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Plantationocene Geographies:
Petro-Multinationals, Agribusiness, 
and the Racial Ecology of the Cold 

War Mississippi Delta

Maarten Zwiers

ABSTRACT

The Cold War Mississippi Delta figured prominently as a hotbed 
of massive resistance against racial integration and as a civil rights 
battleground, particularly during the 1950s and 1960s. It was also 
home to an agrochemical regime of plantation production that heav-
ily impacted regional ecosystems. This essay addresses the interplay 
between white supremacist politics and environmentally destructive 
forms of large-scale farming, especially the connections between pet-
rochemical manufacturing in Louisiana and plantation agriculture in 
Mississippi’s Delta region. I discuss how a Jim Crow mindset man-
ifested itself in these industries, with toxic repercussions for both 
society and nature. The petro-multinationals that settled along the 
Mississippi River were active in various parts of the planet, and the 
crops grown on Delta neoplantations were sold on world markets, 
making the activities of these companies distinctly global in char-
acter. This essay considers the factories in Louisiana and the large-
scale farms in the Mississippi Delta as part of a unified agrochemical 
entity that can be considered a Plantationocene geography: a global-
ized business conglomerate based on a racialized labor system and 
an extractive, for-profit logic that was detrimental to local commu-
nities and the environment. With the arrival of oil and gas plants in 
Louisiana and the rise of the neoplantation during the New Deal 
years, an industrialized and poisonous racial ecology began to develop 
in the southern Mississippi River Valley wherein water, land, and 
minerals served as resources for the enrichment of a select few.
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The defense of Jim Crow segregation was crude business in the US South. 
After World War II, states bordering the Gulf of Mexico clashed with the 
federal government for control over offshore oilfields located in the tidelands, 
while they simultaneously engaged in a vehement struggle to keep south-
ern apartheid alive. In oil-rich Louisiana, for instance, the safeguarding of 
racial segregation was strongly intertwined with state claims to tidelands oil. 
In a speech to the white supremacist New Orleans Citizens’ Council on 9 
September 1958, Louisiana’s state attorney general Jack Gremillion explained 
the correlation between these two issues: “We have made numerous trips to 
Washington, and held countless conferences with officials of the petroleum 
industry, and with state and national government, all in the furtherance of 
Louisiana’s cause.” He then continued describing how state officials (including 
himself ) had put a lot of energy into protecting Jim Crow. “Like the tidelands,” 
he said, segregation “is another case involving controversy with the Federal 
courts, and it also seems to be another long-drawn-out case that may take 
years before final settlement.” Segregation was not directly connected to rais-
ing revenue, Gremillion stated, but he deemed it even more important than 
state jurisdiction over the tidelands because challenges to Louisiana’s racialized 
social system “could bring about radical change in education, employment, and 
other vital fields of activity” (Gremillion 3–4).

Gremillion’s address on oilfields and race relations indicates how, in the 
Jim Crow system, racist customs were thoroughly entangled with economic 
activities, in particular environmentally destructive activities that upheld white 
supremacy. This essay explores the interdependence between the politics of 
segregation and specific forms of entrepreneurship, trade, and scientific inno-
vation. Its objective is to demonstrate how segregationist ideology shaped not 
only social relations in the southern United States, but also business practices 
and the (regional) environment. Besides these economic and environmental 
aspects, I discuss Jim Crow segregation as a fundamentally transnational phe-
nomenon that reverberated globally during the Cold War era and that fol-
lowed the rationale of the plantation. 

In recent years, several scholars have examined the enduring legacies of the 
plantation order through the prism of the Plantationocene, which is both a 
temporal and a theoretical concept. As a periodization, it spans approximately 
five hundred years, starting with the colonization of the Americas and the rise 
of plantation agriculture in colonized spaces during the early sixteenth century 
and continuing into the present era of advanced globalization. As a theory, it 
foregrounds the large-scale monocrop farming that characterizes plantations 
as a crucial factor in the emergence of current environmental and humanitar-
ian crises, such as rapid climate change, species loss, and racialized forms of 
labor exploitation (Burr 341). Plantationocene patterns persisted in the politi-
cal culture and business templates of the US South after the demise of slavery, 
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especially in extractive industries such as large-scale farming and oil drilling. 
When the United States became a global superpower after World War II, 
powerful southern Democrats were able to integrate Jim Crow ideology into 
US foreign policy, thus making their plantation politics felt worldwide (Zwiers 
550–51).

Plantations are by nature global institutions. Interdisciplinary Humanities 
professor George Handley argues that the phenomenon of the plantation can-
not “be properly understood within a single nation’s borders, especially since it 
was defined by large-scale, foreign capital investment, international trade and 
commerce, and external political control” (19). The US plantation functions as 
an interregional and transnational nexus, connecting the southern states with 
the rest of the nation and with other parts of the world, including the Global 
South. Americanists such as Handley and Matthew Pratt Guterl have studied 
the hemispheric nature of plantation culture and politics through the con-
cepts of “Plantation America” and the “American Mediterranean,” the latter  
term referring to a circum-Caribbean community of planter-enslavers. The 
extractive praxis of the plantation machine fueled the development of global 
capitalism, setting the stage for a world system in which the Global South was 
(and continues to be) systematically mined for resources through racialized 
labor. The southern states thus constitute a liminal “space of flows” within the 
US: a profoundly globalized region situated in the Global North (as part of the 
world’s richest country) whose socioeconomic configuration, both historically 
and in the present, at times more closely resembles various forms of predatory 
practices happening throughout the Global South (Bone 12–15).

