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Abstract

Scholars have argued that geologic proposals for the Anthropocene are entangled with collective

imaginaries and geopolitical anxieties. In this article, we analyze three prominent tropes of

American apocalyptic films (the “Great Deluge,” the “Nuclear Catacalysm,” and “the

Population Bomb”) and map them onto existing geological proposals for the Anthropocene. In

staging this encounter, we illustrate how impending ecological disasters in American popular

imagination temporally displace the apocalypse into the present or the future. These imaginings

of apocalypse evade specific culpability when they imagine a universal human frailty, enacting a

darkly ironic reversal of historical and ongoing apocalyptic realities. Drawing on insights from

ecocriticism, political geography, postcolonial, decolonial and critical race studies, we argue that

the global crisis heralded by the Anthropocene reveals deep-seated fears of racialized others

taking over the planet and the decline of white civilization, and we suggest alternative openings

for other futures.
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The tropes of Hollywood apocalyptic films are recognizable: a plucky band of survivors
comes together in catastrophe. Major cities are flooded or destroyed, and the protagonists
may be set upon by zombies, protect themselves from a dangerous virus, or fight off sentient
animals. Will they maintain their humanity in the face of crisis? Or turn to racialized
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cannibalism and savagery? Will they overcome the overconsumption and hubris that led

humanity to this point? Will technology save them or be their undoing? In these tropes,

Hollywood enacts a darkly ironic reversal of the history of genocide and pestilence in the

Americas (Stannard, 1993), a history that marked the geologic record when formerly culti-

vated lands were quietly reforested, a geological memorial of recaptured carbon (Davis and

Todd, 2017; Lewis and Maslin, 2015). This apocalypse, which already happened, is tempo-

rally displaced into the present or future when Hollywood imagines global tragedy. Brad

Pitt facing off against zombies in World War Z folds time to give us a white protagonist

fighting extinction on a continent that already witnessed a vicious effort by settler colonists

to eliminate native populations (Wolfe, 2006).
In this article, we look to cultural representations of the future to understand the tem-

poral sleight of hand that occurs when we deploy the term Anthropocene. We consider the

ways in which fears of the Anthropocene are prefigured in earlier moments of crisis, and

suggest that when we imagine the Anthropocene as an apocalypse, it is naı̈ve to ignore

narratives of cataclysmic disaster and unknown futures circulating in collective imaginaries.

As Davis and Todd (2017: 761, referencing Whyte 2016) suggest when they argue that the

Anthropocene starts with the colonization of the Americas, “the current environmental

crises which are named through the designation of the Anthropocene, can be viewed as a

continuation of, rather than a break from, previous eras that begin with colonialism and

extend through advanced capitalism.” Cultural flashpoints provide us with the charismatic

megafauna of the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles: fun outcomes of nuclear toxic waste,

evading historically existent examples of nuclear contamination. Dramatic flooding in The

Day after Tomorrow eclipses how dramatic weather events exacerbate global inequalities.

We understand these cinematic tropes – so commonplace as to have become cliché – to be

useful entry points for examining contestations over the meaning of the Anthropocene.

Embedded within these tropes, which we categorize as the “Population Bomb,” “Nuclear

Cataclysm,” and “Great Deluge,” we find echoes of the geologic markers proposed for the

Anthropocene. To make sense of these echoes, we develop a theory of geo-historical junc-

tures as apocalyptic revelations: we identify connections between debates over when the

Anthropocene began and genres of disaster in popular culture. We then analyze exemplars

of disaster tropes to unearth evasions of culpability and troubling claims to universal

humanity.
We argue that scientific debates and cultural representations offer parallel imaginings of

apocalypse that escape specific culpability (for instance, in processes of settler colonialism,

capitalism, or imperialism) and instead center a universal human frailty that ends with

triumph, a clear moral, and a clean slate. Not all imaginaries reiterate this narrative; in

closing we turn to fantastical artwork that holds the violences of colonialism, racism, and

environmental destruction in tandem with creative and abundant futures. Our aim, as three

scholars working at the intersection of climate justice, geopolitics, and futurity, is to bring

race more firmly into conversations of the Anthropocene. We suggest that apocalyptic

imaginings have often been framed through an exclusionary hierarchy of humanity, neces-

sitating closer examination of how clichéd genre conventions that saturate our media envi-

ronment rely on anti-Black racism and indigenous erasure. Without such attention, we risk

reiterating these clichés in narrating environmental crisis. We focus on renderings of the

apocalypse in American popular culture as a window into cultural anxieties, following

scholars in media studies and ecocriticism (Murray and Heumann, 2014; O’Brien, 2016;

Willoquet-Maricondi, 2010) and geography (Dittmer and Gray, 2010; Dodds, 2008;

