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ABSTRACT 

 

ALYSSA MARTIN. The “Disposable Others”: Settler Colonial Processes Of Industrial Pollution 

In Cancer Alley, Louisiana, 1964-2023. (Under the direction of DR. KRISTINA SHULL) 

 

 This thesis uses the lens of settler colonialism to bring memory, place-making, space, and 

history into the discussion of environmental racism in Louisiana. The effects of environmental 

racism are most obviously seen through higher rates of health problems or death. Less obvious 

are the effects that environmental racism has on the history and culture of people of color. To 

address this historiographical gap, this thesis explores how residents of Cancer Alley, Louisiana, 

have experienced emotional, generational, and physical erasure. The proliferation of industrial 

plants in poor Black communities has led to an alarming rise in mortality rates among Black 

Americans. Cancer Alley is one of the worst examples of this, as the parishes in this area rank in 

the top 5 percent nationally for cancer risk from toxic air pollution. 

 Although there have been historical works published on environmental history, the 

history of race and environment, and environmental racism in Louisiana, Cancer Alley itself has 

not yet been subject to historical scrutiny, despite its uniquely high levels of pollution and large 

presence of community activism. This thesis seeks to answer the following questions: How have 

these residents organized and been ignored by local, state, and federal governments? To what 

extent have historical and cultural elements been affected by the increased presence of 

petrochemical plants? How has the increasing threat of climate change impacted the history and 

culture of these communities? 
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INTRODUCTION 

The proliferation of industrial plants in poor Black communities has led to an alarming 

rise in mortality rates among Black Americans. One of the worst instances of this has occurred in 

an area of Louisiana known as Cancer Alley, which has also been called the Industrial Corridor 

or Death Alley. The area was given its nickname by residents of St. Gabriel Parish in 1987, when 

they began noticing that many in the neighborhood had cancer. Eventually, the name was passed 

on to cover the entire eighty-mile stretch of land including the parishes between Baton Rouge 

and New Orleans, and the majority of those who live there are Black. The parishes in this area 

rank in the top five percent nationally for cancer risk from toxic air pollution.1 This is an instance 

of what Robert Bullard, known as the “father of environmental justice,” has termed 

“environmental racism.” According to Bullard, “environmental racism refers to any policy, 

practice, or directive that differentially affects or disadvantages (whether intended or unintended) 

individuals, groups, or communities based on race or color.”2 

Historians have established that America’s landscape has been shaped by race and 

racism. Race and land are deeply entwined with each other. Cedric Robinson, a former professor 

of Black Studies and Political Science coined the term “racial capitalism” in 1983 to explain “the 

historical development of world capitalism [which] was influenced in a most fundamental way 

by the particularistic forces of racism and nationalism.”3 In his book Black Marxism, Robinson 

critiqued Marx and others who have not properly considered the role of race and racism in the 

shaping of capitalistic societies. Robinson contends that capitalism is “a modern world system of 

 
1 Kimberly A. Terrell, and Gianna St. Julien, “Air Pollution is Linked to Higher Cancer Rates Among Black or 

Impoverished Communities in Louisiana,” Environmental Research Letters 17, no. 1 (2022): 2. 
2 Robert D. Bullard, Dumping in Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental Quality (Boulder: Westview Press, 2000), 

98. 
3 Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2000), 9. 
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‘racial capitalism’ dependent on slavery, violence, imperialism, and genocide.”4 Specifically, in 

the context of the United States, capitalism grew out of entwined Black chattel slavery and 

genocide of Indigenous peoples. The result is a system where capitalism is naturally exploitative 

of non-white groups.
 

The concept of racial capitalism was later extended to the field of environmental history 

by social scientist Laura Pulido. Pulido argued in 2000 that Black neighborhoods became 

overpopulated with polluters as a direct result of historical racial discrimination in the form of 

redlining, suburbanization, and white opposition to integration.5 Stemming from the legacies of 

slavery, the system of racial capitalism is deeply rooted in U.S. history and institutions and 

operates differently than individual racism or racialized policies. Racial capitalism relies on the 

expendability of communities based on their predominant racial value, which has long been tied 

to land use, private property, and ownership. After emancipation, the Jim Crow era of legal 

segregation and redlining practices, in effect, rendered Black communities immobile and 

expendable. After civil rights reforms of the 1960s when redlining and racial discrimination were 

outlawed, racial capitalism persisted in US financial and legal institutions through other means, 

such as discriminatory and predatory mortgage and lending practices.6
 

In addition to the complicated relationship between place and race, another important 

relationship comes into play in discussions of place. Place, memory, and belonging are crucial 

elements of any community. As the anthropologist Paul Connerton argued in 1989, “our 

experience of the present very largely depends upon our knowledge of the past.”7 People often 

 
4 Robinson, Black Marxism, xiii. 
5 Laura Pulido, “Rethinking Environmental Racism: White Privilege and Urban Development in Southern 

California,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 90, no. 1 (2000): 16. 
6 Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, Race for Profit: How Banks and the Real Estate Industry Undermined Black 

Homeownership (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2019): 3. 
7 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge [England]: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 2. 
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develop bonds with the areas and land that they grew up in and use past experiences connected to 

land to make decisions about their future.8 This kind of emotional attachment is known as “place 

attachment,” and it is a term used often in social sciences. “Place attachment” is a general term 

that refers to more specific categories of attachment that people develop with their environment: 

place identity and place dependence. Historic preservationist Jeremy C. Wells defines place 

identity as “the process by which an individual values him/herself in relation to a place.” 

Essentially, a person’s connections to the people and experiences they have in a certain place 

have a great influence on the formation of their identity. Wells defines place dependence as 

“whether or not a particular place could substitute for another place.”9 

As a group suffering under both historical and contemporary discrimination, Black 

people often find the belonging they lack elsewhere within their own communities. Although 

place is defined differently from person to person — be that a hometown, neighborhood, or 

family — scholars argue that, within the Black community, the idea of place is crucial to 

establishing the social ties necessary for them to cope with the traumatizing reality of being 

Black in America.10 Several have also argued that the significance of place among Black 

communities can be linked to the African American tradition of oral storytelling. Kate Medeiros 

and Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis claim that “African Americans… convey their own stories within 

the context of their lived experiences,” and that “the construction of place is not singular, but a 

 
8 Anna A. Adevi, and Patrick Grahn, “Attachment to Certain Natural Environments: A Basis for Choice of 

Recreational Settings, Activities and Restoration from Stress?” Environment and Natural Resources Research 1, no. 

1 (2011): 38. 
9 Jeremy C. Wells, “The Affect of Old Places: Exploring the Dimensions of Place Attachment and Senescent 

Environments,” in Place Meaning and Attachment: Authenticity, Heritage and Preservation, eds. Dak Kopec and 

Annamarie Bliss (New York: Routledge, 2020): 5; See also Lee Cuba, and David M. Hummon, “A Place to Call 

Home: Identification with Dwelling, Community, and Region,” The Sociological Quarterly 34, no. 1 (1993): 112. 
10 Kate Medeiros, and Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis, “‘Place’ in the Small Stories of African American Elders: A 

Narrative Case Study,” Gerontologist 60, no. 5 (2020): 827; William J. McAuley, “History, Race, and Attachment to 

Place Among Elders in the Rural All-Black Towns of Oklahoma,” Journal of Gerontology 53, no. 1 (1998): 35. 
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reciprocal process wherein ‘...spaces become human places partly through talk, and the meanings 

of places shape how people talk.’”11 So, because stories are integral to Black communities, and 

often these communities have been located in a specific place for so long, those stories and 

places become intertwined. Therefore, both become important aspects of their identity.
 

Others stress that some of the most important values in Black culture are community and 

collective identity. Forms of collective resistance during slavery extended beyond emancipation, 

underscoring the importance of collectiveness to the survival of Black communities in the post-

emancipation years and beyond. Elsa Barkley Brown argues that when newly-freed Black people 

in Richmond, Virginia, constructed communities — through actions such as reuniting families, 

taking in fellow former enslaved people, and considering each other brothers and sisters — they 

proved that “their fates were intimately tied together; individual freedom could be achieved only 

through collective autonomy.”12 Such collective identity continues to shape Black contemporary 

political and cultural identity.13 Leaving the places they have always known and removing that 

sense of collective identity only ensures isolation and further oppression. 

The industrial plant pollution in Cancer Alley is a prime example of all of these dynamics 

and relationships at play in the United States today. Although there have been historical works 

published on environmental history, the history of race and environment, and environmental 

racism in Louisiana, Cancer Alley itself has not yet been subject to historical scrutiny. It is 

crucial for more historians to examine areas such as Cancer Alley, with such high environmental 

 
11 Barbara Johnstone, “Language and Place,” in The Cambridge Handbook of Sociolinguistics, ed. Rajend Mesthrie 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011): 211, quoted in Medeiros and Etter-Lewis, “‘Place’ in the Small 

Stories of African American Elders,” 827. 
12 Elsa Barkley Brown, “To Catch the Vision of Freedom: Reconstructing Southern Black Women’s Political 

History, 1865-1880,” in African American Women and the Vote, 1837-1965, ed. Ann D. Gordon (Amherst: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 1997), 67-9. 
13 Alexander C. Diener and Joshua Hagen, eds. The City as Power: Urban Space, Place, and National Identity 

(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2019), 157. 
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risks, to learn how environmental racism directly erases Black history and culture. This thesis 

will address this gap in the historiography by investigating the ways that Black citizens living in 

Cancer Alley have been affected by environmental racism and documenting the way inequity 

manifests through three forms of environmental erasure: physical and cultural, generational, and 

emotional. 

Physical erasure refers to the systemic inequalities that have left Black communities in 

Louisiana uniquely vulnerable to the consequences of the environment. Cultural erasure is the 

structural damage done to physical places of history, such as churches, museums, or monuments. 

Generational erasure pertains to the early deaths and displacement of Black people from the area. 

Finally, emotional erasure concerns the gaslighting — or the psychological manipulation that 

causes one to question their reality — that Black residents experience when trying to bring 

attention to the issues that they are facing. 

Cancer Alley is an important geographical location for this type of historical study for 

two main reasons. First, it is one of the areas in the U.S. that is unique in its high levels of 

pollution as well as its large presence of community activism. According to a 2019 report from 

the Environmental Protection Agency, “more pounds of industrial toxic air pollution are released 

annually in Louisiana than in any other state.”14 Second, despite the significant amount of 

pollution and the existence of so many activist organizations, it has still not garnered a 

significant amount of national attention. 

This thesis will explore the dynamics of place, race, and memory in Cancer Alley, 

Louisiana. In addition to examining environmental erasure in Cancer Alley’s Black 

communities, it will also address how, when faced with both natural and manmade disasters, 

 
14 United States Environmental Protection Agency, “2014 EJScreen National Air Toxics Assessment,” Accessed 

April 28, 2022. https://ejscreen.epa.gov/mapper/. 
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these communities continue to emphasize collective identity and the significance of place as 

reasons not to leave. Before diving into the research, however, there are a few overarching 

themes that should be laid out to contribute to a better understanding of the context surrounding 

the subjects addressed in this thesis. 

White Privilege 

Discussions of environmental racism face various problems. Not only does recognizing 

environmental racism present challenges to people who refuse to believe that racism still exists 

in 21st-century America, but also to those who do not believe that the environment poses any 

sort of threat. One of the first arguments made by those who feel this way and become involved 

in debates over environmental racism is that white people face the consequences of these large 

polluting companies, too. This is true. There are neighborhoods with both Black and white 

residents who are subject to large-scale pollution because of the siting of petrochemical plants 

near their communities. However, this argument can be dismantled by examining academic 

conversations about white privilege. 

The experiences of white and Black citizens who face environmental pollution are vastly 

different. This is because, even when the two groups live in the same area, white people still 

benefit from their white privilege. According to the philosopher Shannon Sullivan, white 

privilege refers to the “unseen, invisible, even seemingly nonexistent” habits of our everyday 

lives that reinforce the idea that white people are more valuable than people of color.15 White 

people are able to advocate for themselves unbarred, voice their needs through elections, and 

take advantage of opportunities to move into less polluted neighborhoods. As Pulido 

demonstrates in her study of white privilege in southern California, Black people are prevented 

 
15 Shannon Sullivan, Revealing Whiteness: The Unconscious Habits of Racial Privilege (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 2006), 1. 
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from making the same choices as white people because of the structural barriers that result from 

living in a society built upon the very idea of creating a racialized society.16 

Settler Colonialism 

The environmental racism issue in the United States is not a new one. Racialized 

minorities have been subject to poor environmental conditions ever since the Europeans’ arrival. 

After two centuries of war and un-honored treaties and countless campaigns of forced removal, 

including the Trail of Tears in 1831, the U.S. reservation system was created in 1851. This 

process of removing and replacing groups from their land has since become known as “settler 

colonialism.” According to historian Patrick Wolfe, settler colonialism is “premised on 

displacing indigenes from (or replacing them on) the land.”17 Essentially, settler colonialism is 

when the settler (someone who is not originally from that location — usually white) attempts to 

completely replace the original population of a location. 

Recently, more scholarship has explored the United States as a settler colonial state. 

