aid worker while wearing a clean, ironed 

blue dress, her previously unkempt hair, symbolic of the Bathtub’s previous freedom and 

autonomy, pulled into a formal up-do. As Burke writes, the scene is eerily redolent of 

“the countless before-and-after photographs from the Indian boarding school era” and, as 

such, “invokes the long history of indigenous forced removal and assimilation, 

compulsory absorption into a capitalist wage economy, and the attempt to erase 

indigenous cosmologies” (“Sixth Extinction”). Presently, and despite reservations, the 

community seems poised to embrace resettlement which, according to the community’s 

website, will offer them the best chance to “reunite [their] displaced tribal members and 

rekindle [their] traditional lifeways” (“Tribal Resettlement”). However, the process has 

been slow: in two years since acquiring resettlement funding, nothing has been built or 

designed, and the state only recently settled on a relocation site in March 2018 (Stein; 

Schleifstein).  

Both New York 2140 and Beasts offer scenarios of resilience and resistance 

against such failures in governance. In doing so, each challenge what Nixon refers to as 
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the “watery metaphors” of neoliberalism: “the trickle-down effect, global flows, how a 

rising tide lifts all boats” (“Great Acceleration”) – in short, the supposedly emancipatory 

potential of minimally-regulated free-market capitalism. Both lay bare the ways in which 

the privatization of public assets renders communities already marginalized along the 

lines of class and race vulnerable to sea level rise. In New York 2140, Robinson charts a 

path to equitable climate action by advancing a politics of wealth redistribution and 

heightened public spending on climate resilient housing and infrastructure to benefit New 

York City’s most vulnerable inhabitants. In its enactment of a utopian political 

revolution, Robinson’s novel focuses on a mostly-white, bourgeois cast of political 

leftists in possession of the type of financial and political capital necessary to effect 

change. In Beasts, on the other hand, climate action emerges as a form of resistance 

against historically-produced climate apartheid, wherein Louisiana’s coastal poor, many 

of whom are African-American or indigenous, have no choice but to dismantle a level 

and resist state-sponsored resettlement initiatives in reassertions of community and 

cultural sovereignty. In this way, Beasts imagines the collective potential of racially 

marginalized communities which, unable to depend on the traditional political process, 

must turn to subversive forms of direct action, such as the destruction of the levee. 

Together, both the novel and the film envision complementary, resistant forms of 

representation against the deepening, inbuilt inequities of neoliberal capitalism in the age 

of global climate change. In their distinctly separate visions for climate action, New York 

2140 and Beasts imagine scenarios of revolution, resilience, and equitable climate action 

in the face of rising seas and a threatened planet.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

On August 1, 2018, New York Times Magazine published a long-form essay by 

novelist Nathaniel Rich entitled “Losing Earth: The Decade We Almost Stopped Climate 

Change.” In it, Rich identifies the decade of 1979-1989 as a time during which humans 

had the best opportunity to divert the global climate crisis – and failed. According to 

Rich, “conditions could not have been more favorable:” the fossil-fuel industry had been 

making “good-faith efforts” to understand the correlations between carbon emissions and 

global warming, and the GOP in the United States had not yet begun its disinformation 

campaign of climate denialism in earnest. The severity of the crisis was a matter of 

bipartisan consensus. According to Rich, “[a]lmost nothing stood in our way – nothing 

except ourselves.” Rich goes on to detail efforts by, and the ultimate failure of, a group of 

scientists and policymakers in the United States to bring about an international agreement 

to reduce carbon emissions. Rich ascribes this failure to “human nature;” while “[w]e can 

trust the technology and the economics,” he writes, humans are “incapable of sacrificing 

present convenience to forestall a penalty imposed on future generations” (“Losing 

Earth”).   