Kennedy and Lukinbeal, 1997; Lukinbeal and Zimmermann, 2006; Sharp, 1998).
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Bettini (2013) and Hartmann (2010) caution that unexamined apocalyptic imagery in
policy documents will shift governance in response to climate change from politics to secu-
rity. The spillage of sci-fi into science and security is not hypothetical; consider the U.S.
Army’s recent “Mad Scientist Science Fiction Writing Contest,” encouraging contestants
“to explore fresh ideas about the future of warfare and technology. . .with implications for
how the Army operates in future conflicts” (US Army Training and Doctrine Command,
2016). We write here for political geographers, political ecologists, and scientists engaging
with the politics of the environmental future. It is beyond our expertise to comprehensively
detail genres of apocalypse, but rather we outline three among many possible geo-historical
junctures that can clarify the political stakes of the Anthropocene. This does mean, as we
explain later, that our readings of the films lean into the clichés of these genres, rather than
untangle their simultaneous complexity. We understand these geo-historical junctures as
flashpoints of a “master-narrative of the political unconscious” (Jameson, 1982), a turbulent
reckoning with what it means to be human that is fraught with the racialized hauntings of
genocide, slavery, and ongoing imperialism.

What kind of urgency does the Anthropocene produce? For whom? Baldwin (2012: 172)
argues whiteness is figured through “tropes of uncertainty, Utopia, apocalypse, prophesy,
hope, fear, possibility and potentiality.” Here, we disaggregate futurity’s tropes in conver-
sation with a parallel undoing of the fundamentally racialized definitions of humanness (da
Silva, 2011; Gilroy, 2018; Weheliye, 2014; Wynter, 2003). At the core of processes that
accelerated environmental devastation, now represented as global, has been the consistent
sacrifice of some lives for the betterment of others. The Anthropocene uncomfortably
reiterates a nature/human binary figured in racialized terms, at times serving as a proxy
for deep-seated anxieties of racialized Others “taking over” the planet. We construct three
geo-historical junctures: a staged encounter between geological proposals under review by
the Anthropocene Working Group and corresponding cinematic apocalyptic genres.
Building on Jameson’s (1982: 153) articulation of sci-fi as dramatization of “our incapacity
to imagine the future. . . the atrophy of the utopian imagination,” we analyze how these
apocalyptic imaginaries break down or intensify human/nature divisions in ways that some-
times disrupt but more often reinvigorate a racial classification of humanity. We begin by
reviewing the Anthropocene as a collective contestation over what it means to be human,
elaborate our rationale for examining popular culture, and then analyze the underlying
racial premises of common Hollywood tropes. We close the article with warning signs
and alternate imaginaries that disrupt this troubled legacy.

Anthropocene as apocalyptic futurity

We build on a rich tradition of “storytelling” in environmental justice activism and research
(Houston and Vasudevan, 2017) that examines the Anthropocene as a narrative (Buell,
2014) whose meaning is being contested among scientists, social movement actors, critical
theorists and cultural producers. What then do we learn from the storytelling that takes
place in debates over when the Anthropocene began? Lewis and Maslin (2015, see also
Davis and Todd, 2017) propose, 1610 as start date: the conquest of the Americas. This
territorial accumulation highlights, “a long-term and large-scale example of human actions
unleashing processes that are difficult to predict or manage” (Lewis and Maslin, 2015: 177).
While the, 1610 proposal has not gained traction in the scientific community (Hamilton,
2015), its acknowledgment of colonization’s genocidal violence makes possible a more inci-
sive understanding of what is meant by the designation of the epoch (Davis and Todd,
2017). Other proposals also highlight politically charged moments in history, and are read as

Gergan et al. 3



a corrective to Enlightenment hubris (L€ovbrand et al., 2009). As noted by Robbins and
Moore (2013: 9), “Anthropocene scientific culture thus simultaneously displays a panicked
political imperative to intervene more vocally and aggressively in an earth transformation
run amok and an increasing fear that past scientific claims about the character of ecosystems
and their transformation were overly normative, prescriptive, or political in nature.”

Analyzing climate change as a literary narrative explores how scientific knowledge gains
traction, “[crystallizing] the anxieties of a wider public” (Buell, 2014: 272). For Yusoff
(2013), this “geological turn” pushes our focus beyond social relations with fossil fuels
and human impacts on Earth, to think of human being as itself geologically composed;
the social then emerges as an expression of geology and geochemistry. The Anthropocene
debate offers critical scholars a rare opportunity to engage with the scientific community,
making possible a more political geoscience (Castree, 2015: 15). However, these proposals
may elide who is contained within the “human,” while potentially legitimating “non-dem-
ocratic and technophilic approaches, such as geoengineering” (Baskin, 2015: 11). Ahuja
(2016) argues, “Geology is a spawn of the colonial capitalist assemblage that is rapidly
transforming the planet. . . the discipline cannot stand objectively outside the relations
that term clumsily attempts to name.” We find ourselves in agreement with theorization
of the Capitalocene that challenges the narrative of a “fictitious human unity” erasing the
unevenness of ecological violence (Haraway, 2016; Moore, 2017), and in agreement with
critiques centering the persistent role of colonial processes and settler colonialism as insep-
arable from climate-driven conditions of violence (Davis and Todd, 2017; Whyte, 2016,
2013). For Baldwin (2014: 525), climate change anxieties reiterate the human as a racial
category “at a moment often characterized as simultaneously post-racial and post-human.”
While post-humanist scholarship has presented an important critique of the anthros, post-
colonial, decolonial and critical race studies suggest that analysis of the Anthropocene must
consider how colonial demarcations of the human–nonhuman boundaries were premised
upon and developed alongside racial hierarchies of human difference (Gilroy, 2018; Jackson,
2013; Livingstone et al., 2011).