Scholars such as Evelyn Nakano Glenn and Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz have identified settler 

colonialism as an ongoing process and set of structures rather than a singular event. Dunbar-

Ortiz’s 2021 book, Not “A Nation of Immigrants”, argued that upholding America as a “nation 

of immigrants” has been used to erase the history of settler colonialism in the United States.18 

Glenn’s 2015 article defined U.S. settler colonialism as being “driven by the impulse to gain 

sovereignty over land, bodies, and labor by turning them into private property that can be bought, 

 
16 Pulido, “Rethinking,” 13. 
17 Patrick Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology: The Politics and Poetics of an 

Ethnographic Event (London: Cassell, 1999), 1. 
18 Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, Not “A Nation of Immigrants”: Settler Colonialism, White Supremacy, and A History of 

Erasure and Exclusion (Boston: Beacon Press, 2021), xxii. 
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exploited, and sold.”19 She argued that “simultaneously, settlers conceived of themselves as more 

advanced and evolved, bringers of progress and enlightenment to the wilderness.”20 

Analogous strategies of settler colonialism are seen today in Cancer Alley, although they 

are not often analyzed as such since they do not occur in “traditional” form. By this, I mean that 

typically, the “settlers” who perpetuate settler colonialism are typically seen and studied as real, 

individual human beings that physically come and remove an indigenous community to replace 

them with a new community. For this thesis, I am utilizing the arguments of Wolfe, Dunbar-

Ortiz, and Glenn, that settler colonialism is an ongoing process and applying that to the idea that 

industries can be settlers, too. The stakeholders of the chemical industries that are built in Cancer 

Alley are constantly referring to them as wonderful economic opportunities, expansions of 

employment and wealth for the state, and for the greater good of all residents. However, as we 

will see, these promises do not pan out in reality for Black communities, and they are ultimately 

pushed to the margins while the industries are allowed to thrive. 

Slow Violence 

Industrial pollution can be considered a form of slow violence. This concept, established 

by Rob Nixon, is “a [type of] violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of 

delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is 

typically not viewed as violence at all.”21 Climate change researchers often use the term to 

describe the complex set of violent forces that are less visible, and often more slow-moving, than 

the onset of natural disasters that draw media attention to climate change. 

 
19 Evelyn Nakano Glenn, “Settler Colonialism as Structure,” Sociology of Race and Ethnicity 1, no. 1 (2015): 59. 
20 Glenn, “Settler Colonialism as Structure,” 58. 
21 Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011): 

2. 
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Due to the almost fantastical nature of climate change and natural disasters, these issues 

tend to remain in fuller focus than instances of industrial pollution. While climate change and 

natural disasters are certainly an important element of the environmental justice conversation, 

this more silent type of slow violence deserves just as much attention for its effects on 

minoritized communities. For this thesis, I will touch on climate change and major natural 

disasters, such as Hurricane Katrina, because they are necessarily concurrent with pollution. 

However, I will not be spending too much time providing background, context, or arguments 

about these issues as they are not my primary focus. Instead, they will be used to add context to 

the issue of industrial pollution, which is the primary focus of this thesis. 

Methodology & Sources 

My research will build upon the work previously done by scholars such as Robert 

Bullard, Patrick Wolfe, Evelyn Nakano Glenn, and Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz. These scholars have 

looked at the environmental injustices that Black communities — in both Louisiana and across 

the United States — face and how their activism has been silenced, but they have yet to look at 

how these injustices and silences have directly contributed to the erasure of Black history and 

culture in Cancer Alley. It is crucial for history to be written about how environmental hazards 

can contribute to the erasure of entire groups, especially in a world that is recently gaining 

awareness of the extent to which the environment presents a danger. 

Within the larger story of Cancer Alley, the dislocation of Black communities as well as 

the erasure of Black history can be attributed to two major causes: environmental factors, 

ranging from manmade industrial pollution to natural disasters, and political factors, such as the 

government’s poor response after a disaster and their silencing of Black voices. The historical 

connections between these factors have not been explored much, and there has not yet been a 
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historical work solely focused on Cancer Alley. However, the area has various unique statistics 

that make it an interesting case study. 

To demonstrate this, Chapter 1 looks at some of those statistics and examines the history 

of petrochemical plants in the area. Chapter 2 analyzes how Black residents of Cancer Alley are 

connected to the place where they live and the reasons why they remain despite the ever-

increasing pollution levels. Finally, Chapter 3 surveys the government responses at all levels — 

local, state, and federal — to see how these residents have been historically ignored and even 

gaslighted into believing that what they are experiencing is not real. 
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CHAPTER 1: POLLUTED PLACES 

On January 8, 1811, Charles Delondes, a trusted slave driver on Manuel Andry’s 

plantation outside of LaPlace in St. John the Baptist Parish, turned the plantation owner’s trust in 

him on its head. Inspired by the success of the Haitian Revolution, Deslondes gathered fellow 

enslaved people on the plantation and attacked the Andry family, wounding Manuel and killing 

his son. From there, the group marched along the Mississippi River, recruiting more into their 

numbers and attacking plantation owners along the way. Although Deslondes had dreams of 

replicating the Haitian Revolution and creating a new Black republic, the uprising was stifled 

just a few days later when Deslondes and his co-conspirators were caught and killed on January 

11, 1811. Despite the rebellion’s bleak ending, it remains historically significant as one of the 

largest slave rebellions in United States history, although there is only one historical marker 

commemorating the event in the entire country.22 

Deslondes worked on and is associated with the Andry Plantation; however, he was only 

on loan to Manuel. He was actually born on another plantation, owned by Jacques Deslondes and 

his son André. That plantation is now known as Belle Pointe, and where there once stood a large 

plantation there now stands Pontchartrain Works — a chemicals factory owned by one of the 

largest chemical producers in the world, DuPont.23 In a place where it may be more appropriate 

to construct a memorial to these enslaved people who sacrificed their lives in an extraordinary 

 
22 “Charles Deslondes, Abolitionist born,” African American Registry, Accessed February 7, 2023, 

https://aaregistry.org/story/charles-deslondes-born/; Leon A. Waters, “Jan. 8, 1811: Louisiana’s Heroic Slave 

Revolt,” Zinn Education Project, Published July 1, 2013, https://www.zinnedproject.org/news/tdih/louisianas-slave-

revolt/; “1811 Slave Revolt,” St. Charles Parish Virtual Museum, Published 2010, https://scphistory.org/slave-

revolt/. 
23 Oliver Laughland, and Jamiles Lartey, “First slavery, then a chemical plant and cancer deaths: one town’s brutal 

history,” The Guardian, accessed November 6, 2022, https://www.theguardian.com/us-

news/2019/may/06/cancertown-louisiana-reserve-history-slavery. 
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act of bravery, Louisiana’s government has instead chosen to construct a monument of 

destruction. 

This story demonstrates just one way that the structures of plantation life, racism, and 

white supremacy continue to linger throughout Louisiana, especially in the parishes along the 

Mississippi. The essences of structural racism are prominent all around the United States, but this 

is especially true in Cancer Alley. The unique relationship between land ownership, segregation, 

and the oil industry in its history contributes to the physical and cultural erasure of Black history 

in Cancer Alley by ensuring that Black people are pushed to the margins of society, deprived of 

legal autonomy, and subjected to the worst effects of petrochemical pollution. 

This chapter will reveal three primary ways that structural racism in Louisiana has been 

perpetuated by analyzing government documents, primarily legislative actions and petitions. 

First, it will reveal how the structure of land ownership in Louisiana has shaped the placement of 

petrochemical plants near Black neighborhoods. Second, it will illustrate how oil companies 

have continued to thrive in Louisiana specifically, despite pushback from residents. Finally, it 

will explain the ways that Louisiana has been and remains segregated. Additionally, this chapter 

will contribute to the niche category of scholarship written on Cancer Alley by adding historical 

context to the land and drawing connections between Cancer Alley’s relationship with settler 

colonialism and racial capitalism. 

Although few in number, there have been works written specifically about environmental 

racism and its effects on Black communities in Louisiana. In one work, Robert Bullard, along 

with New Orleans-born environmental justice scholar Beverly Wright, exposed the failures of 

local, state, and federal governments to assist citizens of color in the aftermath of disaster events 

in various states, Louisiana being one of them. Aside from Wright’s impactful firsthand account 
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of the floods destroying all memories of her mother and brother — who had died of cancer and 

kidney failure, respectively, only four months prior — the book also compared the disparity 

between government responses to these events in Black versus white neighborhoods and the 

severity of damage to those neighborhoods.24 

Other important pieces of scholarship that have shaped this chapter include works 

published by science professionals. Ernest Zebrowski and Mariah Zebrowski Leach questioned 

chemical plants’ promise of increased job availability and argued that petroleum is so valuable to 

our existence that those who do support these companies should not want so much of it to be 

wasted through pollution processes.25 Barbara L. Allen wrote a comprehensive and 

straightforward account of the tactics employed by chemical plants in Cancer Alley that have 

allowed them to thrive, convincing state and local governments that their economic and job 

opportunities are well worth any environmental risks that they pose. Allen does touch on the 

history of African American land ownership in the area but does not spend a substantial amount 

of time on it.26 

All of these works examined different topics of environmental justice issues in Louisiana 

and Cancer Alley, but none brought them all together. Furthermore, none of them explicitly 

connected these issues to settler colonial processes and the system of racial capitalism. 

Examining the three contributing factors of physical and cultural erasure — land ownership, 

segregation, and the oil industry in Louisiana — will demonstrate how they have worked 

together to construct a landscape that unequally disadvantages Black communities. 

 
24 Robert D. Bullard and Beverly Wright, The Wrong Complexion for Protection: How the Government Response to 

Disaster Endangers African American Communities (New York: New York University Press, 2012), 8. 
25 Ernest Zebrowski and Mariah Zebrowski Leach, Hydrocarbon Hucksters: Lessons from Louisiana on Oil, 

Politics, and Environmental Justice (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2014), 7. 
26 Barbara L. Allen, Uneasy Alchemy: Citizens and Experts in Louisiana’s Chemical Corridor Disputes (Cambridge: 

The MIT Press, 2003): 7. 
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Land Ownership 

Some scholars have compared Cancer Alley to other places where elevated pollution 

levels exist in Black communities, such as Houston, Texas — a place that has been extensively 

researched by Robert Bullard. However, the history of land ownership is very different in 

Houston than it is in Cancer Alley. One of the first groups of settlers to live in Cancer Alley, 

other than a few early French settlers, were the Acadians, who were deported from Nova Scotia 

in 1785.27 Upon their arrival, they were given strips of land along the Mississippi River, where 

many of their descendants remained for years.28 

Acadians lived in the area that would become Cancer Alley long before any industrial 

plans were made. In Houston, however, it was the opposite. Industries in Houston were 

originally constructed in rural areas that were only converted to residential areas later, as Black 

communities were pushed to the margins of society. In contrast, Cancer Alley was a residential 

area first, and an industrial area afterward. In the early 19th century, to support Louisiana’s 

agricultural society, many of these lands were built into plantations, creating a high 

concentration of plantation land along the Mississippi River.29 

Besides the high number of Black enslaved people living along the Mississippi River on 

plantations, there was also a uniquely high number of free Black people who owned land in that 

area. In fact, in the mid-nineteenth century, there were slightly more free Black people who 

owned land in Louisiana than white men, and two times more free Black people who owned land 

than foreign-born Americans. An even more intriguing statistic is that “over half of the black 

 
27 Jean-François Mouhot, “The Emigration of the Acadians from France to Louisiana: A New Perspective,” 

Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 53, no. 2 (Spring 2012): 133. 
28 Allen, Uneasy Alchemy, 7. 
29 Laura Kilcer VanHuss, “Construction and Construct: Architecture of the Louisiana Plantation,” in Charting the 

Plantation Landscape from Natchez to New Orleans, ed. Laura Kilcer VanHuss (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 

University Press, 2021), 15. 
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rural land owners in the eight states comprising the lower South were in Louisiana, and their 

numbers were concentrated along the river parishes.”30 Black people have historically been 

present in high numbers along the Mississippi River, so there is no reason to believe that future 

stakeholders would not know that industrializing that area would mean industrializing Black 

neighborhoods. 

Following the end of the Civil War in 1865 and the abolition of slavery, Louisiana 

transitioned away from an agricultural, plantation-based economy. As a result, the property value 

of the land in these rural areas plummeted. This created two problems that Louisiana’s 

government needed to solve: finding land for newly-freed Black people to move to and finding 

ways to recreate wealth for white communities that had previously thrived off the plantation 

lands. The federal government’s Freedmen’s Bureau took care of the first issue by mandating 

that enslaved people be given farmland for them and their families to live on. Usually, that land 

was on the edge of the plantations where they had formerly worked and those new settlements 

were known as “freetowns.”31 As generations went on, those families retained the land and often 

split it up among family members, eventually creating their own small towns. These towns, 

however, were unincorporated, meaning they were unable to govern themselves and were instead 

governed by the parish in which they resided.32 As nearby white communities began to rebuild, 

they were able to utilize the land that Black people now lived on to their own advantage, 

mimicking the times of slavery in an eerie way. 