Racial violence, land dispossession, and the ecological impact of these 
exploitative projects are intrinsic to the Plantationocene, a model that empha-
sizes the deleterious effects of industrial plantation agriculture on the planet. 
“Plantations are inherently power-laden social structures found in every mod-
ern economic system,” geographer Wendy Wolford writes. “They embody both 
racial violence and resistance, straddling or bridging the divide between rural 
and urban, agriculture and industry, town and country, and local and global” (3). 
Some researchers contend that the multispecies framing of the Plantationocene 
paradigm obscures the centrality of racial politics in the plantation system 
(Davis et al. 3). This essay takes such racial politics into account through a 
focus on the white supremacist aspects of Plantationocene geographies that 
developed in the Lower Mississippi River Basin from the introduction of the 
New Deal in the 1930s until the end of institutionalized segregation in the 
mid-1960s. During this period, not only did plantation agriculture in the area 
undergo significant change, but simultaneously, petrochemical factories began 
to emerge along the Mississippi River in Louisiana. The two industries became 
firmly interconnected in the years after World War II: the Cold War plantation 
depended on the products produced by oil and petrochemical companies, such 
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as fuel, herbicides, pesticides, and fertilizer. Instead of treating these two eco-
nomic regions as separate entities—one based on oil drilling and the industrial 
production of petrochemicals, the other on plantation agriculture—I consider 
them part of the same Plantationocene complex, with comparable racialized 
politics regarding labor and land. Author David L. Cohn’s famous dictum that 
the “Mississippi Delta begins in the lobby of the Peabody Hotel in Memphis 
and ends on Catfish Row in Vicksburg” (12) thus needs some modification; 
the terminus was not Vicksburg, but Plaquemines Parish in Louisiana, where 
the Mississippi River empties into the Gulf of Mexico.

In his landmark study River of Dark Dreams, historian Walter Johnson 
describes the antebellum Mississippi Valley as a place of agricultural and tech-
nological innovation that was central to the formation of US (and global) cap-
italism. Its planter class was commercially minded, internationally oriented, 
and committed to expansionism in order to keep slavery alive and profitable. 
Planters wanted to dominate their enslaved workers and the environment. The 
plantation therefore “was not simply a way of organizing labor, but a way of 
organizing nature” ( Johnson 154). Such designs for white dominance that led 
to the creation of the plantation did not disappear after the downfall of insti-
tutionalized slavery, but continued to act as blueprints for agents of Jim Crow 
who sought to preserve their racist social system within the context of Cold 
War modernity and decolonization efforts across the Global South. Via the 
agrochemical conglomerate of plantations and refineries south of Memphis 
and onward to the oilfields in the Gulf of Mexico, these blueprints flowed 
down the Delta and into the world. The Mississippi remained a river of dark 
dreams.

Petro-Multinationals and the Politics of Segregation in Plaquemines Parish

About twenty miles south of New Orleans, on the east bank of the Mississippi 
River in Plaquemines Parish, lies the Promised Land Plantation. It was the 
residence of Leander Perez, the district attorney of Plaquemines Parish from 
1924 to 1960 and one of the most notorious segregationist strongmen the Deep 
South spawned. Perez’s parents were Isleños, an ethnic group whose ancestors 
migrated from the Canary Islands to Louisiana during the late eighteenth 
century. The father and mother of Leander Perez belonged to a party of Isleños 
that moved from St. Bernard Parish to Plaquemines shortly after the US Civil 
War. His father acquired two plantations, where he grew rice and sugarcane 
( Jeansonne, Leander Perez 2–3; Sluyter 29). Leander “Judge” Perez purchased 
Promised Land in 1925. His rise to power in Plaquemines coincided with 
the discovery of oil in the parish. During his time in office, Perez instituted a 
regime funded by mineral extraction and geared toward self-enrichment and 
the perpetuation of Jim Crow social structures.
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Lucrative deals with oil and gas companies made Perez a wealthy man: his 
net worth was reported to be about $100 million. The Judge liked to dress lav-
ishly, had a second house in New Orleans, and also owned a hunting lodge and 
a pleasure boat ( Jeansonne, “Huey P. Long” 9). The remoteness of Plaquemines 
gave Perez leeway to go about his business without much interference from 
outside forces. In his classic study of southern politics, V. O. Key calls the 
parish “an autonomous principality under its local boss” Leander Perez (178). 
Perez amassed his riches through control of local levee boards and police juries 
and by setting up dummy land corporations, which subleased oilfields to petro- 
multinationals at a much higher rate than the original lease. This construction 
enabled Perez to build a nepotist mini-welfare state in the parish that earned 
him the loyalty of its white inhabitants (Priest 80–81; Horowitz 37; Jeansonne, 
Leander Perez 114–15). Oil money made him a powerhouse that could not 
easily be ignored in Louisiana politics.

