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5 Toxic Commons and the Politics
of Ambivalence

Re-imagining Toxic Legacy Sites

Simone M. Miiller and Angeliki Balayannis

Introduction!

The grazing bison at the Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge, with
the skyline of Denver as their backdrop, were an iconic sight, marrying multiple
strands of human—environment relationships throughout US history. Covering
more than half a page in the TRAVEL section of the Roanoke Times and other
smaller newspapers that had bought the Associated Press’s package, the image was
placed to evoke readers’ desire to experience nature the American way.? Only a ten-
minute drive from downtown Denver, visitors to the refuge could “step into nature
and see the native wildlife.”” This included a potential meet and greet with the last
descendants of a species that a century-and-a-half earlier had been hunted by white
American colonizers almost to extinction. As part of a national restoration and
rewilding program, a small bison herd was moved into Rocky Mountain Arsenal
in 2007 (see Figure 5.1).* On its website, the park advertises different routes for
different time schedules, among them a one-hour, 11-mile self-guided drive com-
patible with a specially recorded podcast, i.e., low-motion access to “native wild-
life” while remaining in the heart of Denver.’ Like the bison, national parks are
iconic institutions in the United States, signifying the country’s long-standing
commitment to the protection of nature on top of a heated and fundamentally
colonial debate on what counts as “wilderness.”® National parks have been forged
through a complicated, one could say ambivalent, relationship between nature and
culture, or rather between notions of roadlessness and the sacrality of this wilder-
ness, on the one hand, and an expanding automobility of and accessibility to nature,
on the other.’

Yet, even in this context of cultivated wilderness, Rocky Mountain Arsenal is
unique among US wildlife refuges. The 15,000-acre site is a former military instal-
lation, making the ambivalence even more pronounced. In the 1940s and 1950s,
it hosted a chemical weapons factory for the US Army and then was leased to
companies producing commercial pesticides. Before it became a wildlife refuge,
the area was part of the US superfund program dedicated to cleaning up and
remediating the country’s most contaminated sites.® As a prior location for military
activities, a veil of secrecy still lies over much that had been going on at
Rocky Mountain Arsenal. Nonetheless, it is undisputed that some of the wildlife
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Figure 5.1 Rocky Mountain Arsenal, four bison with a Denver skyline.

Source: © Elisa Dahlberg/US Fish and Wildlife Service, October 13, 2016.

refuge is still heavily contaminated.’ To this day, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
fences off no-go areas in the park and prohibits swimming, wading, and bathing
in all refuge waters, alongside the use of boats, canoes, kayaks, float tubes, paddle
boards, and other flotation devices.!® Some of the “pristine” nature is too toxic to
behold.

Toxic legacy sites such as Rocky Mountain Arsenal are a systemic—yet
often sidelined—issue in the processes that this book, “Ecological Ambivalence,
Complexity, and Change: Perspectives from the Environmental Humanities,” calls
the “ecological transformation of society.” Toxic legacy sites, both figuratively and
physically, illustrate how societies across the world are confronted with millions
of metric tons of toxic chemicals, both as synthetic and natural materials, that have
over centuries been released into our air, water, and soil as part of industrial, agricul-
tural, and military activities. They represent how the past lingers in the present and
can harm (generations of) human and more-than-human bodies in substantive and
yet unequal ways. For a long time, they have primarily figured as an engineering
issue aimed at the restitution of “pristine” nature with an away-place, an ultimate
sink, where extracted contaminated soils could be taken to vanish.!' Nonetheless,
as toxic materials can never disappear, they can only be “transformed, transmuted,
combusted, combined or any other manner of material change.”'> How, then, do we
deal with what remains?

It is the responsibility of the Environmental Humanities to pose questions (and
to find answers) relating to how to live with a toxic past that remains in the present.
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Recently, researchers, activists, and artists have started to shift their attention from
future-oriented clean-up and remediation processes to discourses and practices
of how people form (and have formed) relationships with already existing toxic
legacies in the present. Under the framing of toxic heritage, a small but growing
number of scholars and artists are working on the intersection of how (and if) sites
of environmental harm are treated as “heritage,” and how this heritage accounts for
environmental harm.'? Artistic-research interventions, meanwhile, seek to theorize
a deepened understanding of a planet experiencing multiple crises while reaching
out to a larger, non-academic public about toxicity, coloniality, and unequal
burdens.!'