Oil Industry 

 
30 Allen, Uneasy Alchemy, 8. 
31 Ibid., 8. 
32 Julia Mizutani, “In the Backyard of Segregated Neighborhoods: An Environmental Justice Case Study of 

Louisiana,” The Georgetown Environmental Law Review 31, no. 363 (2019): 373. 
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White communities were able to reclaim their wealth lost by the destruction of the 

plantation economy beginning in the early 20th century, when successful oil explorations in 

Louisiana began attracting large oil refineries to Baton Rouge. This reclamation was a process of 

action and reaction between the state government and citizens that developed throughout the 

century, beginning with the construction of ExxonMobil’s first site in Baton Rouge in 1909 and 

continuing into the 21st century. Currently, Baton Rouge “represents the only site in the world 

where every chemical product in ExxonMobil’s portfolio is manufactured.”33 Considering Baton 

Rouge was composed of 50 to 62 percent Black residents at the time of the plant’s construction 

in 1910, there would have been undeniable inequity in who was being affected the most by these 

chemical plant constructions.34 As the state continued to transition away from an agricultural 

economy, the Mississippi River continued to attract more chemical companies — such as Denka 

and Shell — because of the availability of natural gas resources and the capability to dispose of 

chemical waste quickly and easily thanks to the Mississippi River. 

In Louisiana’s 1964 gubernatorial election, John McKeithen was on the ticket. In his 

campaign, he promised to “clean up the mess in Baton Rouge,” if he was elected. Although 

McKeithen did not specify what “mess” he was referring to, it is rather easy to conclude when 

one considers the political and social atmosphere in Baton Rouge at the time. In the 1960s, 

Louisiana — like much of the United States — was at the height of its Civil Rights Movement. 

Protests, both nonviolent and violent, were disrupting the idyllic lives of white southerners. In 

Baton Rouge specifically, where industrial expansion was also at its height, white leaders were 

especially concerned with how the movement might impact the city’s economic development. 
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Because of this, industry stakeholders employed a heavy public relations campaign where they 

partnered with peaceful civil rights ambassadors and negotiated with them on small changes, 

such as promising to employ more Black people in their workforce.35 However, non-peaceful 

protesters still presented problems for the city’s image by continuing their protests. In 1961, 

twenty-three protestors from the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) were arrested in Baton 

Rouge for illegal picketing. Their arrest sparked public outcry in the city, and up to 3,800 more 

protesters demonstrated during their trial.36 

Perhaps McKeithen’s reference to a “mess” in Baton Rouge was unrelated to the civil 

rights unrest happening in the city at the time — but, perhaps it was. Although McKeithen was 

running on the Democratic ticket and made promises of cooling racial tensions, he was still a 

politician in a city that was heavily dependent on the success of industry. He, and other Baton 

Rouge political leaders, had every reason to place economic development over racial equity and 

justice. McKeithen went on to win his gubernatorial election in 1964, and shortly after he 

introduced the Industrial Inducements Program, which offered generous tax exemptions to 

chemical companies that might expand into Louisiana. 

As a result of McKeithen’s program, in just ten years Louisiana’s portion of the 

Mississippi River had attracted nearly 136 petrochemical plants.37 The program has faced 

criticism and pushback, from both citizens and other politicians, over the years. In 1990, the 

Louisiana Coalition for Tax Justice issued a report claiming that over a third of the industrial tax 

exemptions given since the program’s conception had not created any new jobs. A year later, 
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Governor Buddy Roemer attempted to alter the program in response to the report’s findings, by 

limiting the number of tax exemptions that were given out. Roemer’s new bill required any 

company seeking tax exemptions to be reviewed and graded based on the amount of pollution 

they produced. Based on that grade, the company could then apply for a certain amount of tax 

exemptions. This revocation of blanket exemptions was not groundbreaking — other states had 

done it before — but, for Louisiana’s industries, it was still a shock.38 Unfortunately, these 

reforms did not last, and eventually the program reverted back to offering unchecked tax 

exemptions to companies regardless of their pollution output.39 

In 2016, another year of significant political and social unrest due to the controversial 

presidential election, Louisiana Governor John Bel Edwards signed an executive order upholding 

the tax exemption program, with a few amendments from McKeithen’s original plan.40 Bel 

Edwards’ plan required industries to include two “exhibits” in their tax exemption applications. 

Exhibit A was an agreement between the state of Louisiana, the Louisiana Department of 

Economic Development, and the applicant promising that jobs would be either created or 

retained for a certain period of time that the company benefitted from exemptions. Exhibit B was 

approval from the parish police, the municipal county, and the school board — which sounded 

great, until the Governor specified that the Secretary of Economic Development would be 

present at these approval meetings to “provide guidance to the local parties” (read: influence the 

conversation and decision-making). Today, the program is known as the Industrial Tax 

Exemption Program, and it provides an 80 percent property tax abatement for five years with the 
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ability to renew for five more years.41 Such generous numbers explain why the number of 

chemical plants in Louisiana now sits at over 150. 

Aside from the disputed tax exemption program, government officials and plant owners 

have also made controversial decisions about where to place new plants. Not only were many 

plants being built on former plantations, but residents also became increasingly concerned about 

plants being constructed on sacred burial sites that were used for enslaved people from these 

plantations. For example, in 2019, the construction of a new Formosa Plastics plant in St. James 

Parish came to a screeching halt when residents found out that it was to be built on the former 

Buena Vista Plantation cemetery.42 Many residents of St. James Parish are descendants of those 

who are buried in the cemeteries, and they petitioned to halt the construction of Formosa 

Plastics.43 

One activist group in particular, RISE St. James, led the charge in protesting Formosa 

Plastics and brought awareness to what they saw as a constitutional violation. According to 

article XII, section 4 of the Louisiana Constitution, citizens have the right to “preserve, foster, 

and promote” their cultural history.44 The founder and president of RISE St. James, Sharon 

Lavigne, requested to visit the cemetery and lay flowers at the grave sites in early May 2020, but 

was denied access by Formosa officials who cited COVID-19 concerns. In response, Lavigne’s 

attorney sent a letter to Formosa asking them to explain exactly how laying flowers constituted a 

COVID-19 safety concern. A month later, Lavigne organized a Juneteenth celebration on 
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Formosa’s property where the cemetery was located, where she stood in front of a crowd and 

declared, “Formosa’s not gonna come here and dig up our ancestors and put them in a new 

location… because we are gonna stand together and fight Formosa.”45 Her words resonated with 

the small crowd gathered around her, and proved that Cancer Alley’s Black communities would 

be persistent in fighting against these plants’ exploitation and erasure. 

In response to the community pushback, Formosa commissioned an archeological survey 

of the property. Consultants found and fenced off the Buena Vista cemetery before uncovering 

four sets of human remains in unmarked graves believed to belong to enslaved people. Reports 

reveal that, upon making this discovery, Formosa officials began suggesting that they exhume 

the bodies and move them to another location, since changing the planned location of their plant 

would be “very difficult.”46 However, the community continued to push back against Formosa 

and, led by RISE St. James, was eventually successful in pausing the construction of the plant — 

which was expected to be the largest plastic production facility in the world.47 

Although St. James Parish’s residents experienced a win by pausing Formosa’s new 

complex construction, the war was not won. Currently, there is no indication of any plans to 

memorialize or further protect the Buena Vista cemetery. Additionally, residents have accused 

Formosa of failing to thoroughly search for what is believed to be another five cemeteries 

located nearby, each housing potentially dozens of bodies.48 The number of chemical plants in 

Cancer Alley has rapidly increased since the introduction of the tax exemption program in the 
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1960s, and those plants have largely been concentrated along the Mississippi River in the Cancer 

Alley corridor. As they have been built, they have continuously undermined and even destroyed 

sites of Black history and then neglected residents’ concerns by refusing requests to protect 

sacred burial sites. In slavery’s wake, the ongoing exploitation of the land has been highly 

racialized and also economically incentivized, showcasing the effects of racial capitalism and 

settler colonialism, which rely on the destruction and neglect of Black history and emotion. The 

segregation of Louisiana has only further exacerbated the effects of racial capitalism. 

Segregation 

Louisiana has been shaped by racialized public works since the 19th century. Black 

people have always been highly concentrated along the water in Louisiana — first due to the 

number of enslaved people delivered to the coastal city of New Orleans during the slave trade, 

and then in the 19th century when formerly enslaved people created freetowns along the 

Mississippi River. Since many of Louisiana’s cities are barely above sea level, living near water 

creates a higher risk for destructive flooding.49 For this reason, houses constructed on high 

grounds have been the ideal choice for living in Louisiana. However, that high ground was 

usually only attainable by wealthier white people. Black people, in the meantime, were relegated 

to the areas of the cities with poorer drainage systems and were more susceptible to flooding.50 

This unattainability of high ground housing is due to a couple of reasons. 

First of all, the Jim Crow era in Louisiana was especially harsh. After the abolition of 

slavery, during the period of Reconstruction, Black people experienced relatively high levels of 

successful integration into society. In Louisiana, New Orleans had one of the highest populations 

of Black elites during Reconstruction, and therefore Black people were more empowered to 
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protest when whites attempted to impose segregation laws upon them.51 When white people in 

New Orleans tried to impose stricter laws that legalized racial discrimination, which came to be 

known as Jim Crow laws, Black people were “proud [and] articulate” in protesting against it.52 

As a result of this, when Reconstruction ended and the Jim Crow era began in 1877, the white 

Democrats who then controlled state politics in Louisiana passed especially harsh laws because, 

as historian Roger Fischer said, "they alone among white southerners had sampled the 

frightening fruits of black power before 1877.”53 This backlash is what Carol Anderson has 

called “white rage” — a reaction that “is not about visible violence, but rather it works its way 

through the courts, the legislatures, and a range of government bureaucracies.”54 Often, when 

faced with Black progress, this white rage consumes the ideas, policies, and legislation of a 

community in an attempt to control them and maintain the racial hierarchy. 

During the Jim Crow era in Louisiana, legislators implemented what were known as 

“black codes,” a series of laws that criminalized Black people’s actions. Some of the codes 

included that no Black person could move between parishes “without a special permit in writing 

from his employer.” Additionally, it stated that every Black person needed to be “in regular 

service of some white person.”55 This essentially replicated the slave laws, where Black people’s 

movements were restricted by white people. If any Black person was caught having broken one 

of these codes, they could be arrested and sentenced to prison labor, which was another 

replication of white people controlling Black bodies and exploiting their labor. Louisiana was 

also an important player in the national segregation debate. Homer Plessy, a civil rights activist 
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from New Orleans, was involved in the infamous Plessy v. Ferguson case instituting a new era of 

legal segregation in 1896, in which the Supreme Court ruled that separate accommodations for 

Black and white people were constitutional, as long as those accommodations were equal.56 

Plessy v. Ferguson was overturned by the Supreme Court in 1954, but that did not mean 

that segregation was over. In the 1930s, the U.S. government tried to lift the country out of the 

Great Depression. President Franklin D. Roosevelt launched the New Deal, a series of programs 

intended to strengthen the federal government and provide relief to the American public. Part of 

the New Deal included government homeownership programs, which were meant to offer 

federally-insured mortgages to homeowners and prevent massive foreclosures.57 As time went 

on, however, the program began to take a different form. The federal government began 

categorizing neighborhoods to determine which ones would qualify for these loans. They used 

color-coded maps to rank neighborhoods from least risky to most risky — with the least risky 

neighborhoods being labeled “green” and the most risky neighborhoods being labeled “red” — 

and a majority of the neighborhoods labeled as most risky were Black neighborhoods. This 

included neighborhoods that had been integrated, indirectly encouraging further segregation.58 

These maps were not public record until the 1970s when a historian named Kenneth T. 

Jackson discovered them accidentally while researching other types of housing maps. The policy 

became known as “redlining” among civil rights activists and scholars, and it had serious 

impacts on Black homeowners. Certain types of loans were restricted to homeowners in “green” 
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neighborhoods, which would incentivize residents with more money to move out of “red” 

neighborhoods and into “green” ones. These residents were more often white, which meant white 

people were moving into already racially restrictive white neighborhoods while Black people 

remained relegated to Black neighborhoods. While redlining did not create segregation, it 

perpetuated it through housing and lending discrimination and helped solidify and accelerate 

wealth inequality that already existed as a result of slavery and Jim Crow.59 Redlining also 

contributed to cycles of oppression through gentrification, which is a process where real estate 

entities purchase land or buildings in devalued areas (usually historically communities of color) 

and reconstruct them. These new residences are usually drastically marked up in price and 

marketed primarily to white audiences, furthering the racial divide within communities. 

Manmade or Natural Disasters? 