Rich’s central thesis is problematic for several reasons, not in the least because his 

use of the universalized “we” implicit in his discussions of “human nature” reads as an 

affirmation of “aggregate anthropos” and a complete disregard for the uneven 

distribution of both culpability and risk in the age of global climate change. Moreover, in 

an essay ostensibly about a failure of political will in the pursuit of meaningful climate 

action, the word “capitalism” appears approximately once in the piece. Predictably, 

climate scientists and environmental activists have panned Rich’s essay on social media, 
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blog posts, and op-eds in the days following its publication. Naomi Klein’s fierce rebuttal 

is in The Intercept, entitled “Capitalism Killed Our Climate Momentum, Not ‘Human 

Nature,’” is particularly notable. Klein explains that what Rich views as an ostensibly 

“favorable” political climate for tangible progress on climate change in the late 1980s 

actually coincided with the advent of neoliberalism and its emphasis on deregulation, 

privatization, and reductions in public spending – precisely the political infrastructure 

needed to curtail carbon emissions. Of course “we” failed, explains Klein, who dedicates 

much of the column rehashing points made in her 2014 book This Changes Everything: 

Capitalism vs. The Climate surrounding the incompatibility of climate action and 

capitalism. If human nature was truly to blame for the current climate impasse, she 

explains, then the title of Rich’s essay – “Losing Earth” – is accurate. Thankfully, she 

concludes, because the real culprit for climate inaction is “elite, free-market fanaticism,” 

then it’s not too late. She concludes on a hopeful note, pointing to the growing 

democratic socialist movement in the United States that seeks – much, I might add, like 

the protagonists of Robinson’s New York 2140 – to end wealth inequality, increase public 

spending, and foster a radical transition to renewable energy (“Capitalism Killed Our 

Climate Momentum”).  

 Klein is largely right, and her rebuttal of Rich’s arguments fall in line with 

arguments I made in Chapter 4 about the intersections between neoliberal economics, 

inequality, and climate risk. However, it is important to remember that it is not just a 

predatory capitalist system that is an impediment to climate action; as I have shown 

throughout Hydronarratives, it is at times more useful to examine the human values and 

assumptions underlying a system that has historically, through the extraction and 
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consumption of raw materials on a massive scale, altered planetary systems and 

biogeochemical processes with catastrophic consequences. The ideological underpinnings 

of capitalism – colonialism, the inequitable distribution of wealth, growth for growth’s 

sake, racially- and ethnically-narrow views of “progress”– are, quite simply, antithetical 

to the values necessary for sustainable, equitable engagements with nonhuman nature and 

meaningful, collective action to sustain life on the planet. Capitalism’s accumulationist 

impulses are not unique to the current neoliberal moment but have historically infused a 

range of social and political systems, including North American settler colonialism; 

postwar Euro-Western economic imperialism; and extractive economies. Therefore, 

while I agree with Klein, I believe it is important to remain attentive to neoliberalism’s 

varied, complex, and contingent historical and epistemological roots. One way to do so, 

as I have argued throughout Hydronarratives, is by turning to cultural productions that 

work to materialize resources as cultural objects and extraction as a cultural practice. The 

Rich-Klein debate litigates culpability in terms of systems-thinking or positivist 

philosophy: the current impasse is framed as either a function of human nature, a 

tragically-flawed universalized anthropos, or neoliberal capitalism writ large. Yet, as this 

dissertation has demonstrated through a sustained engagement with a variety of cultural 

productions, storytelling and narrative play a critical role in rendering visible the 

culturally- and historically-situated nature of environmental crises and visions of 

resilience and resistance advanced by affected communities rendered expendable by 

capitalism’s single-minded pursuit of “growth” and “progress.”  

A generative moment in the writing of Hydronarratives came in the fall of 2016 

when I taught an undergraduate environmental humanities class at Arizona State 
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University. Entitled “Water, Dams, and Culture,” the class was designed to introduce 

students to the environmental humanities through an examination of the ways in 

humanistic modes of inquiry and cultural productions, including literature, film, and 

visual art, could provide insight into local and global water crises. Given our location in 

Tempe, Arizona, the theme of the class seemed especially pertinent; many students, 

especially Arizona residents, were likely to be at least passingly familiar with public 

discourse surrounding drought, water distribution, and conservation in the southwestern 

United States. As the featured course for the English Department’s Environmental 

Humanities Certificate, the class attracted students from a range of disciplines including 

history, literary studies, early childhood education, political science, economics, ecology, 

climate science, and sustainability. As part of the class, I included a unit on 

environmental justice and had students read Hogan’s Solar Storms. I had planned to teach 

the novel in conjunction with readings on indigenous opposition to the James Bay 

hydroelectric project in Quebec – events on which, as I explained in Chapter 2, the novel 

is based.  

But plans change. Fall 2016 was a volatile time, the culmination of divisive 

election year in which social and political polarization in the United States was laid bare. 