Ecological anxieties abound (Robbins and Moore, 2013), and “fantasies of apocalypse
are both a product and a producer of the Anthropocene” (Ginn, 2015: 352). But what
politics do visions of future catastrophe engender (e.g. Baldwin, 2012; Ginn, 2015; Katz,
1995; Schlosser, 2015; Skrimshire, 2010; Swyngedouw, 2013)? Following the premise of
popular geopolitics, we understand that popular culture narratives enable particular
forms of truth making, inciting affective predispositions that generate political action (or
inaction) (Dittmer and Gray, 2010; Dodds, 2008; Sharp, 1998). Apocalyptic film can be
consumed as a spectacle of future ruin that closes space for political action by fetishizing
causes (such as carbon), proposing technological fixes, and downplaying unevenly violent
results of ecological change. But it can also be a form of social dreaming that makes dif-
ferent futures possible (Ginn, 2015; Schlosser, 2015).

What kind of present is generated by representations of the future that reinscribe the
racialized colonial origins of the Anthropocene? Future rendered as “white decline” is fun-
damental to the operation of biopolitical projects in the present (Smith and Vasudevan,
2017). This anxiety is new in the specificity of Anthropocene as discourse, but also contains
strands of familiar apocalyptic imaginings, and crossover between policy and pop culture.
The cover of The Population Bomb (Erhlich, 1968), centers a small white baby in a bomb to
generate anticipatory fear and action in the form of “population control.” This neo-
Malthusian vision is one among many cultural productions of its time that reveal the under-
current of fear under the guise of preventing war and environmental catastrophe
(Hartmann, 1995). But Public Enemy’s, 1990 Fear of a Black Planet album cover art is,
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to our eyes, a franker reading of overpopulation fears: a vision of a Black planet eclipsing
the earth, with Star Wars lettering and the words “the counterattack on world supremacy”
repeating at the bottom. This cover art renders visible the submerged storylines of reversal
and takeover that occur through proxies and fantasy in mainstream pop culture. White
fragility (DiAngelo, 2011) is here stripped of pretense.

Geo-historical junctures and disasters as revelation

As scholars sift through the evidence to fix, subvert, or complicate the temporality of the
Anthropocene, their choice of markers echoes other imaginings of disaster in revealing ways.
In what follows, we trace webs of connection between these geological markers and other
imaginings of catastrophe, to render visible the racial components of future-oriented anxiety
in which race is a fundamental but invisibilized mechanism of racial neoliberalism (Baldwin,
2016; Goldberg, 2008). The determination of when the Anthropocene began centers on
potential “golden spikes” or Global Stratotype Section and Point (GSSP) markers that
signal global change – that is, markers in glacier ice, in rock, or in sediment. Along with
a geological imprint, Crutzen and Stoermer (2000) argued that the proposed marker should
correspond to an important global historical juncture, demonstrating how the choice of
geological marker then also becomes part of a political story about human agency, culpa-
bility, the past, and the future (Lewis and Maslin, 2015).

Here, we consider three geo-historical junctures in conjunction with corresponding cul-
tural anxieties. First, Crutzen and Stoermer (2000) and subsequent studies (Waters et al.,
2016) locate the start date of the Anthropocene in the Industrial Revolution. In Steffen
et al.’s (2007) proposal, the Anthropocene is divided into three stages: Industrial Era (1800–
1945) marked by fossil fuel expansion, the “Great Acceleration” (1945–2015) marked by
rapid industrialization and population growth, and the third stage “Stewards of the Earth
System” (2015 onwards), a speculative period marked by growing awareness of humanity’s
impact on nature. In this narrative of teleological humanism, strangely reminiscent of a
crude variety of Marxism minus the labor theory of value, we find humanity as species-
coming-into-being as stewards of the earth. However, any hubris around humanity as geo-
logic force finds itself wrestling with reports of dramatic shifts in weather patterns, melting
ice caps, species extinction, and other unpredictable ecological outcomes. We identify the
narrative of rising panic about climactic conditions or unpredictable nature overtaking
humanity as The Great Deluge.

Second, we consider the proposal (Lewis and Maslin, 2015; Zalasiewicz et al., 2015)
marking the accumulation of radioactivity in sediment from nuclear fallout. This marker
of the Anthropocene is also referred to as the “Bomb spike”: the peak in plutonium and
artificial radionuclides from nuclear bomb testing. The first atomic explosion was conducted
in New Mexico in 1945, followed by a peak in testing between the 1950s and early 1960s.
Lewis and Maslin (2015) propose 1964 as the start date of this marker, because of the
distinct, measurable peak in atmospheric radiocarbon. This marker not only refers to nucle-
ar testing, but also the period since the 1950s labeled The Great Acceleration, characterized
by an intensification of industrial and technological development of materials capable of
destroying human and ecological life. While nuclear testing was celebrated as American
techno-scientific might, for Lewis and Maslin (2015: 177) this is a “story of an elite-driven
technological development that threatens planet-wide destruction.” We identify this prolif-
eration of toxic and molecular nonhuman agents as Nuclear Cataclysm.