In 2005, Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast, devastating parts of Mississippi and 

Louisiana, and killing 1,833 people across the region. Louisiana alone accounted for 1,170 of 

those deaths.60 At the time, conversations about environmental justice were exploding, and this 

deemed natural disaster became a cornerstone for the environmental justice movement. Although 

the issue of environmental justice was fought long before the phrase existed, particularly in 

Native American communities, the term itself was born in the Black community. A former 

chemistry major and Black Student Union co-founder at the University of North Carolina at 

Charlotte, Benjamin Chavis, Jr., originally coined the term “environmental racism” in 1982 after 
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leading protests against toxic landfill waste being dumped in Warren County, North Carolina.61 

Also in the 1980s, Robert Bullard published groundbreaking books on the subject that 

investigated the environmental inequalities in Black communities in Texas and various states 

near the Mississippi River, the same area that he grew up in.62 

Historically, those who have spearheaded major environmental justice movements have 

come from the affected communities themselves. Robert Bullard has defined environmental 

justice as “the principle that all people and communities have a right to equal protection and 

equal enforcement of environmental laws and regulations.”63 When Katrina hit, it sparked 

conversation and research around the inequitable distribution of aid in the aftermath — after it 

was discovered that 70 percent of federal aid funding went to the Republican state of Mississippi, 

although the Democrat-run state of Louisiana suffered over 75 percent of the damage.64 

Considering the racial makeup of the parties at that time — 78 percent of registered Democrats 

were Black — it is difficult to separate this political difference from its racial undertones.65 

Toxic pollution is not the only crisis facing Black residents in Cancer Alley. Numerous 

studies have proven unequivocally that “emissions of pollutants into the air can result in changes 

to the climate,” which ultimately threatens all life on Earth.66 According to the EPA, the average 

surface temperature in the United States has risen by approximately 0.55°F since 1979.67 The 
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National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) believes that people can expect an 

increase in both the frequency and intensity of hurricanes and tropical storms, as well as flooding 

caused by these events.68 Considering Louisiana’s history with the chemical industry — such as 

ExxonMobil, which is one of the top polluters — and its racial geography, one that is historically 

structured and upheld, it is natural to conclude that these effects would be most harsh in places 

such as Cancer Alley’s Black neighborhoods.69 

Natural disasters are arguably the biggest — and most visible — perpetrators of physical 

Black erasure in Cancer Alley. After all, they take form in the most obvious ways. However, the 

racial disparities in Louisiana remained evident post-Katrina. A survey conducted ten years after 

the tragedy revealed that 70 percent of white Louisianans felt that the state had fully recovered 

from the disaster while only 44 percent of Black Louisianans agreed.70 Clearly, there was not 

only a racial gap in who was most affected by the disaster, but also a gap in how aware white 

communities were of how much Black communities had been affected by it. Katrina’s 

devastation brought more attention to the issue of environmental justice than ever before. People 

started to see how certain communities were more susceptible to the severe damage of natural 

disasters than others, which perhaps was one contributing factor to the increased interest in 

environmental justice as a subject of academic research in the 21st century.  
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Both pollution and natural disasters such as Katrina have contributed to the growing 

number of those displaced from Louisiana’s Cancer Alley parishes. Over a million people in the 

Gulf Coast region were displaced as a result of Katrina, and most of them were from Louisiana.71 

Additionally, the effects of pollution have caused an increase in people leaving the state. 

Research has shown that, after Katrina, white people were quicker to return to their homes than 

Black people.72 As a result, scholars have recently noticed a process that they call “climate 

gentrification.” According to the Environmental Research journal, climate gentrification is “a 

recently described phenomenon whereby the effects of climate change, most notably rising sea 

levels and more frequent flooding and storm surges, alter housing values in a way that leads to 

gentrification.”73 After Katrina, city-rebuilding efforts attracted large numbers of city planners 

and even graduate students who sought to contribute to disaster recovery efforts, but ultimately 

just contributed to higher property rates and therefore fewer numbers of returning Black 

residents.74 

Climate gentrification is one example of how pollution and climate change destroying 

Black communities have contributed to settler colonial processes. Black communities that have 

existed in Louisiana since the 18th century have been slowly pushed out due to their unlivable 

environment, and then kept out by an influx of white communities and rising housing prices. A 

plethora of digital and physical databases and archives were created following Katrina in order to 
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preserve the experiences and feelings of the survivors. One poem exemplified the helplessness 

that many in Louisiana felt while they waited for help, asking, “Why do they act as if we aren’t 

affected by it? / Why do they think we are nothing? / …Why haven’t they come?”75 Nearly 

twenty years later, Louisiana native Colette Pichon Battle gave a TED Talk where she shared 

flood maps from the U.S. Geological Survey. These maps showed how flooding along the coast 

of Louisiana had wiped out several communities since the 1930s. Her hometown was one 

predicted to vanish by 2050 if the forecasted amount of flooding and sea level rise continued.76 

Battle’s presentation showed that Katrina’s initial effects — flooding, destruction, and 

displacement — were only the beginning. The potential increase in both frequency and intensity 

of these types of events may continue to threaten minority communities such as Cancer Alley. 

Yet chemical plants, one of the top contributors to that increase, have been placed in those same 

communities, forcing them to live with disaster on multiple levels. In addition to the structural 

weaknesses that exist, the government has been more focused on funding industrial plant 

construction than funding Black communities. As a result, not only were they driven from their 

land, but their land was also physically destroyed. After Katrina, historian Dan Pomeroy 

discovered that museums located in majority-Black neighborhoods, such as the National Guard 

Museum in the Lower Ninth Ward, had been almost completely destroyed. Meanwhile, museums 

in white neighborhoods, such as the Louisiana State Museum in the French Quarter, were overall 

untouched.77 Because of a lack of political representation through Jim Crow and ongoing 
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gerrymandering, Black communities are not able to advocate for proper funding and protection 

of their artifacts. The unabated destruction of Black historical artifacts allows the government 

neglect to serve as a form of oppression on Black people continually and creates a vicious cycle 

of exploiting their land for private profit.78 

This historical problem continues today. In 2021, on the eleventh anniversary of 

Hurricane Katrina, Louisiana faced another devastating natural disaster in the form of Hurricane 

Ida. Ida killed 26 Louisianians when it touched down as a Category 4 hurricane.79 Aside from the 

loss of human life, Ida also destroyed many historical landmarks that were especially important 

to the Black community. Specifically, the Whitney Plantation located in St. John the Baptist 

Parish  — Louisiana’s “only museum dedicated to the lives of enslaved people” — suffered a 

great deal of damage.80 While the museum itself was able to re-open to the public a few months 

later, several of the exhibits and historical structures on the site remained closed for more than a 

year, including a church built by emancipated men and women that had been gifted to the 

museum.81 This museum also houses the country’s only monument dedicated to Charles 

Delondes, the leader of Louisiana’s historic slave revolt. These pieces of Black history and 

culture — some that are the only ones of their kind in the state or country — are placed in areas 

where they are more likely to be destroyed due to historical structures of racism, and then they 

are not properly preserved by the local and state governments. At every turn, Louisiana’s 
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government officials have found ways to discount and discourage the preservation of Black 

history and culture. 

The histories of land ownership, segregation, and the oil industry in Cancer Alley have 

contributed to the severe underfunding and poor infrastructure in Black neighborhoods. Rather 

than invest time and money into ensuring better living situations and proper healthcare, the 

parish governments continue to invite more chemical plants into Black neighborhoods.82 

Between 2015 and 2019, seven new chemical plants were approved for construction in Cancer 

Alley, with five more awaiting approval.83 Because of the connections between industrial 

pollution and the intensity of climate change, this exacerbates the impacts of natural disasters 

such as Hurricanes Katrina. This extends beyond neighborhoods as cultural artifacts often meet 

the same fate. 

Petrochemical plants’ existence in Cancer Alley has been extractive for this very reason. 

The plants — and the state government that advocates for them — took advantage of devalued 

land in Black neighborhoods, which was a result of racial capitalism. They constructed their 

plants on sites of historical significance to Black communities — such as burial sites — against 

the residents’ wishes and pumped excessive amounts of cancer-causing pollutants into the air 

and water.84 These companies, with state government approval, effectively erased the history of 

that land and ignored the voices of those who tried to raise awareness. A writer for The Atlantic 

succinctly summarized this cycle: “Like a time capsule, the graves link the petrochemical 

industry to the plantation economy, revealing how Louisiana’s petroleum industry profits from 

 
82 See Appendix B. 

83 Tristan Baurick, “Welcome to ‘Cancer Alley,’ Where Toxic Air is About to Get Worse,” ProPublica, October 30, 
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exploiting historic inequalities and showing how one brutal system gave way to another.”85 Some 

may wonder why, in the face of such oppression, the people of Cancer Alley do not simply move 

away to find somewhere safe, where they may be less ignored. However, such a solution is not 

so simple. 

Many Black communities have a strong sense of place attachment, meaning their 

connections to the people and experiences of a particular place have a great influence on the 

formation of their identity.86 Leaving their home would mean leaving behind parts of their 

identity and history behind. In a place like Cancer Alley, where many residents’ families have 

lived for generations, people are faced with two options: continue to live in the place they call 

home or move elsewhere. Choosing the first option — or rather, being forced into this option due 

to poverty — is surely a death sentence, since they must continue to endure the consequences of 

their environment, often leading them to an early grave. Choosing the second, however, is a life 

sentence — one where they risk losing their place identity and living with the guilt of leaving 

others behind. 

  

 
85 Groner, “Louisiana Chemical Plants Are Thriving Off of Slavery.” 

86 Wells, “The Affect of Old Places,” 5. 
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CHAPTER 2: POLLUTED PEOPLE 

Every day, Alice and Booker T. Cage would leave their small home and walk a few steps 

down the road to open their convenience store in St. Irma Lee in East Baton Rouge Parish. It was 

1989, and their store was a staple in their community. Located just a few blocks away was one of 

Louisiana’s largest pollution-producing companies, Rollins Environmental Services. Rollins had 

been in the area for about twenty years, with its job consisting primarily of disposing of chemical 

waste. Since the 1970s, Rollins had been allowed to burn toxic chemicals and release them into 

the air, mainly because the EPA decided that it was safer to incinerate toxic waste rather than 

dump it into landfills.87 The excessive release of these chemicals created health issues for many 

of the St. Irma Lee residents, including the Cages. 

Booker complained in 1989 that he had suffered from symptoms such as a sore throat, 

itchy eyes, and dry coughing fits for the last eight years. The timeline of Rollins’ permissive 

incineration methods lines up almost exactly with the timeline of Booker’s health concerns. The 

thick smoke produced by these chemical incinerations not only impacted residents’ health, but 

also the everyday functions of their lives. Booker’s wife, Alice, claimed that some days, she 

could not even see outside because the fog produced by the burning chemicals was so thick. 

Despite these concerning health issues and even the pleas from neighbors to leave the area, the 

couple had no plans to move. “I’m not going nowhere else. They can leave itself,” said Booker 

adamantly, “Why? Because I been here all my life.”88 Booker’s seniority in St. Irma Lee, 

 
87 United States Environmental Protection Agency, “Recommended Procedures for the Disposal of PCB-Containing 

Wastes (Industrial Facilities),” December 22, 1975, p. 7. 
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88 Folks, “Toxic Pollution,” hosted by Sonya Masingale (1989; East Baton Rouge Parish: Louisiana Educational 

Television Authority), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A5BLhGAlVIA. 
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compared to Rollins, proved to him that if anyone should leave, it should be the company. Here, 

Booker is exhibiting place identity and dependence. 

Historic preservationist Jeremy C. Wells defines place identity as “the process by which 

an individual values him/herself in relation to a place.” When a person’s identity is shaped by 

their connections to the people and experiences they have in a certain place, that is considered 

place identity. Similarly, Wells defines place dependence as “whether or not a particular place 

could substitute for another place.”89 In this case, a person’s place identity would be so strong 

that they would literally depend on that place for their identity. Without the place — without the 

community — there would be no identity. This was certainly the case in St. Irma Lee. Residents 

such as the Cages refused to abandon their home and their community because that was just how 

it was, no questions asked. Without hesitation, people who suffered from terrible health issues 

were not hurrying to find a new place to live, but rather demanding change. 

This same sentiment was demonstrated by newly-emancipated African Americans in the 

late 19th century. Community members felt a sense of responsibility for each other, even those 

who were not family members. Because they had had similar experiences in life, once 

emancipated they shared similar struggles still. Now, they created communities built upon a 

sense of shared responsibility for one another. This included providing shelter, food, money, and 

resources for anyone who needed it. This sentiment was reinforced in every aspect of their lives 

— in the household, in church, in secret societies, and other community institutions.90 This 

phenomenon, known as collective identity or collective responsibility, is a well-researched topic 

in mainstream U.S. histories. Its connection to land specifically, however, is less so. 

 
89 Wells, “The Affect of Old Places,” 5; See also Lee Cuba, and David M. Hummon, “A Place to Call Home: 

Identification with Dwelling, Community, and Region,” The Sociological Quarterly 34, no. 1 (1993): 112. 
90 Elsa Barkley Brown, “To Catch the Vision of Freedom,” 67-9. 
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Place identity and dependence are most often associated with communities of color 

because of histories of colonialism and capitalism and their attendant narratives. Combining this 

with the history of petrochemical plant development in historically Black areas has proven to 

create a vicious cycle. Since emancipation, Black people have sought to establish a place identity 

in their community, which has become overrun with pollution that has been detrimental to their 

health. They have been forced to choose to either separate themselves from that place in order to 

live, thus abandoning their place and their identity, or remain in place and suffer slowly towards 

eventual or premature death. Thus, the overpollution of Black neighborhoods contributes to 

generational erasure in two ways: by negatively impacting people’s health and slowly killing 

them (in life and in death), or by forcing them to leave their homes and their communities in 

search of better lives (from place to place). 