Joining forces of a historian and a human geographer and approaches from
environmental history with feminist STS, our contribution forges new conceptual
pathways in this burgeoning field. Pivoting from critiques of chemical exposures
and toxic entanglements toward interventions and experiments that can confront
these legacies,'® this contribution introduces the concept of Toxic Commons to
respond to questions relating to how to work with complex and unruly legacies
such as Rocky Mountain Arsenal. Toxic Commons is both a heuristic category for
historicizing the processes of the increasing contamination of our air, water, and
soil and an analytical category, a relational epistemology, that challenges notions
of clean-up and containment and seeks to invoke commons literature to inspire a
new ethics of care for the toxic. Ultimately, Toxic Commons—a form of “nega-
tive” commons—invites a politics of ambivalence that seeks to respond to a past
that lingers in the present and to a state of contamination that divides as much as
binds us.!®

Studying Toxic Commons beyond Remediation and Clean-up

Toxic legacy sites are notoriously difficult to study. Scholars in the social sciences
and humanities have long demonstrated the legal, material, and political barriers
to this research!’, consequently making it challenging to recognize links across
sites and their shared processes and institutions. For example, different national
legislations make it difficult for researchers to engage holistically and across nation
states with toxic heritage sites—an issue that often commences with geolocating.
While in the United States, in Austria, or in Switzerland, the toxic legacy cadasters
help identify specific sites, the German Atlastenkataster obscures exact location
markers. Prioritizing data security, particularly if legacy sites are still classified
as suspicious sites, German agencies only give away the village or town and the
kind of usage leading to contamination.'® Often overgrown with grasses, old waste
deposits, for instance, are difficult to see without technoscientific interventions. Old
industrial sites, in turn, tend to be fenced off, giving the air of inaccessibility and
thus at least the illusion of toxic containment—an illusion that is often nourished
from proud narratives of industrial heritage."

Another issue involves assigning responsibility for sites of contamination and
damage and thereby establishing, if not a juridical, then a historical lineage to help
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understand the site as a legacy formed through materiality as well as relations.
Polluters are often states that are no longer in existence or companies that have
dissolved and abandoned or lost their archives. It is difficult to individualize respon-
sibility to consumers as pollution emerges at sites of manufacturing or disposal,
and causality is often impossible to determine because it is too expensive within
existing governance mechanisms, such as a lack of “return to sender” programs.?
The expansive temporalities and spatialities of these sites ultimately demonstrate
the limits of the law, notions of responsibility, and regulatory mechanisms. As
the chapter will detail further below, toxic legacy sites exceed political and even
human timescales, with geographies that are unruly, thus transgressing boundaries
and borders.?! The way they have been archived and cared for in the past, finally,
makes it difficult to develop an organigram of the relationships toxic legacy sites
entertain with various actors and institutions.

In response, scholarship has often turned elsewhere, with “elsewhere” in this
regard meaning the attempt to rectify the past by looking into the future. Even
before the UN acclaimed its “Triple Crisis” of 2020, pairing contamination with
climate change and biodiversity loss, research on planetary health, remediation, and
clean-up vastly expanded with studies seeking how to restore a pristine planet.?
Dominant forms of mainstream (and often white) environmentalism, meanwhile,
have focused on calls to stop pollution at its source. The new global treaty to address
plastic waste “from source to sink™ is the clearest example of this mode of envir-
onmental politics.?* Calls to halt the production of new, future pollution—and to
shift to “circular” or “zero waste” economies—are of course crucial for addressing
extraction.”* As we like to broaden the attention from the chemicals and policies of
clean-up to practices and discourses resonating with today’s ubiquity of toxic con-
tamination and the commonality of exposure, we prefer to speak of and work with a
present that is shaped and informed by a past that lingers on in polluted soil, rivers,
buildings, bodies, and memories. We do so by introducing the Toxic Commons.?