Third, we consider the proposal (Lewis and Maslin, 2015) that the Anthropocene orig-
inates in 1610, marked by a dramatic increase in carbon sequestration due to reforestation
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following the colonization of the Americas (Lewis and Maslin, 2015). We map this proposal
onto the recurring trope of The Population Bomb and anxieties about racialized popula-
tions. Lewis and Maslin (2015: 174) define the “Orbis Spike,” as follows: “The arrival of
Europeans in the Caribbean in 1492, and subsequent annexing of the Americas, led to the
largest human population replacement in the past 13,000 years, the first global trade net-
works linking Europe, China, Africa and the Americas, and the resultant mixing of previ-
ously separate biotas, known as the Columbian Exchange.” This “exchange,” led to an
unfathomable decline: with an estimated beginning population of between 54 and 61 million
people being reduced to 6 million within less than 200 years due to war, disease, enslave-
ment, and famine. This devastation left its mark as the regeneration of an estimated 50
million hectares of forest led to increased carbon uptake and a decline in atmospheric CO2

that in turn was documented in Antarctic ice core records.
Both Lewis & Maslin’s proposals and these films are warnings: they work to generate an

affective reaction and relationship to the environment with a specific political intent. Here,
we build on media analysis traditions in geography and ecocriticism, to outline particular
genres of future-oriented cultural production (mainly films, but also science fiction, art,
television, music videos, and animation). We approach these genres and particular exem-
plars as specific forms of apocalypse. We are grateful to one anonymous reviewer who
pointed to the dual meaning of the term, apocalypse both as “a disaster resulting in drastic,
irreversible damage to human society or the environment, especially on a global scale,” and
as “revelation” or “disclosure” (Oxford English Dictionary Online, n.d.). Drawing on this
understanding of apocalypse as disasters that reveal, our approach has been to comb
through pervasive representations of apocalypse (here, mainly US) popular culture, and
outline the recurrent tropes that cohere into specific genres. We began with an open field
and developed a list of clichéd tropes of disaster films that contain an element of future-
orientation and generated box office success (we excluded, for instance, Twister and alien-
invasion films). Here, we created a broad taxonomy that we hope to elaborate on in future
work: nature’s revenge films, here captured in “The Great Deluge,” films that evoke fears of
nuclear power or weapons gone awry, here designated as “Nuclear Cataclysm,” and zombie
and contagion-based films that evoke population-related fears, here glossed as “The
Population Bomb.” For the Great Deluge and Population Bomb, we discuss the genre
broadly, but then focus on The Day after Tomorrow, and World War Z, respectively,
which are the highest lifetime grossing films of the two genres. For fears of Nuclear
Cataclysm, our task was complicated as we noticed a sharp rise in films corresponding to
Cold War geopolitics, and then a striking absence after the 1980s, replaced by the genre of
irradiated Superheroes. We suggest that the absence of nuclear fears is itself revealing of the
uneven and racialized distribution of nuclear risk. We want to emphasize that there are
nuances in some of these individual films that are well worth exploring, but that the scope of
our argument and limited space here confines us to much broader brushstrokes.

We push to consider the political implications of designating the starting point of the
Anthropocene by uncovering the meanings that inform the cultural context within which
these decisions are made, with special attention to the “revelation,” and “disclosure,” of
racialized evacuation of responsibility or designation of culpability. This approach has led
us to three genres that for us form geo-historical junctures: collisions between scientific
reasoning of the Anthropocene and cultural fears that are embedded in future imaginaries.
Lukinbeal and Zimmermann (2006) argue that cinematic technologies are embedded in
sociocultural practices, and that science fiction is particularly revealing (Jameson, 1982).
How have films primed their audiences to interpret the future in ways that both reflect and
prefigure policy responses and ontological assumptions about the ongoing and impending
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effects of Anthropocene living? In the following section, we think through the archive of
existent cultural representations of future catastrophe, and the eerie echoes that link cine-
matic cultural worlds with the geologic era. In this, we find that apocalypse films, intended
as forms of revelation, often unwittingly reveal something other than intended.

The great deluge

Fears of an ecological catastrophe fueled by industrialization and overconsumption are
reflected in the growing genre of climate fiction or “cli-fi” (Dan Bloom, cited in Svoboda,
2016). Whether they take the form of a hurricane full of sharks in Sharknado, rising seas in
Waterworld, synchronized hailstorms, tornadoes and blizzards in The Day After Tomorrow
(TDAT) or the eruption of the earth’s core in 2012, cli-fi films portend impending disaster
where nature takes revenge on an unwitting human population that realizes its mistakes too
late. On the surface, cli-fi films challenge climate inaction by sensationalizing extreme events,
a liberal Hollywood version of Al Gore’s charge to accept the “inconvenient truth” of
climate change. However, erasing the work of earlier generations of eco-apocalyptic
fables, such as Carson’s Silent Spring which inspired a generation of environmental activ-
ism, cli-fi obfuscates the connections between climate change and structural conditions in a
battle of (triumphant survivor) Man v. (vengeful uncontrollable) Nature. In cli-fi, disaster
becomes another storyline for proclaiming white victory.