Through an examination of residents’ experiences from the 1970s to the 21st century, this 

chapter demonstrates how generational erasure has been perpetuated in Cancer Alley. There are 

many sources that help document this generational erasure, including digital content such as 

interviews used for news videos and websites. This is because there has not been much archival 

data collection in Cancer Alley, perhaps because the topic of environmental justice is still 

relatively new in academia. Additionally, because there has been no historical study of the area 

yet, the archival data that does exist comes largely from other academic fields, usually the 

sciences. This makes it difficult to locate historical records, such as oral interviews conducted by 

historians or any letters or family papers from residents. For this reason, this chapter relies 

heavily on these less formal internet sources. However, utilizing these sources can have another 

benefit: when people speak to news outlets, it gives insight into what they really want the world 
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to know. This chapter also examines EPA records, newspaper articles, and medical data sites to 

add context to these other sources. 

The purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, it aims to demonstrate how Black people in 

Cancer Alley have been erased generationally as a result of the petrochemical industry. This 

happens through premature deaths and the displacement of people as a result of chemical 

pollution. It will also point to how this contributes to settler colonial processes and cycles of 

racial trauma. Second, it attempts to explain the significance of place identity to the Black 

community in Cancer Alley and how the displacement that industry causes in the area only 

further contributes to a sense of erasure across generations. To do this, this chapter will analyze 

medical and EPA reports to show how chemical pollution has negatively impacted residents’ 

health before moving to how it has impacted their death rates. It will additionally discuss 

scholarship that has proven the cycle of trauma that early deaths create in Black communities. It 

will conclude with an examination of Louisiana’s buyout programs, stories from residents and 

activists whose neighborhoods have been bought out, and the state’s migration rates how to 

demonstrate how people are displaced as a result of chemical pollution, as well as how 

displacement disrupts people’s place identity and dependence. 

In Life: How Pollution Deteriorates Health 

Considering many Black residents’ long history living in Cancer Alley, it is no surprise 

that those such as Alice and Booker Cage remained committed to staying put until their deaths in 

2019 and 2009, respectively. Another long-time resident of Cancer Alley, Geraldine Watkins, 

lived in St. John the Baptist Parish for forty years. Watkins expressed her desperation for change, 

saying through tears, “You gotta live here to try and breathe the air, drink the water, see the 

children so sick, watch your people die. If you don't live in the area, you can say anything and 
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everybody’s supposed to believe that.” Despite her strong feelings, Watkins never once 

mentioned the thought of moving away. St. John the Baptist had been her home for forty years, 

and she intended it to remain her home for the rest of her life, despite its unhealthy 

environment.91 

It is certainly an unhealthy environment. A study conducted by the University Network 

for Human Rights in 2018 found that cancer rates among those who lived near the DuPont 

chemical plant in St. John the Baptist Parish were 71 percent higher than the national average.92 

This is not surprising, since many of the chemicals emitted from these plants are known 

carcinogens. One of the greatest examples of this is chloroprene, a chemical that has been of 

increasing concern among residents. Pontchartrain Works, a chemical company in LaPlace, 

Louisiana, is the sole producer of chloroprene in the United States. According to the EPA, 

“Chloroprene is a chemical used in the production of Neoprene[, which] is a synthetic rubber 

used for many chemical and weather-resistant products such as wet suits[,] orthopedic braces[,] 

adhesives, electrical insulation and coatings.”93 In 2010, the EPA officially declared chloroprene 

to be a carcinogen and that the acceptable limit of exposure to chloroprene should be 0.2 

micrograms per cubic meter.94  

Despite this recommendation, air monitoring stations in LaPlace have regularly reported 

far higher levels of pollution. Fifth Ward Elementary School, where the student body is 75 
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92 University Network for Human Rights, “‘Waiting to Die:’ Toxic Emissions and Disease Near the Louisiana 
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94 United States Environmental Protection Agency, “EPA’s Integrated Risk Information System (IRIS) Assessment 
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percent Black, sits only 1,000 feet away from Pontchartrain Works. From February 2020 to 

February 2022, the air monitoring station closest to the school reported an average chloroprene 

concentration level of 2.22 micrograms per cubic meter, well above the limit set by the EPA.95 

Robert Taylor is a resident of Reserve, Louisiana, which is a town right next to LaPlace. He 

attended Fifth Ward Elementary as a child, and has watched as almost every member of his 

family has been diagnosed with cancer. “It’s a terrible thing to watch people die of cancer,” he 

says, “… and to realize that you could be next.”96 Taylor’s childhood neighborhood has been 

virtually erased by the massive growth of the petrochemical industry. Today, all that is left of it 

is one cemetery, surrounded on all sides by industry-owned land. In order to visit his buried 

friends and family, Taylor must stand and look from across the street.97 

In Death: How Pollution Increases Deaths 

Unfortunately, Taylor’s story is not unique. Cancer is the second leading cause of death 

in the United States, and considering the high cancer rates in Cancer Alley it is not surprising 

that the death rates in the area are also high.98 The average annual cancer mortality rate for all 

races in the United States is about 150 per 100,000 people. That same number in Louisiana is up 

to 182 per 100,000 people. For Black people in the United States versus Louisiana, that 

difference is even starker. Nationally, Black people die of cancer at an average rate of 174 per 

100,000 people, while in Louisiana it is up to 219 per 100,000 people.99 Based on the 2014 
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National Air Toxics Assessment from the EPA, the risk of getting cancer is largely consolidated 

around the Mississippi River in Cancer Alley.100 This creates another problem in the Black 

communities of Cancer Alley: high death rates further the racial disparities that already exist 

between white and Black communities. 

Studies have proven that the loss of a family member has a negative impact on mental 

and physical health. When a child suffers a loss at a young age, in the future, they are more likely 

to have experiences that may harm them — such as homelessness or participating in illegal 

behavior.101 Black children are “at three times greater risk than whites of losing a mother, more 

than twice the risk of losing a father…, 20% more likely to have lost a sibling by age 10[, and] 

2.5 times more likely to [lose their own] child by age 20,” which means that the chances of a 

Black person experiencing loss at an early age are already extremely high. When adding that to 

the context of elevated pollution levels in their community, the repercussions of a 

disproportionate health impact on Black communities are striking.102 

In Cancer Alley, scholars and activists alike have already drawn connections between the 

high death rates and the racial demographics. In the eight metro-area parishes in New Orleans 

(Jefferson, Orleans, Plaquemines, St. Bernard, St. Charles, St. James, St. John the Baptist, and St. 

Tammany), the life expectancy of residents falls over two years behind the national metropolitan 

average.103 Among those parishes, the population is over 58 percent Black, meaning that a 

majority of those residents with short life expectancies are likely Black. The residents are aware 

of this, too. The news show Folks, which was an informative TV show on the Louisiana Public 
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Broadcasting Network from 1981 to 1990, produced an episode in 1989 that focused on the 

pollution in Cancer Alley. The show was “dedicated to highlighting issues of importance to 

African Americans and other minority groups in Louisiana.”104 The episode included an 

interview with Richmond Burrow, a neighbor of the Cages, who said, “It’s dangerous. It’s 

unhealthy. And I know it because I worked with petrol processors for seven years… What's got 

me awful worried is the DEQ… they are our only hope. And the judge… if they take the side of 

Rollins, they are digging our graves.”105 People like Burrow fully understand the gravity of the 

situation — that people’s lives are literally on the line when it comes to discussions of the 

petrochemical industry in Cancer Alley. 

Iris Carter, a resident of Norco, Louisiana, in St. Charles Parish, has roots in the area that 

go all the way back to the time of Charles Deslondes’ slave revolt. She emotionally recalled 

helping her mother as she slowly suffered and eventually died from “a ‘question mark’ disease.” 

Carter’s home was located between two plants: a chemical plant and a refinery. After her 

mother’s death, the neighborhood rallied around Carter’s family to try to fight Shell and raise 

awareness for the diseases that these companies were spreading. Despite their hard work, Shell 

eventually bought out the neighborhood, forcing the residents to relocate. Although Carter 

acknowledged the relief that came when her and her daughter’s rashes vanished after the move, 

she still lamented the loss of her home and community.106 

From Place to Place  

 
104 “45 Years of LPB,” Louisiana Digital Media Archive, August 31, 2020, http://ladigitalmedia.org/home/45-years-

of-lpb. 
105 Folks, “Toxic Pollution,” 9:45. 
106 Iris Carter, “That Place Was Home,” Louisiana Bucket Brigade, 2019, 

https://climatesofinequality.org/project/that-place-was-home-iris-carter-women-of-cancer-alley-series/. 



40 

Carter’s story reveals another way that Black communities in Cancer Alley experience 

generational erasure. While both the Cages and Geraldine exemplifed strong feelings of place 

identity, which is often a strong determining factor in many of Cancer Alley residents’ lives, it is 

not the case for everyone. Some residents are forced out like Carter’s family was. Beginning in 

the 1990s, when residents were starting to become concerned about pollution levels and possible 

disease, chemical companies came up with a solution: to buy out neighborhoods surrounding 

their company site in order to create “safe zones.” While the buyout programs have been hailed 

as “a sensible approach to moving people out of harm’s way,” they have often done little to 

nothing to improve the lives of Louisiana’s Black communities.107 

At times, these buyout programs have not only failed to improve the lives of Black 

communities, but they have directly contributed to destroying them. The most prominent 

example of this is in the former town of Mossville, Louisiana. Mossville was an unincorporated 

African American community in Calcasieu Parish, which is west of Cancer Alley. It was founded 

in the late 18th century by Black freepeople and remained there until, in 2016, the chemical 

company Sasol bought it out from the state in order to construct a $21 billion industrial 

complex.108 Most of Mossville’s residents decided to accept Sasol’s offer and move away, but 

there was one man who did not. Stacey Ryan was a direct descendant of one of the seven 

families that established Mossville. Ryan turned down Sasol’s offer of $2,000 for his family 

 
107 Keith Schneider, “Chemical Plants Buy Up Neighbors for Safety Zone,” The New York Times, November 28, 
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home, and in 2017 he was one of the last residents of Mossville. “I wasn’t ready to give up 

everything that my parents worked so hard for,” he said.109 

Sasol was a state-owned energy company established in South Africa after Great Britain 

refused to continue shipping oil during apartheid. The first Sasol complex was built in Zamdela 

Township, where the indigenous Basutu people lived before being bought out by the chemical 

company. Black South Africans were drawn to Zamdela for work at Sasol, but now the area is so 

polluted that it is causing health problems for the residents.110 When Governor Bobby Jindal 

announced the “important” and “exciting” news about “Louisiana’s largest economic 

development project,” he made Sasol’s business sound like a great opportunity. But residents 

knew this was not the case. “Most of the people moved out of this area,” Ryan said, “it’s just I 

elected to stay behind because there’s no other place for me.” Additionally, in a home video that 

Ryan shows of his sick parents pleading for help, his dad said, “They hurt me real bad. 

Everything I had left, they done took it.”111 This was not the testimony of someone who had 

experienced a great economic opportunity.  

Samson Mokoena, an activist working against Sasol in South Africa, blamed the 

environmental justice problems playing out with Sasol, both in South Africa and in Louisiana, on 

the concept of “disposable others.” He said that the idea of disposable others comes from the 

concept “that if people have a different skin color, you can treat them as if they are not human. 

So they can live in the smoke, they can live in the pollution, they can be the fenceline 

communities.”112 The disposability of Black communities in the eyes of chemical companies has 

 
109 Mossville: When Great Trees Fall, directed by Alexander Glustrom (Mossville, Louisiana: Collective Eye Films, 
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been evidenced by their measly buyout offers to the communities living where they want to 

build. Again, Stacey Ryan was only offered $2,000 for his property, and another Mossville 

resident, Erica Jackson, said that even after accepting Sasol’s offer, “we’re gonna be in debt after 

we move.” Even after holding off as long as he could, when Ryan finally gave in and accepted 

Sasol’s offer in 2017, he spent most of the money they gave him on medical bills as a result of 

being hospitalized over a dozen times due to unknown health concerns.113 

What is worse is that studies have shown that there were even racial disparities in the 

payout that Sasol provided to homeowners in and around Mossville. A study conducted by the 

University Network for Human Rights in 2021 found that, on average, Sasol paid Black 

homeowners 40 percent less for their property than they paid white homeowners.114 White 

homeowners were also given the chance to negotiate the prices that they sold their homes for 

while Black homeowners were not given the same opportunity.115 So, even in this instance where 

a company is claiming that they are doing something for the good of a community, they are 

ultimately hurting that community. It was a lose-lose situation all around. Mossville, a 

historically Black town, was destroyed, the residents were displaced and discriminated against in 

their payouts, and no facility was ever built in that location. 

For others who leave, there is more of a choice involved. There are residents who decide 

for themselves that the health risks are too severe to remain in place. Robert Taylor III (unknown 

relation to Robert Taylor), a resident of St. John the Baptist Parish, suffered from chronic kidney 

disease his entire life. After high school, he decided to move away, where he stayed for twenty 
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years. For that entire period, Taylor experienced no further problems with his kidneys. At the end 

of those twenty years, he moved back, and within six months of returning his kidneys failed.116 

Considering the high mortality rate of those who experience kidney failure, Taylor is lucky to 

have survived.117 

Eve Butler of St. James Parish also chose to move away. She had lived in St. James for 

her entire life after her grandfather purchased a home for himself in the 1930s. She recalled 

childhood memories of the gardens that her family used to grow, the school that she attended, 

and even the post office that provided the community with the vital resource of communication. 

After college, Butler left St. James to serve her country in the Navy, where she remained for 

fourteen years. Upon retirement, she returned home to find that all of those memories — the 

precious monuments of her childhood — were gone. They had been turned into chemical plants. 