Beyond presidential politics, perhaps the most significant social justice struggle in the 

United States at the time unfolded in Standing Rock, North Dakota, where a broad 

coalition of indigenous Water Protectors and environmental activists gathered to oppose 

the completion of the Dakota Access Pipeline. Because the pipeline was being built 

beneath Lake Oahe on the Missouri River, the Oceti Sakowin feared its impacts on local 

water supplies; Energy Transfer Partners, the energy development company overseeing 
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DAPL, insisted that the pipeline was safe and was critical to “keep America moving” 

through job creation and energy production (“Dakota Access Pipeline Facts”). As the 

semester progressed, the standoff between Water Protectors and militarized state police 

and private security forces grew increasingly tense. In early September, dozens of 

protectors were pepper-sprayed while protesting the destruction of sacred burial sites by 

construction crews (Associated Press). Weeks later, over twenty protectors were arrested 

by North Dakota state police during a peaceful prayer ceremony (McCauley). By 

November, the situation had begun attracting the attention of national media after police 

sprayed Water Protectors with water from high-pressure hoses in below-freezing 

temperatures (Stelloh et al). Students had begun bringing these events up in class, and the 

parallels between the situation at Standing Rock and the fictional events in Solar Storms 

became clear. At the last minute, I decided to teach the novel as a conduit for 

understanding unfolding events in Standing Rock.    

In Chapter 2 of this dissertation, I drew parallels between the fictional indigenous 

anti-dam protests in Solar Storms and the gathering of Water Protectors at Standing 

Rock. These insights were drawn from class discussions during that fall, when students 

read and discussed Hogan’s novel within the context of daily developments at Standing 

Rock and with the with the aid of readings on environmental justice by thinkers like 

Adamson, Di Chiro, and Whyte. Initially, students viewed the DAPL controversy as an 

environment-versus-the-economy issue escalated by the presence of radical activists, 

echoing pro-pipeline rhetoric that pervaded much early coverage of the events at 

Standing Rock.78 But over the course of three weeks students began to gain insight into 

                                                           

78
 A mixed-methods analysis of media coverage of the anti-DAPL movement revealed many media outlets 

favored use of the word “protestor” rather than “protector” when characterizing on-the-ground protests and 
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the ways in which violent injustices emerge from the intertwined, cyclical histories of 

colonialism, capitalism, and environmental change. Because Solar Storms fictionalizes 

indigenous resistance to state- and corporate-sponsored violence, displacement, and 

erasure, it provided critical context for the visceral imagery and footage of Water 

Protectors at Standing Rock holding prayer ceremonies; being beaten, tear-gassed, and 

pepper-sprayed; being shot with rubber bullets; having their camps raided and their 

sacred burial grounds bulldozed. We still talked about the novel’s fictionalization of 

opposition to the James Bay project in Quebec, but as one student pointed out, Solar 

Storms in many ways could just as well have been a fictionalization of events in Standing 

Rock. Through our discussions, it gradually became clear to most students that just as 

Angel Wing’s opposition to the dam project in Solar Storms is emblematic of a broader 

struggle against the ongoing legacies of settler colonialism, the NoDAPL movement is 

about more than water – what Whyte characterizes as a “cyclical history” of colonialism, 

capitalism, and environmental devastation (“Déjà Vu” 100).   

On the final day of our unit on EJ, four students were assigned to lead class 

discussion. One of the students, a young Navajo woman, led her portion of the lesson by 

drawing parallels between anti-dam rhetoric adopted by indigenous protestors in Solar 

Storms and anti-pipeline rhetoric espoused by Water Protectors. She then began to 

explain why she identified with both Hogan’s protagonists and the Oceti Sakowin: she 

had grown up in Sanders, Arizona just outside Navajo Nation, where local water sources 

have been decimated by runoff from nearby uranium mines. Sanders is poor and majority 

                                                           

demonstrations in Standing Rock. Such rhetoric is reflective of a broader tendency to frame opposition to 
the pipeline as radical or “fringe” rather than to acknowledge the issue as one informed by a long history of 
exploitation and violations of tribal sovereignty experienced by the Oceti Sakowin (Gyenes et al).  
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Navajo, and in 2015, scientists discovered that the community’s water contained 50 

micrograms of uranium per liter. The EPA considers 30 micrograms per liter the upper 

limit for safe consumption. During the Cold War, uranium mines were scattered across 

Navajo Nation, and though they were abandoned in the late 1980s, many Navajo people 

have experienced health problems since then: cancer, kidney failure, and other issues 

consistent with unsafe levels of uranium exposure. Despite assurances from state officials 

that the water was safe to drink until treatment measures were taken, most residents have 

come to rely on imported and bottle water, which is expensive and cumbersome to obtain 

and transport (Luri, “Water Problem;” Morales). My student described her family’s 

experiences, including the financial burden of relying on bottled water and the 

inconvenience of using buckets to take sponge baths. Like many others in Sanders, she 

was frustrated by a lack of action taken by state and federal officials; though the EPA has 

identified over forty mines to be prioritized for cleanup, only nine have been addressed. 