By the 1920s, the oil industry had established a strong base in Louisiana, 
with a business philosophy that followed the plantation model: the relent-
less mining of natural resources at the expense of the environment and Black 
Louisianans, whose rights were curtailed under Jim Crow. After World War 
II, Dow Chemical expanded its Louisiana operations. Although neighboring 
Texas is rich in oil like Louisiana, the Lone Star State still had a fairly strong 
union presence. Strikes by Black and white chemical workers—for instance at 
the Dow site in Freeport, Texas during the mid-1950s—were an important 
reason for the company to extend its activities in Louisiana’s industrial corridor 
along the Mississippi River. “Dow was counting on the fact that Louisiana 
remained a segregated state, populated in part by poor blacks so desperate for 
work and feeling so powerless that they could be counted on not to cause the 
kind of labor unrest Dow had experienced in Texas,” public health historians 
Gerald Markowitz and David Rosner remark (240).

The expansion of the petrochemical industry in Louisiana occurred simul-
taneously with the ongoing mechanization and modernization of sugarcane 
plantations in the state. Planters used science and technology to increase 
production and cut down on labor costs, leading to fewer jobs in agriculture 
and making the lives of the primarily Black farmhands even more precarious. 
From the New Deal period onwards, the number of plantations dropped sig-
nificantly, while the remaining farms increased in size: sugarcane production 
became big and automated business. Although the arrival of the oil companies 
diversified Louisiana’s economy, it did not significantly alter the state’s social 
relations, which remained rooted in the plantation model (Markowitz and 
Rosner 237–39).

In general, the oil business preferred to deal directly with officials at the 
state level, instead of trying to obtain leases through the federal government, 
which was a much more cumbersome process (Barr 15; Horowitz 42). Intimate 
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relations between the companies and state regulators meant easier access to 
mineral resources for eager oilmen on the one hand, and an increase in power 
for local bosses like Perez on the other. “The major petroleum companies them-
selves handle him like a demijohn of nitroglycerin,” Fortune reporter Richard 
Austin Smith describes Perez’s commanding dealmaker position in 1958 
(qtd. in Horowitz 38). The states’ rights ideology of segregationist spokesmen 
like Perez served the interests of the oil and gas industry, whose representa-
tives feared that increased federal oversight of drilling might threaten prof-
its and investments made through arrangements with regional leaders. “Oil 
companies, it is true, prefer state leases to federal,” The Petroleum Engineer of 
September 1946 explains. “This is for the simple reason that state contracts are 
more easily fulfilled, being about the same as leases with private individuals . . .  
The general attitude of the oil industry is that it is too difficult to do business 
with the federal government” (Adams 52–53). 

Harold Ickes, who served as Secretary of the Interior in President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt’s cabinet, opposed such decentralized forms of energy produc-
tion. As a New Deal administrator, he began to advocate for stricter federal 
regulation of oil drilling in order to restructure the industry and to combat the 
corruption in leasing practices happening in oil states like Louisiana (Priest 
69–70). Ickes used strong words to describe the interconnection between state 
sovereignty and the interests of the oil industry: “It’s not a matter of states’ 
rights, but the issue of the rights of certain oil companies to take oil from the 
states because it’s easier. Those who are backing bills to continue state owner-
ship are raising the cry of ‘Stop the thief ’ in order to let the oil companies get 
away with murder” (qtd. in Conaway 84). 

Perez traveled frequently to Washington to appear before congressional 
committees to defend Jim Crow and Louisiana’s extensive claim on the tide-
lands. State ownership of these lands represented the financial independence 
necessary for maintaining segregation and home rule for Louisiana’s political 
conservatives, especially in the face of losing federal funding for segregated 
institutions (Barr 6–7). For instance, the Joint Legislative Committee, an 
agency set up by the Louisiana legislature in 1954 to protect state sovereignty 
and segregation, considered tidelands oil revenues “a Heaven-sent opportu-
nity to finance current [school] building needs over a ten-year period, without 
additional taxation, and thereby place the school districts in such position that 
their local needs could thereafter be met from local resources” (qtd. in Barr 26). 
Perez had a double investment in local control of the tidelands: not only did his 
personal wealth depend on it, but so did the white supremacist social system he 
derived his power and status from. 

The Judge placed the defense of segregation regularly in the global con-
text of the Cold War and connected it with the protection of white woman-
hood, thus adding a distinctively gendered tenor to his racist creed. Perez at 
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first feared a “Stalin conspiracy” aimed at creating an independent African 
American state in the Black Belt of the US, the fertile area in the Deep South 
where during the antebellum era the plantation economy thrived. Once that 
state failed to materialize, Perez claimed communists began to infiltrate the 
civil rights movement. “Yes, the Negro is inherently immoral,” he stated. “Yes, 
I think it’s the brain capacity.” From Perez’s point of view, racial equality would 
ultimately lead to miscegenation and the sexual abuse of white women: “You 
make a Negro believe he is equal to the white people and the first thing he 
wants is… A WHITE WOMAN” (qtd. in Sherrill 34). Perez’s statements 
were an expression of the racial, (geo)political, and sexual fears that character-
ized massive resistance against integration. 