Toxic Commons is both a heuristic category, as in the age of the Toxic Commons,
for historicizing the process of the increasing contamination of our common-pool
resources—our air, water, and soil—and with it an increasing, albeit unequal,
commonality of toxic exposure since at least industrialization. It is also an ana-
lytical category, a relational epistemology, that seeks to reconcile the situated
with the planetary in the context of pollution as a global problem, and with this
some of the ambivalences of ecological transformation. As this chapter will illus-
trate, Toxic Commons challenges notions of containment and invokes commons
research to also include negative externalities. Furthermore, through them, we
seek to enable ways of understanding, living with, and ultimately caring for toxic
legacies, thereby responding to a lack of adequate epistemological, ethical, and
technological tools to intervene at toxic sites. Moreover, it invites researchers to
move beyond a recognition of being-in-common to investigate discourses and par-
ticipate in practices of commoning, i.e., sharing knowledge and decision-making
about toxic sites and their legacies in ways that go beyond the individual or the
singular community.
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Introducing the Age of the Toxic Commons

Toxic Commons, that is, heuristically speaking, contaminated soil, air, or water,
have built up over the course of centuries. As historians can trace from arch-
ival sources, and geologists, earth scientists, and toxicologists from soil or rock
samples, some of the earliest contaminated sediments go back to mineral mining
across Asia, the Americas, and Europe. Gold, iron, copper, and tin were mined,
smelted, and worked into ornaments, utensils, and weapons in Southeast Asia
long before the Common Era, nourishing active trade between China and the
larger Southeast Asian region that expanded rapidly. By the 17th century, the
Chinese also exploited mineral resources in what is today Burmese and Lao ter-
ritory before the British took over the exploitation of these resources and their
trade. In the German Ruhr valley, in the Upper Harz, and similarly in Lower
Hungary, miners have extracted coal for over five centuries, not only sinking the
land, in some cases by up to 60 feet, but also blowing millions of tons of coal dust
into the air. In the Americas, indigenous groups mined for gold in the Caribbean,
Mexico, and the Andes, while Spanish mining efforts in one of the largest silver
deposits at the Cerro Rico de Potosi, today Bolivia, commenced as early as 1545,
followed by other mining endeavors in what are today Peru, Brazil, Colombia,
and Chile. In all cases, mining activities have resulted in a historical legacy of
heavy metal contamination, particularly antimony and arsenic in the surrounding
areas.’¢

With industrial capitalism evolving first in Europe and then the rest of the world
from the 18th century onward, pollution patterns, their scale, and how they have
been breached and understood fundamentally changed. On the back of a shift in
energy regimes from solar to fossil fuels, new technologies, ranging from the steam
engine to generators and the steam turbine, unleashed industrial power in unprece-
dented ways. New and faster mobility and communication patterns in turn nurtured
the built-up of a global market structure catering to appetites for ever more diverse
products, all of which resulted in almost endless pollution and waste streams, with
rivers, lakes, and creeks running black and air suffocatingly orange, as vividly
captured by Claude Monet and other painters of the London Smog or the Black
Country, an industrial region in the center of England.?’” The 20th century saw the
emergence of toxic legacy sites on an even grander scale, due to industrializa-
tion and agriculture’s growing intensity, their globalization, and an array of new
contaminants. Production processes that relied increasingly on synthetic chemicals
while being, at least until the 1970s, vastly unregulated in terms of discards and dis-
posal, a vastly expanding and globalizing consumer culture, and a high-production-
yield agriculture based on an excessive use of pesticides, all fed into vast waste and
pollution streams. Scientists and environmentalists, ranging from Rachel Carson
to Barry Commoner, alerted us to topics including pesticides and waste inciner-
ation.?® Additionally, the use of chemical warfare in the First World War, as well
as on a grand scale in Vietnam and Iraq, and the continued extraction of energy
resources and primarily fossil fuels have greatly added to the creation of a perman-
ently polluted planet.?
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The tonnage, ubiquity, and longevity of toxic chemicals within, but also beyond,
toxic legacy sites have led some scholars to describe this planetary condition as
a “new age of toxicity” or a “ubiquitous condition of chemically altered living-
being.”*® While this classification has placed an increasing spotlight on contamin-
ation as a key issue of concern, it also symbolizes the growing obfuscation of our
understanding of “the toxic.” In the last two decades at least, the boundaries of what
constitutes a pollutant have become more porous with, so far, poorly understood
cumulative effects due to the longevity of chemicals’ molecular makeup and the
emergence of a cocktail of different toxicants. While yesterday’s persistent organic
pollutants, such as DDT, are still present, hundreds of thousands of new chemicals
continue to be marketed.?! Today, there are over 350,000 synthetic human-made
chemicals in the world that have accumulated over decades, if not centuries.*