Moreover, little has been done to address decades of groundwater contamination, which 

mine cleanup is unlikely to ameliorate (Lurie, “Water Problem;” Morales). As my student 

explained to her classmates, like Angel Wing and the Oceti Sakowin, she and her family 

had become Water Protectors by necessity, forced to advocate for the recognition of their 

legal rights to clean, reliable water sources and the integrity of tribal lands.  

By reading a novel (Solar Storms), hearing a testimonial (my Navajo student), and 

following the continually unfolding events of an indigenous environmental justice 

movement (Standing Rock), my students and I uncovered a broader narrative of cultural 

and environmental exploitation and resistance beyond individual events in Quebec, 

Arizona, and North Dakota. Moreover, our discussions informed engagements with other 
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assigned texts: when students read Indian writer Arundhati Roy’s essay “The Greater 

Common Good,” for example, they connected the social and environmental violence 

wrought by large dam construction in India to similar circumstances in the western 

United States, about which they learned in our viewing of Patagonia’s film “DamNation.” 

Ultimately, what began as a course intended to broadly introduce students to the 

environmental humanities through an examination of water-focused cultural productions 

ended as an exercise in mapping the complex dialectic between capitalism (and its 

various instantiations), cultural exploitation, and environmental change across a range of 

geographies and temporalities. In the introduction to Hydronarratives, I invoked 

Stephanie LeMenager’s usage of the term “materialize” to emphasize the critical role of 

cultural forms to show how historically exploitative social systems have engendered an 

uneven distribution of environmental risk and expressions of resistance and resilience to 

such systems. My Fall 2016 environmental humanities class represented, in my eyes, 

proof of concept: by closely engaging with a range of cultural productions, including 

literary texts, essays, film, and photography, my students and I were able to “materialize” 

a coherent narrative of water in the Anthropocene as not merely a scientific problem to be 

“solved,” but also a human problem to be historicized, an epistemological problem to be 

analyzed, and a social justice problem to be addressed.  

The class’s unexpected trajectory raised important questions about how one might 

approach a book on water crises in the Anthropocene that simultaneously accounts for 

anthropogenic changes to planetary systems and biogeochemical cycles; the 

epistemological foundations of large-scale resource extraction and consumption driving 

such changes; and resulting ecological calamities felt unevenly along the margins of 
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capitalist modernity. Moreover, it raised questions about the ways in which cultural 

productions can render visible these connections and prompt readers and viewers to make 

new ones that may lead, eventually, to the establishment of more just, sustainable human-

nonhuman engagements. Brianna Burke has written about her experiences teaching 

environmental humanities at Iowa State University, where the university’s reliance on 

coal-fired energy has forced her and her students to confront their individual energy 

usage and complicity in a changing climate. As part of her pedagogical approach, Burke 

asks students to reflect on the social and environmental impacts of coal and to examine 

the role of energy in their daily lives to reflect on their place “in a system they cannot see 

and is not of their design” (“Teaching Mountaintop Removal” 60). These aspirations also 

animated my class, and subsequently Hydronarratives, but with an added emphasis on 

uncovering the myriad reasons why these systems are invisible and who, historically, they 

are designed to benefit and exclude. Like Burke, I too hoped to prompt students to reflect 

on how to enact both personal and structural changes in pursuit of a more sustainable, just 

world (“Teaching Mountaintop Removal” 72). Yet, as my students made clear in their 

inspiring work on Hogan’s Solar Storms, one path to developing personal and collective 

accountability for environmental crises runs through a critical examination of 

historically-produced structural inequalities along the lines of race, class, gender, 

ethnicity, and nationality. An important part of reflecting on the ethical dimensions of our 

day-to-day routines extends beyond reducing individual resource usage to include efforts 

to “check our privilege” by remaining attentive to the ways in which the inequitable 

distribution of resources and environmental risk are upheld by dominant cultural 
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narratives that have long been used to justify the violence of exclusion, displacement, and 

of the exploitation of nonhuman nature.  