The predominant tendency in cli-fi is the representation of the apocalypse as “The Great
Deluge”: a real or figurative wave that threatens to overwhelm all humanity in climate
events of biblical proportions. TDAT is said to have generated more than ten times the
news coverage than the, 2001 IPCC report, and had a significant impact on public under-
standing of climate change (Lieserowitz, 2004). At the center of the story is a paleoclima-
tologist who draws attention to an imminent Ice Age but is ignored by the powers that be.
Superstorms wreak havoc, and the scientist must save his trapped son in New York City. At
the end, the new Ice Age arrives, covering the northern hemisphere in ice and snow, signal-
ing that few survived except a small (mostly white) resilient band. While TDAT was cri-
tiqued by many climatologists for indulging in sensationalism and undermining scientific
research, the movie portrays the scientific community as morally unfettered to a corrupt
establishment. Here, scientists stand in for stewards of the earth, who are charged with both
a moral authority and responsibility, a sentiment also reflected in Steffen et al.’s (2007) final
stage of the Anthropocene. This stage speculates how geo-engineering efforts might offer
solutions to our destructive human impact. This framing of science as savior obscures how a
scientific rationality laid the foundation for Enlightenment thinking and the Industrial
Revolution (L€ovbrand et al., 2009).

The “Great Deluge” trope retrenches inherited categories of “human” versus “nature”
implicit in the Anthropocene. Matthews and Simpson (2014: 22), note that cli-fi “presents an
unexpectedly feral, unpredictable environment where an aggressive nature runs rampant.”
Even if such stories begin with a critique of overconsumption, mid-way through the narra-
tive, the causal arrow points squarely at a vengeful nature that must be subdued by humans.
In TDAT, (as in World War Z, below), the stand in for “human” is a white middle-aged
man, evoking the white savior trope and the scientist/savior figure (Murray and Heumann,
2014). As Tuck and Ree (2013: 640) note, mainstream (horror) US films are “preoccupied
with the hero, who is perfectly innocent, but who is assaulted by monstering or haunting just
the same.” TDAT invests white characters with scientific authority, as in one scene where a
Black police officer ignores the white lead’s warnings, a mistake that ultimately costs his and
others’ lives (McGreavy and Lindenfeld, 2014: 124). As climate change is declared a global
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threat, white maleness stands in for a universal human subject and the first sites to be
destroyed are located in the northern hemisphere. On a more fundamental level, the
threat to “humanity” represented in Great Deluge films are perhaps expressing what
Baldwin (2016: 84) terms a white affect, a “pre-discursive intensity that forms when white
positionality confronts the fantasy of its own death.”

For a growing number of people, however, extreme weather events are not a dystopian
future but a grim reality, while simultaneously, the presumed threat of “climate refugee”
incursions is used to effect a securitization that targets migrants themselves (Ahuja, 2016;
Bettini, 2013; Farbotko and Lazrus, 2012; Hartmann, 2010). Unlike the protagonists of
TDAT, for those actually facing climate change, “The world is sectioned into nationals and
nationalities for those who cannot afford to move or travel beyond their home countries.
For the rich, the world is indeed transnational and deterritorialized” (Miyoshi, 2001: 292).
The flip side of these films is the desire for a security apparatus reliant on technological
innovation and governance. Through the construction of a seemingly universal post-racial
apocalypse, Great Deluge films suggest “the guarantee of white supremacy lies in its capac-
ity to contain the excess” (Baldwin, 2016: 84) of climate change’s consequences.

In films like TDAT, risks posed by climate change are displaced onto others who are seen
as lacking the resourcefulness of the survivor and viewer. This deferral of disaster to the
future erases the ways in which climate change already affects livelihoods (differentially).
The urgency of apocalypse promotes a temporality of anticipated white precarity belying the
root causes of the Anthropocene in the longue durée of racial capitalism. While Hollywood
movies in general center white male characters, cli-fi films portrayal of a universal human
threat through the experience of a white Western core is at odds with realities of disparate
vulnerability articulated by climate justice movements (e.g. Chatterton et al., 2013; Pettit,
2004; Pulido, 2012). This critique also draws our attention to the uneven geopolitics of
climate change and science (Lukinbeal and Zimmermann, 2006), and how humanity has
been defined in violent opposition against Black people (Weheliye, 2014).