Butler began to suffer from pollution-related symptoms, she experienced skin peeling from acid 

rain, and eventually was diagnosed with thyroid and breast cancer. Although Butler never 

expressed regret for having moved back to her childhood home, she did express her frustration 

with the chemical companies’ nonchalant attitude towards what had happened to her 

community.118 

Between 1980 and 1989, around the time when residents such as the Cages began 

noticing suspicious health symptoms, Louisiana’s population growth went from 1.2 percent to 

negative 0.6 percent per year. These numbers indicate not only a stunt in immigration to the state 
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but also, potentially, an increase in residents moving out of the state.119 The unregulated 

pollution of companies like Rollins sometimes leaves people no choice but to leave behind their 

homes, their communities, and — for many Black residents — part of their own identities. All of 

these risks to Black public health in Cancer Alley have not gone unnoticed. Many activists in the 

area have tried to bring attention to the issue at hand in search of help from the public to find a 

solution. 

Cancer Alley’s residents have tried to make their voices heard. They have participated in 

interviews, written blogs, given TED talks, and more. They certainly have not been silent. 

Rather, they have been silenced. Black people in Cancer Alley face constant risks of generational 

erasure. Whether it be from the disease and eventual death that befalls anyone who remains in 

place, or from the devastating effects of having to leave behind their homes and communities 

that often go back hundreds of years, these people are victims of generational erasure in various 

ways. Yet, despite their best efforts, the conditions and even the existence of Cancer Alley are 

not known to many outside of those who work in the environmental justice movement. 

The issue, however, is that the erasure does not end at the generational stage. Rather, the 

silencing of Black voices extends to a form of emotional erasure, where officials at various 

government levels have collaborated with petrochemical plant stakeholders to belittle the 

environmental consequences of the plants’ pollution and silence the voices of community 

activists. These criticisms often come from stakeholders in the petrochemical plant industry, such 

as government officials or representatives of the chemical corporations themselves. These people 

have a vested interest in the success and growth of the petrochemical industry, so it is no surprise 
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that they would want to turn these victims’ narratives on their heads. As a result of this 

gaslighting, Black communities in Cancer Alley face the invalidation of their feelings and reality 

– the erasure of their emotions. 
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CHAPTER 3: POLLUTED POWER 

As a prominent environmental activist in Louisiana in the 1990s, Damu Smith spent most 

of his time driving around the parishes between New Orleans and Baton Rouge. He was an 

organizer for Greenpeace USA, founder of the National Black Environmental Justice Network, 

and responsible for community rallies against the construction of several petrochemical plants in 

Cancer Alley, including Shell and Shintech. Beginning in 2001, Smith experienced pain in his 

stomach and abdomen. Despite advice from friends to seek medical attention, Smith refused, 

citing his fear of doctors. In April of 2005, Smith finally saw a doctor, received a diagnosis, and 

began chemotherapy for his rectum, liver, and colon cancer. By May, he had passed.120 

Damu Smith’s story is one of many examples of the troubled relationship between Black 

people and the American medical system — one that has deep roots in American history. Since 

the days of slavery, Black bodies have been used and abused by white employers and white 

doctors.121 Instances of medical abuse are not some distant memory in American history. From 

1932 to 1972, 128 Black men died from syphilis as part of a medical experiment in which 

doctors allowed the disease to go untreated in order to study it. Although the few surviving 

victims and their families were later offered reparations in the form of health care, the emotional 

trauma endured — less than half of the wives of the male victims actually took advantage of the 

government’s offer due to their distrust of the medical system.122 Just fifty years ago, when many 

of today’s grandparents and great-grandparents were in their prime, the federal government was 

condoning and funding the destruction of Black bodies. 

 
120 Darryl Fear, “His Last, Best Cause; Activist Who Neglected His Health Warned Other Black Men in Final 
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122 "Families Emerge as Silent Victims of Tuskegee Syphilis Experiment," New York Times, May 12, 1997, 1. 
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Often, those like Smith do not seek medical attention because of this long-established 

history of distrust of the government and the systems that the government funds. Why should 

Black people place their lives in the hands of doctors when the past has provided them with clear 

reasons not to? Although Smith’s experience took place in the late 1990s and early 2000s, 

looking at physician statistics in Louisiana in nearby years can provide a glimpse into why he 

and other Black people may have been hesitant to seek medical assistance. In 2000, there were 

over 11,000 licensed and practicing physicians in Louisiana.123 That number most likely 

increased in the following years, and as of 2008 it was reported that less than 1,000 physicians in 

Louisiana were Black.124 Looking at these statistics, it is no wonder why Black patients — in the 

past or present — may not feel comfortable going to a doctor that may not understand them.125 

The historical segregation of the American healthcare system has guaranteed that access to 

Black-owned healthcare is limited, and where it does exist it is often underfunded.126 

In addition to medical abuse and distrust, Black people have often been exploited by their 

employers as well. In post-war Louisiana, after the abolition of slavery, a new form of Black 

labor exploitation was created in the form of sharecropping. Sharecropping allowed a landowner 

to loan out some of their land to a tenant who would pay the landowner back with a share of the 

crops produced on that land. From the outside, sharecropping seemed to be a compromise 

between formerly rich plantation owners and poor formerly enslaved people. However, in reality 

the sharecropping system was just a new way for white people to exploit and oppress Black 
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people. The tenents (usually Black) would often sink further and further into debt to the 

landowner (usually white) and therefore become ensnared into a never-ending work contract.127 

There were countless other negative consequences that the sharecropping system had on Black 

sharecroppers, such as a lack of access to education or healthcare, but ultimately it exemplifies 

the fact that land and labor exploitation go hand-in-hand. As Louisiana developed and eventually 

transitioned from an agricultural to a commercial economy, that land and labor exploitation 

evolved with it. 

Residents of Cancer Alley have consistently suffered at the behest of local, state, and 

federal governments, as well as corporations since the first rumbles of activism in the 1980s. 

This chapter will trace how officials at various government levels have collaborated with 

petrochemical plant stakeholders from the 1980s to the present day and argue that these officials 

and stakeholders seek to accomplish two goals: belittling the environmental consequences of the 

plants’ pollution and silencing the voices of community activists. In an attempt to gaslight both 

community members and outsiders, they make either one or a combination of three main 

arguments: other factors are the real cause of health problems in Cancer Alley, the pollution 

levels and cancer risks in Cancer Alley are not unique, or there is no evidence proving that there 

even is a problem in Cancer Alley. All of these arguments are problematic for different reasons. 

And, at all stages, government and plant officials have argued that the benefits of the 

petrochemical plant business far outweigh the consequences — a familiar argument from 

narratives of settler colonialism and racial capitalism. 

Analysis of a series of health surveys, EPA reports, public television broadcasts, and 

various news reports from both ends of the debate will reveal two things. First, how the state 
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government, local government, and stakeholders have crafted a multi-layered defense against 

accusations of overpollution. Second, how testimonies and independent studies from community 

members have mounted against that defense. Although community stories have gained more 

traction in recent years, they still have yet to make significant progress in disrupting the control 

that the petrochemical industry has over the state of Louisiana and, especially, the parishes of 

Cancer Alley. 

This chapter focuses primarily on the 1990s through the 2000s. This is because several 

important shifts — politically, culturally, and socially — took place during the 1980s and 

developed throughout the 1990s and 2000s that add helpful understanding to this history. 

Mainly, these shifts include the rise of environmental justice organizing, including climate 

awareness, and the rise and triumph of Reaganomics neoliberalism. Specifically, 

environmentalism became a partisan issue in the 1990s and 2000s, with conservatives supporting 

the deregulation of industry while liberals advocated for stricter regulations of environmental 

toxins. This concept of environmental neoliberalism — applying the principles of economic 

neoliberalism to the environment — is promoted by mostly white conservatives but deals the 

most harm to communities of color. 

Power in Louisiana 

 Before breaking down the arguments that government officials and stakeholders make, 

we will first review how power structures have operated in Louisiana, particularly in Cancer 

Alley. Chapter One of this thesis already discussed the history of land ownership along 

Louisiana’s portion of the Mississippi. There is a high concentration of Black communities there 

as a result of the freetowns that were built after the abolition of slavery. It also mentioned that 

many of these towns were unincorporated, or governed by a town other than itself. In the 21st 
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century, that remains the case. Of the 270 total towns that comprise the seven parishes of Cancer 

Alley, only 27 of them were incorporated as of 2005.128 This means that there were still 243 

towns in Cancer Alley that were unable to self-govern. Instead, they were at the mercy of 

government officials whom they did not elect to make decisions for their best interests. 

 However, incorporation does not equal representation. Louisiana, not unlike many other 

southern states, has a history of voter disenfranchisement. In 1870, the United States Congress 

ratified the Fifteenth Amendment, which stated that “the right of citizens of the United States to 

vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of race, 

color, or previous condition of servitude.”129 However, white supremacy still ran rampant in the 

South and therefore many southern state governments found ways to create loopholes in their 

state constitutions to avoid breaking this new federal law while still ensuring that Black people 

could have no political power. Louisiana was no different. The state’s 1898 Constitution 

contained a long list of requirements that voters must meet in order to be eligible, including the 

ability to read and write, own at least $300 worth of property, and owe no debt.130 

 At the time Louisiana’s state constitution was drafted and then ratified, illiteracy rates 

among white Americans were between eight and ten percent.131 Determined only to exclude 

Black people, many state governments enacted what is known as a “grandfather clause” in their 

new constitutions. Again, Louisiana was among these. Louisiana’s grandfather clause stated that 

no one who was eligible to vote prior to the enactment of the new constitution — or anyone 

whose father or grandfather was eligible to vote prior to the enactment of the new constitution — 
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could be denied voting rights, even if they did not meet the requirements stated previously.132 So, 

even though it appeared on the surface that Louisiana would be following new federal legislation 

and allowing Black people to vote, the reality was much different. 

In the 21st century, this pattern has continued. In 2011, members of the Louisiana 

NAACP sued the Louisiana Secretary of State, alleging that Louisiana state and local officials 

had violated the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA). The NVRA requires that voter 

registration services be offered along with any application for public assistance, which is 

supposed to ensure that lower-class citizens are still given an equal opportunity to vote. The 

NAACP, however, claimed that Louisiana had failed to do so, and they took the Secretary of 

State to court over it.133 Although the NAACP won its lawsuit, the judge gave no clear guidelines 

as to how to reform the situation moving forward. Louisiana’s electoral process continued to 

have several flaws, and the Legal Defense Fund took up the cause of helping voters navigate a 

complicated legal system.134 

Whether incorporated or not, all of these towns relied on government officials to act on 

their behalf. This becomes complicated when the best interests of the community do not align 

with what the government officials see as their own best interests. For Louisiana’s officials, their 

best interests have been tied to legacies of industry and exploitation of land and labor by 

allowing chemical industries to grow and thrive in their state. This is because the amount of 

wealth that these industries pump into the state, and therefore into the pockets of state and local 

legislators, has been so significant that no politician has seen shutting it down to be the best 
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option. According to the Louisiana Economic Quarterly, the total value of chemical shipments 

from Louisiana in 2016 was over $206 billion — which ranked only third in the United States, 

behind Texas and California.135 Furthermore, the amount of taxes that the state collected from 

having these industries located there was another attractive reason for politicians to protect their 

business. A report from the Louisiana Chemical Association in 2018 found that out of eight 

parishes that had the highest number of Industrial Tax Exemptions (many of which were located 

in Cancer Alley), they “all ranked in the top third of parishes in terms of property tax collections 

per capita.”136 

Thus, two factors have historically played a role in determining how power has operated 

in Louisiana: Black disenfranchisement and politicians’ desire for wealth. First, Louisiana’s long 

history of voter disenfranchisement and its expansive list of Black towns that have been unable 

to self-govern, have ensured that Black citizens remained at the margins of history. Second, state 

and local government officials have been so incentivized through economic prosperity to allow 

these industries to grow, that they have shown no real intention of slowing them down. In 2018, 

when the new Formosa complex in St. James was first announced — which was expected to be 

the largest plastic production facility in the world — Governor John Bel Edwards described it as 

a “bridge into a brighter economic future for Louisiana.”137 In order to maintain this status quo, 

state and local officials had constructed a public image that the chemical industry in Louisiana 
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has more positive than negative consequences. To do so, they employ a strategy of denial, where 

they attack the causes, uniqueness, evidence, and consequences that community members have 

pointed to as reasons why the chemical industry is so harmful and should be stopped. 

Denying the Causes 

One of the earliest arguments that government officials presented in defense of the 

chemical industries in Louisiana was that the health issues that Cancer Alley residents were 

experiencing could be attributed to other causes. This narrative contributes to harmful racial 

stereotypes. The earliest evidence of Cancer Alley residents protesting the chemical industry was 

in 1987.138 In that year, a pharmacist from St. Gabriel parish — part of the Baton Rouge 

metropolitan area — named Kay Gaudet announced that she had been studying chemical 

deposits from the air since 1986, after she noticed a spike in miscarriages among women in her 

neighborhood — 63 women, to be exact. The numbers produced in her study translated to a one-

in-three chance of miscarriages in her neighborhood since 1983. Considering the boom of 

chemical industry growth in Cancer Alley since Governor McKeithen’s tax exemption 

implementation, Gaudet and her neighbors concluded that there was a correlation between the 

chemicals being emitted by the plants and side effects that could potentially cause 

miscarriages.139 This study was likely one of the factors that contributed to the community giving 

Cancer Alley its name in 1987, which sparked an influx of government-commissioned studies 

and reports that sought to counter the arguments that Gaudet and others presented. 