The Racial Ecology of Louisiana’s Petrochemical Corridor

Researchers have stressed how plantation structures persist in socioeconomic 
relations after the demise of slavery. In her work, Environmental Humanities 
scholar Delia Byrnes analyzes how oil and gas drilling, refineries, and chemical 
industry replaced sugar and cotton plantations as the most important sites of 
economic activity in Louisiana, yet the power relations of the plantation contin-
ued to govern work relations, the management of human and natural resources, 
and politics at the local, state, and regional level (45, 49). Earlier academics 
similarly pointed out the enduring impact of the plantation on post-slavery 
cultures. “Plantation systems not only determined in large measure the social 
ambiance of plantation societies at large,” anthropologist Sidney Mintz noted 
in the 1970s, “they also underlay the establishment of local codes of behavior, 
and influenced the emergence of new patterns of interaction, infused with many 
of the older values, after slavery itself had ended” (“Caribbean Region” 60).

The plantation is principally an agricultural institution, but the labor 
regimes on these farms (and in the case of sugar, also the processing of cane 
on the plantation) had definite industrial qualities—the “synthesis between 
field and factory,” in the words of Sidney Mintz (Sweetness and Power 47). 
Anthropologist Anna Tsing elucidates how control—over planting, harvest-
ing, refining, work schedules, and the environment—and interchangeability 
characterized farming on New World plantations (Tsing 38–40). The mod-
ern, capitalist, and racialized nature of work and production on these planta-
tions could thus be easily transferred to new modes of industrial activity, such 
as oil and gas drilling in Louisiana, which was a highly profitable business 
that simultaneously served the interests of those invested in the Jim Crow 
racial order. Leander Perez was one of them. According to historian Andy 
Horowitz, the Judge helped “create a system in which the public domain could 
be exploited for private advantage, and the costs and benefits of development 
would be distributed wildly unevenly” (21).
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In his biography of Perez, journalist James Conaway explains how the dis-
trict attorney of Plaquemines Parish represented a continuation of the planter 
mentality. Perez’s house stood on the grounds of a former plantation and he 
acted as a planter himself, hungry for power, profit, and control. “If oil is sub-
stituted for sugar cane or cotton as the staple of the land, then the planter- 
merchant analogy becomes plain,” Conaway writes. “As a lawyer and public  
official and the controller of public lands, Perez could, and did, enter into 
mutually advantageous agreements with the moneymen—i.e., the oil, gas, and 
sulphur suppliers—to the general exclusion of the interests of the people.” 
While the local government acted as overseer, Perez often was an “absentee 
landlord,” residing in his mansion in uptown New Orleans (8–9). 

To keep political unrest down, Perez promised jobs for both white and 
Black inhabitants of the parish as long as they did not challenge estab-
lished race and class structures, which meant comparatively lower wages and 
more dangerous work for African Americans (Barra 87). A Black resident 
of Plaquemines recalled how the parish “always wanted to keep you with a 
secondary education to provide labor for the factories.” Not only plantations, 
but also maritime enterprises like the oystering business along the Gulf Coast 
increased in scale during Perez’s reign. An African American oysterman who 
worked in Plaquemines said the big oyster companies were “industrializing 
mother nature” and that they transformed the bayous into “plantations” (qtd. 
in Barra 118–19). Like enslaved workers and later sharecroppers who picked 
cotton, oystercatchers got rewarded by the sack: their payment depended on 
how much they could collect per day. Perez controlled the oystering business 
in Plaquemines, so the large oyster boats ended up with white captains. They 
raked in a significant part of the profit, while the catchers had to do the heavy 
work. Petroleum companies that began drilling in the wetlands sought similar 
labor dynamics.

The alliance between the oil industry and the forces of segregation not 
only afflicted Black Louisianans, but also the state’s vulnerable wetland eco-
system. When the oil and gas companies arrived in Louisiana, they began to 
dig thousands of miles of canals through the wetlands and constructed pipe-
lines for their drilling operations. Energy and environmental consultant Jason 
Theriot describes how oilmen of the 1950s saw “conquering nature through 
technological innovation . . . as a benefit to mankind” and how “most pipeliners 
who worked in south Louisiana in this early period viewed the wetlands as a 
wasteland that held little value to the larger public” (71). Like the plantation, 
the network of oil and gas pipelines in the wetlands represented an effort to 
bring (what oil companies considered) useless wilderness under control and 
extract natural resources whose market value bolstered the power of oilmen 
and their allies. Oil businesses were not neutral actors in the Jim Crow US 
South. Texaco and Shell assisted Louisiana’s state officials in their fight for 
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state control of offshore oilfields, while the latter company built a huge chem-
ical plant near Norco during the 1950s, about thirty miles upriver from New 
Orleans. The site for the plant had been plantation land, where the descendants 
of enslaved workers had formed their own community after the Civil War: 
Belltown. When Shell came and purchased Belltown to construct a factory 
there, its residents had no other option but to relocate to the nearby subdi-
vision of Diamond, where they did not benefit from new jobs created by the 
arrival of the Shell facility, but did suffer from its pollution (Lerner 11–28). 