Additionally, as toxicants perceptible to the senses, such as fumes and blackened
water, no longer constitute the greatest danger from toxic legacy sites, attention has
shifted to bodies that are saturated with toxic substances.* There is also growing evi-
dence that many synthetic chemicals can cause serious health problems, including
cancer, neurological problems, and endocrine disruption. Since the 1990s, and as
highlighted by Theo Colborn’s 1996 publication Our Stolen Future, endocrine-
disrupting chemicals, i.e., compound chemical agents that can alter a body’s hor-
monal system, have come to the fore, invisibilizing and complicating modes of
exposure.’ With endocrine-disrupting chemicals, public health specialists have
had to extend their metric for ascertaining harm switching from dose to moments
of exposure and the possibility of multiple exposures, also called cocktail effect.
Toxic Commons have arrived on the small scale of the human and more-than-
human body, as well as the grand scale of the planet. A study warns that the Earth’s
threshold for chemical pollution has been breached, meaning that its impacts on
systems such as nitrogen cycling or the spread of invasive species are beyond our
capacity to understand, let alone control.?

In this history of accumulating contamination with overlapping modes of
exposure, we are cognizant that the creation of a permanently polluted planet is a
product of racial capitalism. The term “environmental racism” stands at the begin-
ning of the environmental justice movement, recognizing how minoritized groups
are disproportionately affected by toxic pollution.’” Unequal exchanges and geo-
graphically expanding externalization processes are also an integral part of global
pollution patterns, thereby constituting one of the downsides of modern environ-
mentalism, in that its nationalistic approach has created an environmental gov-
ernance framework through which usually white elites of the Global North live
well at the cost of others far distant, where less strict rules and regulations apply.*®
Since the 1980s, the global trade in hazardous waste material has benefitted from
such differences, making the export of toxicants from North to South an economic
opportunity.** Since 2007, the NGO Pure Earth has assembled lists of the world’s
most contaminated sites through its Toxic Site Identification Program (TSIP), with
Sub-Saharan Africa and South and Southeast Asia consistently ranking first in this
regard. Alongside the relocation of hazardous waste from North to South, risk and
the outsourcing of dirty production are also—intentionally—unevenly distributed.*
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Toxic Commons as Unruly and Uncontainable

Thinking with Toxic Commons as an analytical category involves a fundamental
shift away from binary conceptualizations of contamination and cleaning up,
questioning notions of territoriality and containment. The concept asks scholars
to challenge the intricate linkages between environmental protection and national
sovereignty as enshrined by the United Nations system after the Second World War
and reemphasized by the institutionalization of modern environmental governance
since the 1970s.*! Instead, Toxic Commons suggests embracing the ambivalence
that comes with recognizing contamination, particularly on a planetary scale, as
unruly and often uncontainable. The point we are making also begs for the recogni-
tion of a historical trajectory based on the understanding of a planetary materialism
that has thus far received little attention in the established narrative of modern
environmentalism, namely that the long-range atmospheric transport of pollutants,
as in acid rain or radionuclear clouds, or similarly long-range transports in water, as
in the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, have played a fundamental role in the creation
of the Toxic Commons.