Many of these reports were published in the few years following the community’s outcry 

in 1987. In 1989, a Louisiana Chemical Association (LCA) spokesperson questioned that study 

 
138 Lisa Martin, “St. Bernard residents blame pollution for cancer,” Times-Picayune, April 11, 1987 
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by arguing that there was no way to know if the increase in miscarriages that Gaudet had 

observed was a result of the pollution from the plants or, rather, a result of too much sex.140 This 

kind of statement is especially harmful coming from an official spokesperson. Someone with an 

official title will automatically generate more credibility in the public eye and, therefore, be more 

likely to be believed. Historically, Black people have been hyper-sexualized in public discourse. 

In the days of slavery, the Jezebel stereotype — one that suggested that Black people, especially 

Black women, were naturally sexually promiscuous — was used by slave owners to justify the 

sexual abuse and exploitation of African American female slaves.141 This narrative was 

continually pushed during the 20th century — one famous example is the 1915 film, Birth of a 

Nation, which was the first film ever to be shown at the White House. Later, during the Jim 

Crow era, this stereotype continued to fuel white fear of Black integration. Political leaders 

conjured images of demonic Black men who were “out to get” white women. The desperation to 

protect the purity and innocence of white women served to stoke racial anxieties and strengthen 

justifications for segregation.142 

The LCA has been notoriously involved in campaigns to diminish the concerns of Cancer 

Alley residents. Another report they published in 1989, commissioned by the Scientific Advisory 

Council, was an independent investigation “to critically review the existing cancer epidemiology 

literature in Louisiana and synthesize this information by type of study and by the location of 

cancer in the body.”  The individuals who conducted the report came from a variety of fields, 

including doctors, toxicologists, and industrial hygienists. The LCA reported that “several 
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investigations [indicating] that certain types of cancer are high in Louisiana, particularly in South 

Louisiana,” were what prompted the report.143 The report ultimately suggested that there were a 

number of alternative causes of health issues in Cancer Alley, and the air and water pollution 

produced by petrochemical plants were not listed. Instead, they cited “that smoking is the most 

important contributor to lung cancer in Louisiana. Diet was also identified as a lung cancer risk 

factor although the impact is much smaller than smoking. Exposure to asbestos in the cement, 

shipbuilding and related industries has been shown to be a significant occupational risk factor for 

lung cancer. Sugarcane farming was also an occupational lung cancer risk.”144 

Much of the findings of the report were problematic. First, its writers never specified 

their methodology. For example, they stated that smoking was “the most important contributor” 

to lung cancer, but it was unclear how they came to that conclusion. The report offered no 

citations, no statistics, and no hard evidence. The only element that gave the report any type of 

credibility was its repeated reminders that credible people had contributed to it (doctors, 

hygienists, and other science professionals). Additionally, the report concluded by arguing that 

the authors had found that cancer rates among white citizens in Louisiana were either lower than 

or on par with cancer rates of the same type in the United States overall. This conclusion 

overlooked two important elements. First, it never mentioned that the inequalities of America’s 

highly-racialized healthcare system were taken into account. Second, choosing to examine the 

state of Louisiana as a whole rather than at Cancer Alley specifically ignored the fact that nearly 

half of the chemical plants located across Louisiana were concentrated in Cancer Alley.145 
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The report’s failure to consider racial health inequalities in America, both in its 

healthcare system and its food availability, was a major oversight. As previously mentioned, 

America’s healthcare system has a discrepancy between white and Black physicians, which may 

make it difficult for some Black people to feel comfortable seeking healthcare. When it comes to 

diets in Black communities, there have been plenty of studies about the existence of food deserts 

and their prevalence in Black neighborhoods. In 2014, a study published by Johns Hopkins 

University found that “as neighborhood poverty increased, supermarket availability decreased 

and grocery and convenience stores increased, regardless of race/ethnicity. At equal levels of 

poverty, black census tracts had the fewest supermarkets, [and] white tracts had the most.”146 

Due to the severe underfunding that already exists in Black neighborhoods because of redlining 

and segregation, Black neighborhoods are naturally more predisposed to experiencing food 

deserts.147 Scholars have discussed various other terms that can be used to explain this 

phenomenon — food apartheid or food mirage, to name a few — but ultimately they all indicate 

the same disadvantage that many Black communities face in access to equitable health care. 

Additionally, the report’s tendency to generalize statistics by evaluating cancer rates in 

the state of Louisiana, rather than just in Cancer Alley, was another downfall. A majority of the 

petrochemical plants in Louisiana were concentrated within the 85 miles that make up Cancer 

Alley, which means that most of the chemicals released into the air were concentrated in those 

communities. By focusing on all of Louisiana, parishes that had no chemical plants located 

nearby were calculated into the LCA’s reports, which meant they were able to balance out any 

abnormally high numbers from the parishes in Cancer Alley. The report used specific language 
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to suggest that complaints were arising from all of Louisiana — referring to the investigations of 

high cancer rates “in Louisiana” — which would have justified a state-wide study, but in reality 

much of the public complaints came specifically from Cancer Alley residents. 

Among all of this vague evidence and generalized language, LCA officials once again 

contributed to harmful racial stereotypes. Despite the seemingly qualified committee of 

researchers that worked on the report, they still failed to consider the historical structures that 

contribute to racial inequalities in two areas: types of diet and types of work. Historically, a 

higher percentage of white people have worked in white-collar jobs, such as office jobs, while a 

higher percentage of Black people have worked in blue-collar jobs, such as the ones that the 

LCA report listed. Apart from sugarcane farming, the LCA mentioned “cement, shipbuilding and 

related industries” as being contributors to lung cancer. What the LCA did not mention, 

however, is that “related industries” could include work in petrochemical plants since they are all 

factory or plant jobs. And, in fact, it likely does, since Louisiana’s economic development has 

historically pushed Black people into those types of jobs and exploited their labor. 

Even if all of the health issues that Black people in Cancer Alley experienced were solely 

due to the other causes that the LCA pointed out, they were still the result of political and social 

constructions that disenfranchised Black communities. And, if these causes did 

disproportionately impact Black communities, then that would have only exacerbated the effects 

of pollution levels in these places. But the LCA’s report did not even suggest this. Instead, they 

shifted the blame entirely onto the victims themselves and, as mentioned before, their status as 

official spokespeople of a professional organization automatically granted them more credibility 

in the public eye. Additionally, even if the LCA’s claims that there was no evidence linking the 

pollution to specific health issues, that did not mean that there was no potential for it to become 
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harmful. After the LCA published its report, the Los Angeles Times published an article about 

Cancer Alley, in which the author mentioned that there was still evidence that the chemicals 

being produced in the plants were harmful.148 So, even if the LCA denied that there were links 

between pollution and deteriorating health in 1989, there was no way for them to say assuredly 

that the link could never develop. 

Denying the Uniqueness 

While protests in Black communities did not necessarily increase as a result of the LCA 

report, they did continue at a steady rate. Community members were joining and creating 

environmental groups in large numbers, and a group of chemical company employees even went 

on strike and constructed a billboard along a Baton Rouge highway labeling it the “Gateway to 

Cancer Alley.”149 The overgeneralization that the LCA used in their report became another 

popular argument upheld by industry stakeholders. In addition to, or sometimes instead of, 

denying the causes of poor health in Cancer Alley, some officials argued that the health risks that 

the pollution causes were not unique to Cancer Alley. Some even went as far as to argue that the 

cancer rates in Cancer Alley were not elevated at all, usually by referencing the fact that the gap 

between state versus national rates has been slowly decreasing over the years.150 The main issue 

with this type of argument is that it is often based on overgeneralized evidence. 

As mentioned previously, the LCA report also touched on this briefly. The results 

published indicated that “residential proximity to industries in Louisiana was not found to be 

associated with any significant cancer risk” and that Louisiana’s cancer rates were comparable to 
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that of the rest of the United States.151 This study attempted to discredit residents by obfuscating 

the reality of the racial disparity in Cancer Alley. Another example comes from a study 

published in 1993, which claimed that cancer rates among white Louisianians were actually 

higher than that of Black Louisianians.152 However, this study was based on old data that may 

not have been an accurate reflection of the chemical industry’s health impacts. 

The study was conducted by an Associate Professor at the Louisiana State University 

Medical Center. According to an article published by Chemical Week about the study, it had 

been based on “data [that was] at least five years old… because the tumor registry is ‘chronically 

underfunded.’” That means that the data the study was based on was from 1986, which was only 

sixteen years after the EPA had begun allowing plants to incinerate their chemicals.153 This was 

only five years after many residents in Cancer Alley had begun to notice their symptoms, and 

still three years before they would even name their community “Cancer Alley.” Because this data 

came from such an early time in the development of the pollution’s side effects, it is possible that 

the side effects of pollution had not yet been fully realized. Thus, its findings may have been 

skewed as a result. If the study had been conducted using more recent data, perhaps the results 

would have been different. 

Individuals also contributed to the argument that Cancer Alley was not unique. Willie 

Fontenot worked as the Environmental Specialist in the Citizen’s Access Unit of the Attorney 

General’s Office for twenty-seven years. In 1989, he was interviewed on Folks alongside Tim 

Hardy, an Attorney and Assistant Secretary in the Office of Solid and Hazardous Waste in the 
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Department of Environmental Quality about the effects of petrochemical pollution. When asked 

if the situation in Cancer Alley was unique, Fontenot said that it was not, but that it only seemed 

that way because community activism in the area was more active than in other areas. He also 

remarked that Cancer Alley’s activist groups could be more effective, but the residents did not 

have the proper legal or media training to effectively engage with the groups that they need to. 

He said that most of these activists “have never been involved with city hall or the legislature, 

[and] don’t know who their elected officials are.”154 Hardy compared the situation in Cancer 

Alley to a witch hunt, stating that while the DEQ was committed to enforcing new regulations, 

he thought some of the reactions in the community were harsh.155 This type of victim-blaming is 

another common rhetorical tactic employed by chemical plant stakeholders. 

The uniqueness argument is not technically false. Depending on the area that it is 

compared to, Cancer Alley does stack up to other cities that suffer from excessive industrial 

pollution. Take Houston, Texas, for example. Like in Cancer Alley, studies conducted in 

Houston have indicated that there is an elevated cancer risk among Houston residents.156 In both 

places, the excess lifetime cancer risk among residents is up to fifty times the EPA’s acceptable 

risk.157 In Houston, most of the petrochemical plants are located near largely Hispanic 

neighborhoods as well as some near Black neighborhoods. However, the main issue with the 

uniqueness argument is not that it is totally untrue. Rather, it is because it is often used as a tool 

to divert attention away from the voices of Black activists in Cancer Alley. Other cities are 

important in this conversation, too, but that does not take away from the fact that what has been 
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ProPublica, November 2, 2021, https://projects.propublica.org/toxmap/. 
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happening in Cancer Alley is also important. By refusing to acknowledge the severity of the 

issue in Cancer Alley because “it is not unique,” government officials and organizations continue 

to undermine the experiences of victims. 

Denying the Evidence 

The final argument perpetuated by government officials and organizations in defense of 

petrochemical companies is denying the evidence. Usually, this has happened when officials or 

representatives were directly confronted about the pollution levels in Cancer Alley. Rather than 

outrightly denying the existence or uniqueness of the situation, they instead suggested that the 

evidence presented was not reliable enough to be certain about the severity of the situation. Once 

again, in these arguments, officials ignored the historical structures that made Black communities 

more vulnerable to the harsh effects of pollution and they continued to tip the scale in favor of 

the “credible” government and plant officials over the “mistaken” residents and victims. 

Environmental regulators have long denied the claims of a racial bias in the 

petrochemical industry. The LCA studies mentioned earlier are evidence of this, as they drew 

attention to high rates of cancer among white people or nationwide in an attempt to divert 

attention away from what was happening in Cancer Alley. Regulators in Louisiana have 

maintained that the decisions to build chemical plants along the Mississippi River have not been 

discriminatory. In a more recent example, a spokesperson for Denka — a chemical plant located 

in St. John the Baptist Parish — said in 2021 that the issues that residents complained about 

“simply [do] not exist.”158 Additionally, the Louisiana Department of Environmental Quality 

(LDEQ) told the EPA in 2022 that the decisions have been based solely on the fact that 

 
158 Michael Phillis, “Civil rights law targets ‘cancer alley’ discrimination,” AP News, September 26, 2022, 

https://apnews.com/article/louisiana-discrimination-race-and-ethnicity-racial-injustice-

fafd08c5dbbda68250b916709dc18ef9. 
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“companies want to locate in the region because key infrastructure already exists [t]here.”159 

That same year — despite having known about the high levels of carcinogenic chemicals being 

released into the air in Cancer Alley (particularly chloroprene) since 2015 — the EPA announced 

that it would be officially opening a civil rights investigation into the allegations of industrial 

overpollution in Cancer Alley. However, residents remained skeptical that anything would 

change. Angelo Bernard, a resident of Reserve, Louisiana, said, “If this was California, maybe 

they would shut it down. But this is Louisiana – no way.”160  

In October 2022, the EPA published a summary of its investigation into LDEQ.161 Their 

goal was “to assess whether LDEQ’s methods of administrating its air permitting program and 

LDH’s actions/inactions related to its duty to inform and make recommendations to the public 

about prevention and reduction of health threats and air toxics exposures, have an adverse 

disparate impact on the basis of race.” They concluded that “Louisiana residents who identify as 

Black and are living and/or attending school near the Denka facility have been subjected to 

adverse and disparate health impacts as a result of LDEQ’s decisions.”162 Now, an official EPA 

report had contradicted everything that local government and stakeholders had said for years. 