Nuclear cataclysm

In analyzing the nuclear cataclysm genre alongside the “Bomb spike,” a radioactive isotope
marker, the geopolitical context of this era becomes quite significant. Both the film genre
and the marker appear in the aftermath of World War II where the hardening of borders
and ideologies was accompanied by the re-interpretation of terms such as “nation,”
“civilization,” and “race” (Williams, 2011). In the context of the Cold War, as former
colonies declared their independence and challenged Euro-Western imperialism, nuclear
dominance stood in for scientific and racial superiority. However, alongside triumphalist
narratives of scientific might, 1950s films articulated a growing fear that nuclear technology
could turn on its makers. In one of the first nuclear monster movies, Them! (1954), we find
eight-foot long irradiated ants discovered in New Mexico after the Trinity tests. The same
year, the cult classic Japanese film, Gojira was released, later remade for American audiences
as Godzilla: King of the monsters. Noriega (1987: 68) notes the difference in the Japanese and
American versions; the former symbolically repeats the trauma of Hiroshima, and the latter
in its destruction of Godzilla, seeks to “repress[es] American guilt and anxieties about
nuclear weapons.” Sontag (1966; cited in Anisfield, 1995: 55) believes that the destruction
wreaked by these monsters also stimulated a cathartic moment for audiences, relieving them
of their nuclear anxiety and guilt by allowing them to participate in the fantasy of “living
through one’s own death and more, the death of cities, the destruction of humanity itself.”
In the 1950s, mutant monsters, whether evolved from radiation or accidentally awakened
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from pre-historic slumber by nuclear testing, signaled a growing fear of nuclear cataclysm as

imminent threat.
The Three-Mile incident in Pennsylvania (1979) and Chernobyl disaster (1986) shifted

public fears from abstraction to reality, with films like The China Syndrome (1979) and

Silkwood (1983) featuring hyper-realistic interpretations of nuclear war and contamination.

The Day After (1983), a made for television film, is perhaps the most well remembered, a film

that so affected Ronald Reagan he reconsidered his nuclear proliferation plans (Gault,

2015). Set in Kansas, the film presents a full-scale nuclear attack and its aftermath. As

fears are building, a central character commenting about the imminent destruction says,

“Hiroshima was peanuts.” In dark irony, the film utilized declassified film and photographs

depicting the actual Hiroshima bombing; following this four-minute long scene, the film

manifests a bleak post-nuclear landscape where annihilation is more desirable than survival.

Mixed in with fears of revenge exacted by racial others, or irradiated monsters, was the

awful possibility of “civilization” being blown back to a primitive era. The film ends with a

warning: “The catastrophic events you have just witnessed are, in all likelihood, less severe

than the destruction that would actually occur in the event of a full nuclear strike against the

United States . . .” Following Arundhati Roy’s injunction that nuclear weapons are “white

weapons,” Williams (2011) argues that nuclear cataclysms in science fiction has always been

embedded with racial undertones, reflecting white moral and technological superiority and

its destructive recklessness.
As the Cold War ended, nuclear fears were gradually replaced in popular cultural imag-

inary with mutant superheroes like the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, who present an

alternate story of mutation and radiation (Falkof, 2013). In the trustworthy hands of

Master Splinter and the ninja turtles, radioactive waste could be used for good. In the

leap from edgy comic book to children’s television, the turtles’ mutation is never unsettling

or threatening, and is instead “superseded by the positive aspects of their other traits [teen-

agers who love pizzas and also happen to be ninjas]” (Falkof, 2013: 46). Nuclear force no

longer engenders fear, guilt, or anxiety in the viewer, sanitizing consequences of rampant

and uncontrolled nuclear power. That the mainstream incorporation of TMNT has comedic

elements and is produced for children marks the degree to which this genre has undergone a

radical transformation from earlier iterations. Despite active concerns of nuclear waste

disposal, ageing reactors, and contamination in the eventuality of extreme events like

Fukushima, we find a notable absence of the Nuclear Cataclysm genre after the 1980s.
Even as we consider new representations of nuclear technology, the question lingers, why

has the Nuclear Cataclysm genre faded and what has it been replaced with instead? To some

extent, American films have sublimated and redirected nuclear fears to terrorism (Dodds,

2008). Moreover, global warming has led to a renewed optimism around nuclear energy.

Reporting on the ongoing cleanup efforts at Fukushima, Miles O’Brien argues that disasters

gave nuclear power a dangerous reputation, but asks, “Is nuclear the villain here, or is it

inattention to iterating and improving the technology?” (Staff, 2017). In this we find echoes

of Steffen et al.’s (2007) final “Stewards of the Earth System” stage of the Anthropocene and

its belief that ecological calamities can be averted with technophilic solutions. Optimism

around nuclear technology masks the sobering reality of toxic legacies of uranium mining,

processing, and waste disposal siting in the U.S, that have most severely impacted indige-

nous populations and racialized minorities from the U.S. Marshall Islands to the Navajo

Nation and Alaska (Houston, 2013; Kyne and Bolin, 2016). Given the racialized burden of

nuclear testing and siting – an ongoing apocalypse – its absence in American popular con-

sciousness is telling but perhaps unsurprising.
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The population bomb

The “Orbis Spike,” binds white North American settler colonialism to catastrophe and
existential ecological crisis. However, in the eco-narratives that haunt both putatively envi-
ronmental policies of population control and Hollywood fantasies, destructive invaders are
figured quite differently. The Population Bomb (Erhlich, 1968) asked on its cover:
“Population control or race to oblivion?” Neo-Malthusian fears imagine a fundamentally
Other, hungry, and unmanageable population: an untamable horde. In 1973’s Soylent
Green, the future brings a dehumanized urban mass fighting for green crackers. . .the
origin of which is ominously revealed: “Soylent Green is people!” In a cannibalistic echo,
Snowpiercer (2013) takes us to 2031: on this dystopian train that serves as a parable of
economic class, food for the oppressed is made of cockroaches, but small children are used
as the train’s replacement parts.