Scientists and politicians commenced in the early 1980s to work around phe-
nomena that they termed “problems without passports,” almost all of which were
linked to issues of contamination.* A first step in that direction was the completion
of a shift toward a public understanding of planetary circularity, not only in global
trade but also in atmospheric terms. Scientists were puzzled as they continued to
measure the same pesticides banned in the U.S. a decade earlier in the Great Lakes
and other bodies of water.** In Europe, meanwhile, foresters, politicians, and society
discussed the issue of Waldsterben, eventually connecting it to acid rain, i.e., the
precipitation of sulfuric or nitric acid, with suspected sources located hundreds
of kilometers away.** Coming through the air, nitric or sulfuric acids originating
in the United Kingdom, for instance, traveled in global circulations of particulate
clouds before rain washed them into different landscapes in Central and Northern
Europe. While the topic of long-range atmospheric transport had entered a scien-
tific, niche discourse with a particular focus on mercury, the Waldsterben discourse
boomeranged the issue as a top international priority. By 1983, the topic had gained
such political momentum that it led to the passage of the UN Convention on Long-
Range Transboundary Air Pollution.®

Not only atmospheric circularity but also trade patterns made the commonality
of contamination a felt reality. For instance, for the first time, in 1981, environ-
mental activists cited the failures of national governance for the containment of
toxic chemicals in the context of a free-market-driven global economy.*® Pesticides,
such as DDT, chlordane, or heptachlor, which the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency had taken off the market because they were seen as carcinogenic and
capable of endangering humans, wildlife, and the environment, continued to be
exported to other parts of the world where they were still legal.*” As an unintended
consequence, they also returned to the U.S. through the global foodways of trop-
ical fruits, coffee, tea, meat, or corn. In 1986, the U.S. General Accounting Office
reported that the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) had found substantial
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pesticide residues in a number of commodities in the three years prior.*® In an 1988
case, for example, chlordane levels in beef imported from Honduras were eight
times those allowed in the United States.* By the end of the 1980s, this “Circle of
Poison” also led American legislators to pass a hapless amendment of the Federal
Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA).>°

The reactor catastrophe at Chernobyl, the industrial accident at Bhopal, and
the extremities of the Ozone Hole, all neatly happening in close proximity to each
other, next emphasized how fervently, violently, and completely harmful substances
disregarded logics of containment and easily transgressed political, social, and
technological boundaries set up for their control. In 1986, people around the world
fearfully watched the catastrophe of nuclear meltdown stretching itself easily
far beyond what was then the Soviet Union.’! In 1984, the Indian city of Bhopal
provided a blueprint for an industrial accident when a silent and invisible toxicant
indiscriminately killed children and grandparents, women and men, blue and white
collar workers, simply because they were within a certain radius of the explosion.>
Witnessing the rapid thinning of the planet’s protective shield, the ozone layer,
finally and vividly illustrated the global dimension of borderless chemical threats.>

In response to the recognition of these processes, public and scientific inter-
national discourses grew from the 1980s onward around the transboundary nature
of environmental catastrophe that also informs, albeit partially, our conceptualiza-
tion of Toxic Commons. Published shortly after the Chernobyl accident, Ulrich
Beck’s Risk Society, later followed by Ecological Politics in an Age of Risks,
appeared to capture the mood of the time perfectly.’* Beck saw modernity enter a
new phase under the sign of technologically produced risks, in which it was now
less about the distribution of the wealth produced and more about the distribution
of the risks. This, in turn, led to a completely new social constellation: “Necessity
is hierarchical, smog is democratic,” Beck argued.™ His thesis of a democra-
tization of pollution has been heavily contested based on the vast differences in
people’s opportunities to mitigate effects from exposure, the impoverishment of
entire city districts, or the existence of suburban retreat areas.> Yet, his point on
the leveling effects of an increasingly ubiquitously polluted planet still rings true,
as does the underlying realization that in the early 21st century, there are next to
no pristine, clean environments that can be neatly zoned off from a contaminated
majority world.