Norco is located in the area now known as Cancer Alley, a 150-mile stretch 
of the Mississippi River between the state capital of Baton Rouge and New 
Orleans that was once the site of many plantations and is now the domain 
of petrochemical industry and oil refineries. African American communities 
in particular are exposed to the dangerous toxins the factories in Louisiana’s 
Chemical Corridor emit (Vernon 9). Besides the health hazards these com-
panies created, they also destroyed complete ecosystems. Local people told 
mournful stories about the dramatic disappearance of flora and fauna: “When 
I was a child, there were trees ten feet from one end by the river to the other 
end by the railroad track, large oak trees . . . The birds were here, robins were 
here, and it was just very beautiful scenery,” a 63-year-old resident of a town 
in Cancer Alley recalled. “Then all of a sudden we had many plants built close 
by to the city, within 5 miles of the city, chemical plants . . . This killed off all 
of the trees and the birds all gone” (qtd. in Singer 157). A similar fate befell 
Morrisonville, a majority Black community founded in the 1870s by former 
enslaved workers from the Australia Plantation close to the city of Plaquemine, 
Louisiana. Dow acquired land near Morrisonville in 1959. About thirty years 
later, the town’s inhabitants found out their water wells were contaminated 
with poisonous chemical residues coming from the Dow plant (Lerner 77–78; 
Markowitz and Rosner 242). Instead of solving the pollution problem, Dow 
decided to buy out the residents of Morrisonville and make them move else-
where. “Dow didn’t exactly ask for our input,” said G. Jack Martin, a deacon 
at the local Nazarene Baptist Church. “They just came in and told us what 
they were going to do. I guess Dow is the plantation now” (qtd. in Markowitz 
and Rosner 242). Mobility regimes associated with the plantation determined 
Dow’s measures in Morrisonville: the relocation of Black people to benefit the 
company.

Opposition to such forms of environmental racism often depended on 
grassroots organizing. Amos Favorite grew up on the Waterloo Plantation in 
Geismar, Louisiana in the 1930s. Like Morrisonville and Norco, Geismar is 
located in Cancer Alley. Favorite described his life as a Black child on the sug-
arcane farm as “educated slavery.” Because going to see the doctor in Gonzales 
(about twelve miles east of Geismar) cost too much, the “plantation vet would 
look at us when he came to check the animals” (qtd. in Markowitz and Rosner 
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238). Favorite initially was excited about chemical companies coming to 
Geismar in the late 1950s, expecting it would bring good jobs to the commu-
nity. Disillusionment soon set in, however. The industry only took on whites; 
Favorite eventually managed to get work at an alumina plant, but that required 
a long campaign of political involvement and protesting against the hiring 
practices of the factories. Favorite’s daughter Malaika was the first Black stu-
dent at the local white high school in 1968, which led to violent repercussions 
by the Ku Klux Klan. In order to protect his family and his neighbors, Favorite 
organized armed resistance against the Klan. In the 1980s, he became involved 
in the environmental justice movement as co-founder of the Ascension Parish 
Residents Against Toxic Pollution, which fought the poisonous fallout of 
chemical industry expansion in Geismar and its surroundings (Allen 43–44; 
Singer 148). Favorite embodied the fusion of civil rights with environmental 
activism as Louisiana transformed from a plantation society to a petrochemical 
state.

Like Amos Favorite, many local people stood up against the powerful 
petro-multinationals and the dangers they posed, in particular to African 
American communities. An example of such a community is Alsen in East 
Baton Rouge Parish, the hometown of early environmental activist Mary 
McCastle. McCastle played an important role in mobilizing African Americans 
for the environmental movement in Louisiana and across the US South (Allen 
41–43). In Plaquemines Parish, racial and environmental justice activism not 
only happened on land, but also on the water. During the late 1970s Black oys-
tercatchers set up the Fishermen and Concerned Citizens Association (FCCA) 
to more effectively confront the racialized policies that threatened their eco-
nomic independence and favored the big oystering outfits owned by whites. 
The FCCA later developed into a much broader civil rights group, combating 
environmental racism and discrimination by local and state institutions such as 
the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries (Barra 120–28). All these 
grassroots efforts challenged the toxic nature of racial ecologies in Louisiana’s 
petrochemical corridor.

Under the reign of Leander Perez, the wetlands of Plaquemines converted 
into a more industrialized environment. Plantation legacies shaped the modus 
operandi of oil companies in Louisiana, making them “the spiritual inheritor 
of the plantation” (Byrnes 49). The cooperation between petro-multinationals 
and Perez created a virulent milieu wherein personal enrichment trumped the 
well-being of nature and the common good. As the petrochemical industry 
took over the old plantation grounds on the banks of the Mississippi River, it 
eventually turned into an “industrial super-organism” (Steininger 273) con-
sisting of interdependent plants (connected by pipelines, waterways, and rail-
roads) that mine and process Louisiana’s raw materials (Mandelman 139–40). 
The factories in Cancer Alley were part of an even bigger Plantationocene 
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complex however, an agro-industrial super-organism that also contained the 
neoplantations appearing during the New Deal.

The Mississippi Delta Neoplantation and World Markets

The New Deal (1933–1939) dramatically transformed agriculture in the US 
South. Many farm measures implemented by the federal government to counter 
the Great Depression in the southern states primarily profited the planter class. 
With the subsidies they received from Washington, plantation owners could 
buy new equipment such as tractors and harvesters, which enabled them to 
cut back on labor costs. The fossil fuel-driven mechanization of the plantation 
led to the illegal eviction of tenants and the substitution of sharecroppers with 
wage laborers, who were hired on an ad hoc basis. The agricultural initiatives of 
the New Deal had an obvious racial bias; ninety percent of sharecroppers in the 
region were Black and they reaped little benefit from the government’s pro-
grams, especially in comparison to the big planters (Cobb 914–15). “Southern 
farmers who survived the Depression generally owned larger holdings, grew a 
greater variety of crops, employed fewer workers but more machinery, incor-
porated more scientific know-how, and looked to government for subsidies in 
their quest for parity,” historian Roger Biles summarizes the change in the US 
South from the system of sharecropping to agribusiness (57). This agricultural 
transformation heralded the rise of the neoplantation—large-scale, capital- 
intensive, and fully mechanized farms (Woods 159–60). 