Baldwin’s (2016) analysis of the climate migrant opens with a description of a London art
exhibit: Postcards from the future, in which laundry hangs from landmarks, Jaipur monkeys
clamber, and a squatter settlement sprawls in front of Buckingham Palace. Race is not
named, but these images “scream race: the icons of Britishness, of whiteness. . . overrun
by hordes of climate migrants” (Baldwin, 2016: 80; citing Goldberg, 2008). We argue that
white affect, entangled with fears of a Black/brown population bomb, is sublimated and
submerged by the dehumanizing consumption of humans as food (Soylent Green), as
machinery (Snowpiercer), or as producers of life (Mad Max: Fury Road), in airports as
ominous vectors of extinction-threatening disease in films like Contagion and Rise of
Planet of the Apes, and through the lumbering zombies of World War Z (WWZ), as we
examine below.

While emerging from Afro-Caribbean cultural traditions and deeply tied to the violence
of slavery, refracted through cinema the zombie emerged as a different kind of monster that
could stand in for a range of horrors (McAlister, 2012; McIntosh and Leverette, 2008;
Schlosser, 2017; Strauss, 2015). McAlister (2012: 461; see also Sheller, 2003) observes that
the “the zombie represents, responds to, and mystifies fear of slavery, collusion with it, and
rebellion against it.” In Hollywood, zombies shift from being racialized as mostly Black in
the 1930s and 1940s to mostly white, mindless stand-ins for the sins of consumerist and
militaristic Americans in the films of George Romero (1968’s Night of the Living Dead, and
1978’s Dawn of the Dead); in Romero’s films, human heroes are often Black, while zombies
are “Hyperwhites” (Bishop, 2008; McAlister, 2012; Schlosser, 2017). Read as a threat to the
freedom of the private self (May, 2010); as reaction to economic crisis (Fojas, 2017); as
response to terrorism (Bishop, 2009); and as subaltern monster threatening colonial order
through its postcolonial positioning (Bishop, 2008), zombies embody the edge of alterity
(May, 2010; Saunders, 2012). We follow Saunders (2012) in viewing the current zombie turn
as newly geopolitical and tied to fears of existential threat, but also maintain, with McAlister
(2012) and Bishop (2008), that the zombie is complexly embedded in allegories of coloni-
zation. Schlosser (2017) posits zombies as fear of the loss of individual freedom to collec-
tivity; we find these analyses of zombies to be commensurable with the framing of the white
protagonist facing off against the hordes.

WWZ, the highest grossing zombie movie in history, began as a novel written by Max
Brooks, who was inspired by Studs Terkel and by Romero’s zombie movies (NPR Staff,
2012). The 2013 film departs wildly from the Brooks novel, and was developed by actor
Brad Pitt and director Marc Forster after they failed to make a movie about AIDS (Holson,
2013). The film places Pitt as Gerry, a savvy UN operative who must save the world. The
central white male character overcomes untenable odds through a potent mix of rational

10 Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 0(0)



and justified violence. He is motivated to save “humanity,” represented by his innocent
white wife and daughters, thus placing the reunification of the heteronormative white
family at the center of the drama (Fojas, 2017). The film repeatedly reinforces the point
that connection is danger and people can become nonhuman: the opening credits splice
images of people on their way to work, silly talk shows, teeming ants, and wolves fighting
and tearing at prey.

Absent Romero’s critiques of race-relations and consumerism, or the culturally rooted
connection to slavery of the original zombie mythology, the zombies of WWZ are an ideal
proxy for the horde. Zombies comprise teeming masses whose form remains identifiably
human, but unrecognizably monstrous – in the terms of Tuck and Ree (2013, in reference to
Haraway), this is “making-killable.” Within the film-world, the deployment of violence,
unfettered by moral concerns, celebrates securitized settler colonialism enacted by the
white protagonist through a cunning mix of science, cool wits, and violence. Each site in
the film-world entrenches colonial geopolitics of security and control, but here, the most
revealing site of epidemic is Israel. An elaborate conversation about the 1967 war justifies
Israel as the most proactive in taking steps to securitize their borders. Jerusalem’s security
wall thus protects against a horde of dehumanized zombies that pile upon one another like
ants gone mad while they are attacked from the air. A brief moment of Israelis and
Palestinians singing together in cooperation drives the zombies into a frenzy, leading to
an irreparable breach as zombies spill over the wall and wreak devastation.