Additionally, other conceptual approaches to apprehending the complexity and
reach of pollution as a global problem have proliferated in the last few decades,
first highlighted by the UN’s 1987 landmark publication Our Common Future.’’
Introducing the concepts of sustainable development and intergenerational justice,
the report extended frameworks of governance, remediation, and responsibility
from the past and the present into the future.’® Around the same time, activist
movements forged the term and notion of global environmental justice as a key
political response to draw links across seemingly disconnected situations and to
highlight the transboundary violence of capitalism and colonialism.** The global
waste trade and the unequal distribution of hazards connected to it became one
of global activists’ key issues in the late 1980s, with the United Nations’ Basel
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Convention on the Transboundary Movement of Hazardous Wastes and Their
Disposal as one of the first international governance frameworks to work around
environmental justice.®

In the last decade, the Anthropocene has been one of the most influential
reconfigurations, with geoscientists re-thinking humanity’s ecological impact and
its more-than-human entanglements in geologic time—an epochal shift. Here, the
human is imagined as a species with the potential to fundamentally affect planetary
processes, including biospheric, atmospheric, and hydrospheric disruptions.¢!
More recently, the health impacts of the Anthropocene have been increasingly
approached through an interdisciplinary “planetary health” lens that grew out of
“global health” initiatives emerging in the 1990s, cutting across the disconnected
logics of public, environmental, and global health.

The social sciences and humanities have responded to the Anthropocene with
forceful critiques of thinking at the scale of the planetary, adding a number of
different -ocenes as alternatives.®® They critique the continuation of centering
the human; erasing the unevenness and “patchiness” of global environmental
problems; and insufficiently targeting capitalism and colonialism as drivers of
environmental damage.® In Chernobyl and Bhopal, the effects of pollution from
these industrial accidents have unfolded along the lines of class, caste, race, and
gender—and continue to do so in ways that are institutional and embodied. In the
context of the ozone hole, particular regions of the world and particular societal
groups from within these world regions were less able to escape potential harm.®
To return to Michelle Murphy, toxicity is an ambivalent condition; it divides as
much as binds us.

Invoking the Negative Commons

Thinking with Toxic Commons as an analytical category involves revisiting the
commons and unlocking its potential for an ethics of care. Rather than Ulrich Beck
or the Anthropocene, we find in economist Elinor Ostrom a productive source with
whom to think when it comes to toxic legacy sites, thereby inspiring the concept
of Toxic Commons. Commons-based research is flourishing in the environmental
social sciences.®” Thinking with commons—that is, jointly owned resources—and
through commoning practices—that is, self-organized and needs-oriented joint pro-
duction, administration, or use of these resources—seems to open up a “new para-
digm that embodies its own logic patterns of behavior, functioning as a different
kind of operating system for society.”*® Commons scholarship sees the commons
as potential new models for societies’ organization and (ecological) transformation
in opposition to a capitalist world organized around profit-oriented entrepreneurs
and the nation state, concepts of growth and private property, thus taking inspir-
ation from scholars like Naomi Klein or activists like David Bollier who see the
commons, in contrast, as a “new paradigm,” a “coalition of coalitions,” or “a silent
revolution.”®

Practices of commoning are key to this new paradigm, i.e., acts of (multi-species)
relations “made under the expectation that we will take care of one another” (and
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the planet) and with “a shared understanding that some things belong to all of
us.”’”® Nevertheless, the literature remains fixed on the commons as a positive. In
our work, we extend Ostrom’s approach of communal governance and responsi-
bility to negative externalities as commons. As neoclassic models of economy have
seen nature and its resources as being free of cost, the pollution of common-pool
resources, such as air, water, and soil, has become a negative externality outside
of economic modeling, which, in turn, presupposes private property.”' In Toxic
Commons, externalities are reintroduced, but not as private property or as an entity
that itself holds private property but as a universal good that belongs to all of us.”
The question we seek to evoke through Toxic Commons is what happens if we
apply Hugo Grotius’ idea of Mare Liberum to toxic legacy sites, if these, too,
become a shared heritage of humankind instead of a res nullius?” Toxic legacy
sites, we argue, belong to all of us, too.

We argue that this expansion of commons to Toxic Commons challenges what
commoning means, as well as who is involved and on what scale. The investigation
of toxic commoning as shared practices of governance and responsibility for toxic
legacies is about neither flattening power relations nor reducing actions to the com-
munity level, leaving affected communities to sort things out on their own. Toxic
legacies, i.e., contaminated and damaged sites and relations, transgress sectoral
and geographical boundaries, necessitating the intervention of actors beyond the
affected community, which subsequently calls for a multi-scalar and often, given
the nature of multinational entrepreneurship, international stewardship for these
sites and affected communities.