The revolution of plantation agriculture that started with mechanization 
in the 1930s continued after World War II with the increased use of pesti-
cides and herbicides, which further reduced the need for manual labor. By the 
mid-1950s, the business elite of Memphis marketed the city as the “Chemical 
Capital of the Mississippi Valley” to attract companies manufacturing agro-
chemicals (qtd. in Woods 161). The Mississippi Delta was the right place for 
these businesses to settle because plantations in the area applied vast amounts 
of chemical products to boost yields. Cotton became the most insecticide- 
intensive crop in the years after World War II; by the 1960s, it used forty 
percent of insecticides in the country. Geographer Brian Williams describes 
this new way of farming in the Delta as an “intensifying chemical regime of 
plantation production” (252–53). Besides herbicides and pesticides, plantations 
hungered after fertilizers to beef up production. Ammonia synthesis plants 
emerged further downriver in Louisiana, for instance in the town of Luling 
in 1954. This facility is currently the biggest manufacturer of agricultural 
chemicals in the US (IndustrySelect). Fertilizer produced in these Louisiana 
plants was shipped upriver and applied in the fields there. Excess nitrates sub-
sequently flowed back into the Mississippi, causing algal blooms in the Gulf 
of Mexico that formed hypoxic “dead zones” (Steininger 275). The Cold War 



The Global South 16, no. 260

Plantationocene complex in the Lower Mississippi River Basin created a toxic 
ecosystem where specious ideas about progress made life precarious for all 
sorts of organisms, both human and other-than-human.

In 1962, Rachel Carson’s seminal work Silent Spring came out. It played a 
pioneering role in exposing the hazards of pesticides (such as DDT) and how 
chemical companies had systematically misinformed the public about their dan-
gers. Southern planters took issue with the book; they depended heavily on the 
use of pesticides and herbicides to combat insects like the boll weevil and weeds. 
Because “plantation regimes operate through the conjoined (il)logic of ecological 
simplification, reorganization, and homogenization,” they are more vulnerable to 
pest infestations (Chao 178). The plantation bloc found a spokesman in a fel-
low cotton farmer: Congressman Jamie Whitten of Mississippi. In Washington, 
Whitten was known as the “Farm Baron” or the “Permanent Secretary of 
Agriculture,” because of his powerful position on the Agriculture Appropriations 
Subcommittee. Whitten was also a strong supporter of Jim Crow, especially 
during the heyday of massive resistance in the 1950s and early 1960s. He said the 
Supreme Court’s desegregation verdict in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) set 
the country on a “downhill road to integration, amalgamation, and ruin” (qtd. in 
Cobb 923). In 1956, Whitten signed the Southern Manifesto, a segregationist 
response to Brown that called for massive resistance against racial integration 
and state sovereignty in the organization of race relations. 

Although the application of pesticides and herbicides does not appear to 
be racialized at first sight, in practice it frequently is—especially in a Deep 
South state like Mississippi, where a large, impoverished population of African 
Americans relied on work in agriculture. By the 1960s however, the big plan-
tations in the area no longer required a lot of farmhands. The mechanization 
of plantations that took off during the New Deal and the increased use of 
pesticides and herbicides in the Cold War era severely diminished the need 
for manual labor. Agricultural machines and toxins made hoeing weeds and 
picking cotton by hand redundant. This pernicious racial order of the Deep 
South plantation was a manifestation of “agro-environmental racism,” which 
was destructive to both the regional environment and the decreasing number 
of (often Black) farm workers, who had to work in the poisonous cottonfields 
without protection and whose vegetable gardens were frequently sprayed with 
toxins by crop dusters as collateral damage (Williams 256–58). On the one 
hand, the intensive application of pesticides was a continuation of a racist 
plantation regime that had been in place since the 1800s. On the other, it was 
used as a weapon to drive superfluous labor off the land once plantations were 
fully mechanized. For the big planters in the Deep South, the well-being of 
their farm products (and the profits they made on selling them on the world 
market) was more important than the environment or human lives—in partic-
ular the lives of Black workers.
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As an influential representative of this “chemical regime of plantation pro-
duction,” Whitten opened an all-out attack on Rachel Carson with his own 
book, titled That We May Live. It was an unabashed celebration of pesticides 
and the companies producing these poisons. Whitten admitted “that the  
cotton-growing Mississippi Delta region has one of the highest rates of pesti-
cide application in the country” (That We May Live 55). But he did not see that 
as a problem. Instead, he painted a picture of progress that celebrated mecha-
nized and chemical-intensive plantation agriculture in the Delta. “In the grow-
ing season hundreds of motor vehicles and aircraft apply tons of insecticides to 
the cotton fields . . . The roar of spraying and dusting aircraft is as common as 
the noise of tractors,” Whitten wrote. “Such treatments are absolutely essential, 
for the warm, humid climate of the Delta produces an unbelievable number of 
destructive insects” (That We May Live 55–56). Chemical multinationals such 
as Shell, Dow, Monsanto, and Cyanamid enthusiastically helped Whitten to 
write the book and get it published in 1966. 