In the introduction to this dissertation, I invoked Rob Nixon’s insistence that “[i]t 

is time to remold the Anthropocene as a shared story about unshared resources” (“Great 

Acceleration”) and emphasized the importance of narrative and storytelling to this 

“remolding” process. As I have explained, Hydronarratives has methodological roots in 

the energy humanities, and efforts to piece together a coherent narrative of water in the 

Anthropocene continually led me to consider the cultural and environmental politics of 

energy extraction writ large. While Chapter 3 theorizes extraction as a cultural practice at 

some length, the notion of extraction, or “capitalism’s fundamental logic of withdrawal” 

and associated socio-ecological “externalities” (Demos and Palmer), is also applicable to 

the damming and diversion of major rivers – the central issue explored in Chapters 1-2. 

Beyond water and fossil fuels, there remains ample opportunity for a broader theorization 

of extraction as a cultural practice as reflected in cultural forms. While such work 

remains beyond the scope of this dissertation, it is not difficult to envision additional 

avenues of inquiry regarding extraction in its myriad forms. This includes resource 

regimes characterized by “traditional” modes of extraction, such as the mining of rare 

earth metals, minerals, and precious metals. As cultural theorist Jussi Parikka writes in A 

Geology of Media (2015), resources like copper, uranium, nickel, and bauxite have 

become critical to modern media technology, “nature affords the weight of media culture, 

from metals and minerals to its waste load” (viii). Because the withdrawal of these 

materials has been blamed for water contamination and public health crises in both the 

Global North and the Global South, there exists a critical opportunity to examine the 
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ethics of modern media culture under the auspices of extractive capitalism. Expanded 

notions of extraction are also likely to prove fruitful, such as cultural representations of 

industrial agriculture, commercial ranching and fishing, and other large-scale food 

“extraction” industries. A re-reading of farming literature in terms of extraction, from 

John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath to Ruth Ozeki’s All Over Creation and Helena Maria 

Viramontes’ Under the Feet of Jesus, for example, could afford insights into the 

intersections of national identity, migration, corporate farming, extraction culture, and 

climate change in the western United States. Other potential directions include a 

consideration of cryptocurrencies such as bitcoin, which are currently being “mined” for 

profit at an enormous environmental cost: as of January 2019, the entire bitcoin network 

was on pace to consume 42 terawatt-hours of electricity, the equivalent of 20 megatons of 

carbon dioxide, or around a million transatlantic flights (Hern). The relative-newness of 

cryptocurrency largely precludes its representation in literary texts and other cultural 

forms, but theorizing bitcoin “farming” as a cultural practice has become increasingly 

necessary given that the industry’s under-regulation has attracted white supremacists and 

other extremist groups (Harriot).  

A continued attention to representations of resources in literary texts, visual art, 

and other cultural productions is critical to mapping the complex dialectic between large-

scale anthropogenic environmental change and historically-produced social and 

environmental injustices. As a form of “environment-making,” the extraction and 

commodification of resources, and the cultural institutions that support extractive 

processes at the expense of culturally- or economically-marginalized human populations, 

necessarily invite scrutiny from academics, artists, and policymakers committed to 
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envisioning equitable, culturally-situated approaches to environmental remediation and 

climate action. Because resource systems are wrapped up in relations of power and 

production, humanities disciplines are uniquely positioned, through their focus on 

cultural narratives and representations, to make visible the violence of human 

displacement, ecosystemic destruction, corporate and state recklessness, and 

marginalization associated with damming, drilling, mining, and other methods of 

resource withdrawal. Hydronarratives, in its exploration of cultural representations of 

water resource regimes, capitalism, and the state- and corporate-sponsored disposability 

of poor, indigenous, and ethnic minority communities, represents just one of many 

potential avenues of inquiry. This dissertation shows that such investigations are sorely 

needed in an era in which discourse surrounding environmental change often tends to 

veer into scientific jargon, systems-thinking, political tribalism, and far-fetched visions of 

techno-utopianism. It demonstrates that as environmental humanists continue to chart the 

human dimensions of environmental change, they must remain committed to the well-

being of all life: ecosystems, communities, cultures, and their diverse and constituent 

parts. 
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