The history of the internalization of pollution is one floored with failures.
And yet, our endeavor is not to be read as a renewal of Hardin’s “Tragedy of the
Commons.”” Ostrom’s work has effectively answered popular theories around
Hardin’s essay, which postulated that private property is the only way to protect
finite resources from depletion. Additionally, we argue, notions of individual own-
ership of toxic legacies, reducing responsibility to the community level, follow the
same flawed, colonial, and racist logics.”® Rather, as Ostrom illustrates, successful
collective forms of governance rely on clear rules, frameworks, and common
institutions that involve everyone concerned and affected.”

Conclusion

What is described herein is in many ways a politics of ambivalence. Bringing
commoning and toxicity together enables a form of pragmatism and experimental
ethos that moves beyond “purity” politics that demand clean slates.”” This is not
only a call to “make do” on a damaged planet—following a long line of scholars in
the environmental humanities”®—but also a recognition that disposal, remediation,
or “clean-up” are always, partially, ambivalent. The damage cannot be undone.
Which brings us to the question: if environments and bodies remain forever irrev-
ocably contaminated, what constitutes a “good” response? Toxic Commons takes
this question as its starting point. It is an analytical tool to foreground material
processes of local persistence and planetary diffusion that make exposure to
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contamination an increasingly common and communal experience. Furthermore,
it facilitates research that engages with the failures of national ecological contain-
ment and the limits to safeguarding national environments and citizens in a highly
mobile world of global markets. Ultimately, though, it serves as a counter-narrative
to established histories that legitimize the state as a primary actor and a respondent
of intervention and ecological transformation.”

Rocky Mountain Arsenal is a vivid example not only for the ambivalences of
ecological transformation but also for the challenges involved in transforming
toxic legacy sites into a community asset and effort, what we would call a Toxic
Commons. It is a transformation, however, that requires more than just the clean-
up: “More than in a physical sense,” such as a kind of ecological transformation,
“requires a shift in mindset and acceptance by the community” concluded law pro-
fessor Rachael E. Salcido after closely following transformation processes at Rocky
Mountain Arsenal.’’ In 1992, US Congress passed the Rocky Mountain Arsenal
National Wildlife Refuge Act to make space for transforming the military site into a
wildlife refuge. The Act restricted the sale of part of the land still containing waste
and remediation facilities and defined that the vast acreage was to be managed by
the Federal Fish and Wildlife Service. In 2004 and 2006, 4,930 and 7,266 acres of
land, respectively, were transferred from the Army to the Department of Interior,
to be managed by the Federal Fish and Wildlife Service. The bison returned to
Rocky Mountain Arsenal in 2007. Meanwhile, the State of Colorado and the US
Army were locked in a court battle over whether the former could assert authority.
The situation worsened when, in 2001, an unexploded M-74 munition was found
and the Army and its contractors decided to put it back where it was found and
to deceive the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment regarding
their discovery.

At first site, Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge may appear
as a Toxic Commons failure. During the years of the initial clean-up, as Salcido
relates, the Denver community had little opportunity to contribute to or engage
in restorative acts because of the dangers of pollution at the site and a lack of
trust in ensuring the safety of entrants. Moreover, at times, the community has
been “enraged by the lack of transparency and outright deception perpetrated by
those responsible for restoration, and frustrated by marketing of the refuge which
downplayed the risks and trade-offs made in the remedy selected for the site.”®!
Overall, the ecological transformation of the Rocky Mountain Arsenal has been
marked by a “community that has been alternatively deceived, shut out of decision-
making and had its concerns marginalized,” and yet it remains a community that
has experienced ““skepticism, fear, and hope for the future all at once.”®? Today, the
Denver community is living with Rocky Mountain Arsenal as its neighbor. Is this
enough of a success? We think so, at least for now.

Notes

1 On citation and interdisciplinarity: an endnote on endnotes. When writing this contri-
bution, citation style became a way of thinking about what it means to interdisciplinary



79

research. Disciplinary differences between history and geography—for us, this is effect-
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