Besides the nascent environmental movement in the United States person-
ified by Rachel Carson, Whitten had another problem: the looming enactment 
of much stricter environmental regulations in Europe, which endangered the 
export of US farm products treated with herbicides and pesticides (Whitten, 
“Importance of Agricultural Exports” 5–6). In the late summer of 1967, 
Whitten decided to travel to Europe for a pesticide public relations offensive 
and to negotiate with Sicco Mansholt, the European commissioner for agri-
culture and rural development. The Mississippi congressman was particularly 
worried about the new agrochemical laws being drafted in Germany, because 
other countries in Europe would probably follow the continent’s economic 
powerhouse (Whitten, letter to George C. Delp). Mechanized, chemical-in-
tensive farming was the surest way to economic progress, Whitten thought. 
“Unnecessary restrictions [on chemicals] would lessen their [Europeans’] 
chances to improve their own economy and standard of living,” he wrote 
Assistant US Secretary of Agriculture George Mehren. The economic well- 
being of Europe was “dependent upon substituting machinery, equipment,  
fertilizers and pesticides for human labor, which could then be utilized in 
industry” (Letter to George Mehren).

While in Europe, Whitten delivered a speech at the International Congress 
of Plant Protection in Vienna, Austria. His address stressed the importance 
and especially safety of herbicides and pesticides. He compared fish kill in 
the Mississippi River with the health of the piscine population in a lake in 
Sunflower County, Mississippi, a county in the heart of the Delta and home 
to US Senator James Eastland, a powerful planter-politician who was good 
friends with Leander Perez. According to Whitten, “for many years the per-
sistent chemicals used on crops have run into streams which feed the lake.” 
Nothing was wrong with the fish in the lake, however: “the fish are fat, healthy 
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and active, and yet, these fish contained more than forty times as much chem-
ical residue from persistent chemicals as did the salt water fish involved in the 
Mississippi River kill.” With this example, Whitten wanted to demonstrate that 
no direct relationship existed between the intensive application of pesticides 
and mortality among wildlife. “We have read of numerous instances of fish kill; 
yet a study shows this has occurred throughout history,” he asserted. “Why it 
causes their death, science does not know” (“Our Pesticide Problem” 7).

The Swiss chemical corporation Geigy exhibited interest in translating 
Whitten’s book into German while Shell’s International Research Company 
in The Hague, the Netherlands, wanted to facilitate a Spanish version of That 
We May Live. Both companies were invested in the petrochemical industry and 
the production of pesticides. They feared the impact of environmental activists 
like Rachel Carson on their business practices. “I believe that a Spanish edition 
will be extremely useful in all Central and South American countries,” wrote 
Shell employee Walter Appleby to Whitten. “This whole area is now waking 
up to the importance of agricultural chemicals and your book will be of great 
help to them” (Letter to Jamie L. Whitten). A German and Spanish edition of 
Whitten’s book appeared in 1969, titled Damit Wir Leben Können and Para Que 
Podamos Vivir. A year later, the Shell branch in Colombia reported how helpful 
the latter had been in convincing agricultural agencies of the Colombian gov-
ernment to rethink placing restrictions on the use of pesticides manufactured 
by Shell, such as aldrin, dieldrin, and endrin. “It apparently is doing a much 
needed job there right now,” agribusiness public relations consultant Donald 
Lerch informed Whitten (Lerch 1970). 

Whitten’s associates did not limit their activities to Europe and Latin 
America. In early 1969, Lerch visited Japan, where he learned from an agri-
businessman “that the fear of pesticides is being fanned by a number of writers 
in the popular Japanese press.” Although the attack on agrochemicals had not 
yet reached the same magnitude as it had in the United States and Europe, 
“it is a matter of growing concern.” Lerch told Whitten he discussed getting 
That We May Live translated into Japanese with one of his friends in the pub-
lishing business there (Lerch 1969). Walter Appleby also traveled to Asia in 
1969, to deliver a paper titled “Pesticide Residues in Our Environment” at the 
International Union for the Conservation of Nature in New Delhi, India. Like 
Whitten’s 1967 speech in Vienna, Appleby’s objective was to emphasize the 
harmlessness of a pesticide like DDT, if administered correctly. “Purely agri-
cultural uses are not likely to cause any significant hazard to fish and wildlife, 
nor are they likely to lead to serious pollution of the great rivers of the world,” 
he concluded (“Pesticide Residues in Our Environment”). Whitten could not 
agree more (Whitten, letter to Walter G. Appleby). 