Although the LDEQ has not released any official response or any plans to make changes 

to its regulation policies as a result of the EPA report, it is likely that they will not go down 

without a fight. After the EPA published its 2010 report announcing that chloroprene was a 

likely carcinogen, stakeholders and officials at Denka began pushing back hard. Jorge Lavastida, 

 
159 Phillis, “Civil rights law targets ‘cancer alley’ discrimination.” 
160 Ibid. 
161 “LaPlace, Louisiana – Background Information,” United States Environmental Protection Agency, updated 

January 23, 2023, https://www.epa.gov/la/laplace-louisiana-background-information. 
162 Letter of Concern,” United States Environmental Protection Agency, October 12, 2022, 
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22-R6.pdf. 
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an executive officer and manager at Denka, was adamant that the EPA was wrong and 

chloroprene was not actually a carcinogen as they had claimed. “We have looked at the study 

they did with NATA and how they came up with that .2 [chloroprene limit], and we have found 

gaps in the science of it,” he said in an interview.163 The company even requested that the EPA 

change chloroprene’s classification from “likely a carcinogen” to “possibly a carcinogen,” and 

that they change the allowed 0.2 micrograms per cubic meter limit for emitting the chemical to 

31.2 micrograms per cubic meter.164 The secretary of the Louisiana Department of 

Environmental Quality supported this decision, saying, “We’ve got a protocol in place that our 

data shows us there is no imminent threat.”165 But there was no explanation of what that protocol 

was, how it functioned, or where their data came from. 

Denying the Consequences 

Regardless of the argument — denying the causes, uniqueness, or evidence — 

eventually, they all point to the same overarching argument: denying the consequences. A 

consequence denial argument usually includes three points. First, indicating that the benefits of 

having chemical industries in Cancer Alley outweigh the consequences. Second, arguing that the 

panic over chemical pollution in Cancer Alley is blown out of proportion. Finally, adding that 

these industries provide great economic opportunity for the state of Louisiana. Both the LCA and 

the Office of the Governor have made statements about the tremendous economic growth that 

these chemical companies produce, as well as the job opportunities they create.166 

 
163 CNN, “Toxic Tensions in the Heart of ‘Cancer Alley’,” 4:50. 
164 Ibid., 5:00. 
165 Ibid., 5:30. 
166 Loren Scott, “The Economic Impact of the Chemical Industry on Louisiana’s Economy,” Louisiana Chemical 

Association, accessed February 22, 2023, https://www.lca.org/aws/LCA/asset_manager/get_file/542008?ver=1; 

Office of the Governor, “Gov. Edwards, Origin Materials Announce $750 Million Sustainable Materials Facility in 

Ascension Parish,” February 16, 2022, https://gov.louisiana.gov/index.cfm/newsroom/detail/3564. 
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Members of some counter-activism groups — right-wing organizations aiming to 

dismantle beliefs in climate change and the harm of pollution — have complained about the 

“exaggerated” response to chemical pollution. In 2019, Sharon Galicia, a white insurance broker 

and Republican activist in Cancer Alley, gave a brief interview where she indicated that she was 

more concerned about the government’s interference in the lives of citizens than she was about 

the potential side effects of industrial pollution. “Thirty cars came to take a picture of a little 

diesel spill,” she lamented, “I just think there’s too many people, too many bureaucrats.”167 She 

compared the issue to another controversial topic: the gun debate. She stated that once the 

government became involved in one thing, they would become involved in everything and she 

did not want them taking her guns. Therefore, the government needed to stay out completely.168 

In 2018, Formosa Plastics entered a contract for a $9.4 billion chemical manufacturing 

complex on 2,400 acres along the Mississippi River. Although residents of St. James Parish, 

where the plant was meant to be built, were successful in pausing the construction in 2019, that 

is not the story that the state of Louisiana is publicizing.169 Governor John Bel Edwards has 

hailed the complex as an opportunity for “tremendous industrial growth and thousands of new 

jobs along both sides of the Mississippi River in Louisiana.” Additionally, the Louisiana state 

government offered Formosa a $12 million grant along with the ability to utilize the state’s 

Industrial Tax Exemption program.170 However, historically, it has been proven that these 

companies do not actually bring jobs to residents — and the residents know it. Richmond Barrow 

 
167 PBS NewsHour, “Why Louisianans blame government, not corporations, for pollution problems,” March 21, 
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worked in a chemical plant for seven years and said that he knew firsthand that the chemicals 

were extremely dangerous to human health.171 Two available studies, from 1995 and 1997, show 

that petrochemical plants in St. Gabriel Parish employed only 9 percent of locals, while plants in 

St. Bernard Parish employed anywhere between 4.2 and 19.4 percent.172  

While, on the higher end of that scale, these plants might employ a decent number of 

local employees, ultimately the residents have made it clear that those jobs are not worth the 

destruction of their homes and bodies. Long-time St. John the Baptist Parish resident Geraldine 

Watkins said in a 2017 interview, “I don't want anybody to lose their job, but we can no longer 

live in these emissions.”173 State and industry officials constantly try to rationalize the risk of 

having so many petrochemical plants in one place by portraying an image to the public of 

economic success. However, by ignoring the complaints and experiences of residents who are 

living on the front lines of these environmental justice issues, they are only furthering the 

destruction and disenfranchisement of Black communities. 

This process of lying and denying is how they have gotten away with it for so long. 

Melvin “Kip” Holden, mayor of Baton Rouge from 2005 to 2016, said in 1989, “Right now there 

are a lot of people who have indicated a concern with the environment, but that has to be 

translated… into more of a public outcry… If we do not get that kind of outcry from the public, 

then when it comes to the legislature, it’ll be a matter of status quo.”174 It cannot be just the 

victims themselves who speak out about these issues. Those who are unaffected must join them 

if there is to be any real change.  

 
171 Folks, “Toxic Pollution,” 9:45. 
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CONCLUSION 

 Since the turn of the century, more people have become aware of what is happening in 

Cancer Alley. This is perhaps due to the fact that many people are paying more attention to 

environmental issues and are growing more concerned about how humans might be negatively 

affected by the environment. Especially within the last decade, a lot of people have developed a 

new sense of urgency regarding environmental issues and climate change. A Gallup poll 

conducted in 2017 reported that there had been an eight percent increase in Americans who saw 

global warming as a concern since the year prior.175 More recently, a study from Pew Research 

Center in 2021 found that there had been between a six and nineteen percent increase in climate 

change concerns from people across seven countries since 2015.176 Many of the interviews, 

reports, and web publications cited in this thesis were published within the last decade, reflecting 

this increased public attention to environmental issues across the globe. 

Yet, the citizens of Cancer Alley are still struggling to be heard. While their plight has 

entered more into public knowledge in recent years, this thesis has shown that there have been 

really no significant changes to the conditions of Cancer Alley. As mentioned before, these 

residents cannot and should not be expected to fight this battle alone. This has been proven in 

other places as well. Take Flint, Michigan, for example. After the city’s water crisis in 2016, 

Flint became a household name. Activists were able to bring attention to the water crisis on 

social media, which helped the news spread quickly. Although public outcry about Flint did not 

solve all of its problems in a timely manner — the city was still on a boil water advisory as of 

 
175 Lydia Saad, “Global Warming Concern at Three-Decade High in U.S.,” Gallup, March 14, 2017, 
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February 2023 — it did help in creating plans for change. Flint’s officials are replacing the city’s 

residential water pipes. Although this is an expensive endeavor, costing the city nearly one 

billion dollars, residents at least know that they will have clean water by the project’s completion 

in August 2023.177 

Conversely, Cancer Alley’s officials have not set into motion any plans to improve its 

citizens’ living conditions. However, the residents are still making progress toward changing 

that. In March 2023, residents of St. James parish filed a federal lawsuit against parish officials, 

claiming that they “intentionally directed industry toward Black residents and away from white 

residents.”178 Additionally, the lawsuit is calling for a permanent moratorium on chemical plants. 

Multiple environmental groups in Louisiana filed this lawsuit, including RISE St. James. One 

representative from RISE said, “Over and over, the St. James Parish Council has ignored us and 

dismissed our cries for basic human rights. We will not be ignored. We will not sacrifice our 

lives.” 

The lawsuit has been hailed for its ambition and approach. According to the Center for 

Constitutional Rights and the Tulane University Environmental Law Clinic, which are both 

counsels for the plaintiffs, “the parish’s land use system violates the Thirteenth Amendment as a 

vestige of slavery as well as the Fourteenth Amendment’s Equal Protection Clause, which bars 

discrimination.” In this way, this new lawsuit is the first to use Civil Rights statutes and 

Constitutional provisions to challenge environmental practices. Other lawsuits in the past have 

addressed individual local land-use practices, but this lawsuit is for the first time challenging the 

 
177 “Progress Report on Flint Water,” City of Flint, Michigan, accessed April 11, 2023, 
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entire history of land-use practices in Louisiana, arguing that these have been intentional, 

racially-motivated processes.179 

Legal experts have admitted that proving intent will not be an easy feat, but they are 

doing everything they can to trace decisions that the parish officials have made. Some of the 

evidence that the legal team working on this lawsuit have already brought up include the same 

evidence presented in this thesis, such as buffer zones.180 Regardless, the community is hopeful 

that the lawsuit will be successful in enacting some kind of long-lasting change. At the very 

least, they hope that it will inspire other lawsuits of a similar nature. But, again, significant 

progress will be difficult to achieve without outside intervention. 

St. James’ notable lawsuit is in large part due to the help of places like the Center for 

Constitutional Rights, which is based in New York. Without their help, a lawsuit of this nature 

may have never existed. This is not to say that Cancer Alley’s residents are incapable of 

producing change or bringing attention to their own communities. However, they have been 

leading this charge since the 1970s, and still nothing has been done. Often, national outrage is 

the only way to ensure capturing the government’s attention and enacting change. Outsiders 

should not take over the Cancer Alley movement — it should continue to be led by those who 

have lived in the front lines of these experiences for generations. What should happen, though, is 

that outside communities should educate themselves about Cancer Alley’s situation, elevate 

those stories, and assist community members where it is needed. Educate, elevate, and assist: 

three steps to advocating for others. Hopefully, this thesis has contributed to those steps in some 

way. 

  

 
179 Bruggers, “Citing ‘Racial Cleansing,’ Louisiana ‘Cancer Alley’ Residents Sue Over Zoning.” 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Louisiana Coast Elevation 

A map showing the elevation levels of the coast of Louisiana. 

https://sites.law.lsu.edu/coast/2015/02/topographic-map-showing-louisiana-risks-from-sea-level-

rise/.  



70 

 

 

Appendix B: Fifth Ward Elementary School 

Fifth Ward Elementary School in St. John the Baptist Parish is less than half a mile away from 

the Denka chemical plants, which produces synthetic rubber. The production of this product 

emits chloroprene, a known carcinogen. https://apnews.com/article/louisiana-discrimination-

race-and-ethnicity-racial-injustice-fafd08c5dbbda68250b916709dc18ef9. 
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Appendix C: Plantations Versus Plants 

Locations of plantations along the Mississippi River in 1858 (yellow) versus locations of 

chemical plants along the Mississippi River today (red). 

https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2021/05/louisiana-chemical-plants-thriving-off-

slavery/618769/.  
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Appendix D: Reserve Cemetery 

This cemetery (center) is the last remaining piece of a neighborhood in Reserve, Louisiana. It is 

surrounded on all sides by land owned by petrochemical companies, and anyone who wishes to 

visit it must do so from across the street. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZB8CbDG7gpk. 



73 

 

Appendix E: EPA National Air Toxics Assessment Emissions Monitoring 

This map shows the level of cancer risk based on the EPA’s National Air Toxics Assessment 

Emissions Monitoring. The darker the color, the higher the risk of cancer. The lightest color 

indicates a cancer risk level of 6-25 per one million people, while the darkest color indicates a 

cancer risk level of over 100 per one million people. 

https://gispub.epa.gov/NATA/ 
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Appendix F: Raleigh News and Observer Cartoon 

This cartoon, run in the Raleigh News and Observer, depicts a demonized image of a Black man 

and the threat of “Negro Rule.” The man can be seen reaching for a crowd of white people, 

mainly white women, enforcing the stereotype that Black men are “out to get” white women. 

https://ibw21.org/editors-choice/american-pogrom-1898-massacre-of-black-voters-wilmington-

nc/attachment/negro-rule-nc-newspapper-september-27-1898-910x760/ 
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Appendix G: Food Insecurity in Louisiana 

This map shows the percentage of food-insecure Americans by county/parish. In the state of 

Louisiana, almost every parish is significantly food insecure. socialpolicylab.org/post/grow-

your-blog-community  
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