However, following Carson’s pioneering work, scientists began to find dis-
turbing signs that organochlorides like endrin, DDT, and its metabolite DDE 
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were in fact dangerous to fauna. Pesticides used on plantations in Mississippi 
and Louisiana to control the cotton boll weevil, bollworm, and sugarcane borer 
ended up in the Mississippi River and killed fish, turtles, and snakes, espe-
cially after heavy rains that caused runoffs from the fields. The piscivorous 
brown pelican was common along Louisiana’s Gulf Coast until 1958, but five 
years later, it had disappeared. An effort in 1975 to transplant pelicans from 
Florida to Louisiana led to more dead birds. “This sudden and devastating die-
off demonstrates the vulnerability of pelicans to endrin and emphasizes the 
possible role of insecticides in their decline,” researchers from Texas deduced 
(King et al. 418, 426–27). 

In parallel fashion, death-dealing agrochemicals had a major impact on 
human beings living in the Delta. Crop dusters sprayed the insecticide calcium 
arsenate (which not only kills bugs but is also harmful to vegetables) with-
out much consideration to the gardens where Black plantation tenants grew 
foodstuffs. A crop duster pilot recalled in 1972 how “the planters would tell us 
not to pay any attention to them, just go ahead and dust right over them . . .  
it would completely kill the gardens, ruin it” (qtd. in Williams 257). The 
agro-industrial super-organism taking over the Lower Mississippi River Basin 
in the post-World War II period created a Plantationocene geography that led 
to species loss, racialized displacement of people considered by planters and 
their allies to be a burden, and attempts to globalize the agenda of the Delta 
agrochemical conglomerate, which happened with the support of petro-multi-
nationals such as Shell (Daniel 82–83). 

Conclusion

In ways similar to grassroots activism in Cancer Alley, local people in 
Mississippi organized to mitigate the toxic effects of the globally operating 
Plantationocene complex on their communities. In the late 1960s, famous civil 
rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer established the Freedom Farm Cooperative 
(FFC) in the Delta town of Ruleville. “Because living on the farm, on some 
plantation, they still don’t give you a place to grow stuff,” Hamer explained 
the rationale behind the FFC, where participants instead could cultivate their 
“own vegetables, you know, like butter beans, peas, okra, potatoes, peanuts, and 
then cash crops” (Interview 172–73). The primary purpose of the Freedom 
Farm was the production of healthy food; Hamer and her associates used the 
money they made from selling cash crops like cotton to pay the mortgage on 
the land. Hamer considered landownership the basis for survival and libera-
tion. Plantation-type operations owned by wealthy individuals constituted the 
root of many socioeconomic problems, she thought. An individual should not 
own more than necessary to make a living. Community self-government and 
collective landholding were her grassroots solutions to inequality. “Cooperative 
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ownership of land opens the door to many opportunities for group develop-
ment of economic enterprises, which develop the total community, rather than 
create monopolies that monopolize the resources of a community,” Hamer told 
an audience in Ruleville on 27 September 1971 (“If the Name of the Game Is 
Survive, Survive” 142).

As a food-producing cooperative, the Freedom Farm represented a radical 
alternative to the agribusiness model dominant in the Delta. The plantation 
logic that undergirded slavery lived on and shaped the US South’s business 
and political culture: a cold-blooded, for-profit frame of mind and a determi-
nation to subject human beings and nature to capitalist production, without a 
strong consideration of how such attitudes destroyed lives and ecosystems. In 
Plaquemines Parish, local strongman Leander Perez “ruled like an arrogant 
and protective plantation owner, although he preferred sowing oil leases to 
crops” (Isaacson 4). Perez and likeminded politicos in Louisiana intended to 
use revenues coming out of extractive industries to ensure continued funding 
for southern apartheid and to build their own wealth. The globally operating 
companies that bankrolled Perez’s toxic politics likewise helped Jamie Whitten 
sell his agrochemical gospel in various parts of the world through translations 
of That We May Live. 

The endeavors of segregationists like Perez and Whitten contributed to 
Plantationocene trends, which exacerbated “economic, environmental, and 
social inequalities that have made ways of being in a world undergoing rapid 
climate change, accelerated species extinction, and growing wealth disparity 
more precarious for some human and nonhuman beings than others” (Moore 
et al.). The agro-industrial super-organism of the Cold War Mississippi Delta 
these men were part of created ecological and humanitarian catastrophes that 
led to the disappearance of wildlife, the destruction of valuable ecosystems, 
and people being driven from the land, at times quite literally, for instance the 
residents of Belltown and Morrisonville and the farmworkers who could not 
survive in the poisonous environment of the neoplantation. 

Science and Technology Studies scholar Donna Haraway points out how 
the Plantationocene signifies “the devastating transformation of diverse kinds 
of human-tended farms, pastures, and forests into extractive and enclosed plan-
tations relying on slave labor and other forms of exploited, alienated, and usu-
ally spatially transported labor.” These plantations then became “the model and 
motor for the carbon-greedy machine-based factory system.” Simultaneously, 
Haraway calls attention to the gardens of workers on the plantation, which 
served as an important source for food and constituted biodiverse ecosystems 
that nurtured a great variety of plants, fauna, fungal organisms, and soil types 
(Haraway 162). These garden plots were in many ways the opposite of the 
plantation, which “lives on in the idealization of rationally ordered, large-
scale, extractive landscapes across the rural-urban divide” (Wolford 2). Such a 
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seemingly enlightened idealization of order and racialized concepts of ratio-
nality determined the designs for white dominance that segregationists from 
the southern United States expounded and implemented in their attempts to 
keep Jim Crow practices alive during the Cold War era, and beyond.
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