After infecting himself with a deadly virus to become invisible to zombies, Pitt paves the
way for the WHO to begin implementing a vaccine program, while people flee north to settle
in for war. WWZ suggests that (militarized) science is magic, and that connections between
places lead to contagion and dehumanization. A resilient white protagonist facing zombie
hordes and pestilence threatening human extermination takes on a bitterly ironic resonance
when put in relation to the conquest of the Americas. Hinging between white settler colo-
nialism’s actual work of elimination and pestilence (Stannard, 1993) and zombie and con-
tagion narratives’ imagined dehumanization, decline, and illness, we see an epic reversal, in
which biopolitical mechanisms of white futurity are shored up by a profoundly duplicitous
representation of who is threatened and who is threat. In WWZ, the mechanisms of settler
colonialism are celebrated: suspicion is heroic, walls enable survival, quarantine is necessary.
This ironic revisioning is one way that “white affect” (Baldwin, 2016) rescripts historical
events through fantasies of its own future death. Outside Hollywood, this reversal emerges
in policies that rewrite those subordinated by structural oppression as threats to security and
the environment, or as helpless but dangerous victims (Bettini, 2013; Farbotko and Lazrus,
2012; Hartmann, 2010; Sundberg, 2007). Descent into chaos is mystified to promote support
for classist and racist measures, technological solutions, and security.

Warning signs: How not to survive an apocalypse

By tracing how Anthropocene markers evoke apocalypse, we complicate the “newness” of
the Anthropocene, unravel threads that bind it to racialized threat, and identify the geo-
politics of apocalyptic thinking that perpetuate colonial and imperial destruction.
Anthropocene discourse reflects Enlightenment thinking but also an attempt to redress it;
that is, it reflects the problematic centrality of humans and a human/nonhuman binary even
as it seeks to undo and problematize that logic and its destructive effects. Can we preserve
the urgency of the Anthropocene without re-deploying destructive understandings of
humans/nonhumans? Following Goldberg (2008), Weheliye (2014), Baldwin (2016), and
others, we have sought to make visible how the future is carelessly (or intentionally)
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reiterative of the Enlightenment human/non-human demarcation that justified planetary
colonization by white Europeans, engendering current crises.

In working through the above analyses, we have identified cinematic tropes that double
as warning signs – the points at which you shout at the screen: “Watch out! You’re in
danger!” As markers of white affect, they further the differential apocalyptic outcomes of
the Anthropocene that reiterate death-dealing colonial violence. We frame these as warn-
ings, because they emerge not only in films about mutant turtles and zombies, but also in
scholarship and policy. When we encounter these, we suggest looking back at what came
before, looking around to see who is included, and looking ahead, to examine what future is
prefigured. Discussed in detail below, the five warning signs are: (1) temporal displacement
of crisis into the future, (2) humans versus the horde, (3) the epic reversal in which the
oppressed become the oppressor, (4) science is magic, and (5) the absence.

Our first warning sign is “The apocalypse is coming (the crisis has just begun).” We
recommend skepticism when environmental apocalypse is described as impending.
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2009) cites poet Mourid Barghouti to consider the designation
of a starting point as a means of dispossession: “if you want to dispossess a people, the
simplest way to do it is to tell their story and to start with, ‘secondly.’ Start the story with the
arrows of the Native Americans, and not with the arrival of the British, and you have an
entirely different story. Start the story with the failure of the African state, and not with the
colonial creation of the African state, and you have an entirely different story.” A similar
move is made in framing the Anthropocene as impending. Films like TDAT and WWZ
place apocalypse in the present or near future, a temporal trickery that erases the already
existing racial apocalypse.

Secondly, we note the recurrent trope of “humans versus the horde.” We implore atten-
tion to how some characters are figured as preeminently human, while others may be figured
as teeming hordes. Alternately narrated as humans versus zombies, or the white protagonist
as savior, which renders people of color extras or collateral damage, this trope is echoed in
political rhetoric of environmental conflict and scarcity, and in neo-Malthusian visions of
untamable population growth calling for population control instead of reproductive justice.
Here existing populations represent a future world of “climate refugees,” called into being to
justify security tactics (Farbotko and Lazrus, 2012; Hartmann, 2010).

Third, we are struck by the tendency for epic reversals – for rewritings that flip the scripts
of history by imagining worlds in which the oppressed are the oppressors. With this warning
sign, we attend to the curious reversals that we observe in the genre of apocalypse films.
Films like WWZ rewrite disaster, casting the present or future as scenarios in which a small
band seeks to outwit monstrous others. But this is a reversal of actual history, in which
white colonization spread from Europe leaving death and destruction in its wake and native
people faced with violence and disease. Some films self-consciously play with these tropes,
such as the revived Planet of the Apes franchise, which engages the racialized tropes of the
original film series to challenge a simplistic reversal of power through a schism among
the apes.

Fourth, we draw attention to the technocratic threads suggesting that “science is magic.”
“We may have gotten it wrong before, but we just have to fix this glitch,” is a theme that
runs through film and policy, as technological fixes and accompanying attempts to colonize
space are imagined to provide an escape from social injustice, overconsumption, and envi-
ronmental catastrophe. Snowpiercer’s premise defies the science is magic trope, portraying a
world in which an attempt to fix global warming by climate engineering has backfired,
plummeting the world into a global ice age, in which the only survivors circle the globe
in the dystopian microcosm of a perpetual trainride.
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Finally, we ask: why do we see certain kinds of disasters in cinematic form, while others
are missing? In writing this paper, when we began to develop a taxonomy of apocalyptic film
genres, teeming hordes and deluges of major cities flew quickly to mind. We were struck by
ways that other genres, such as fears of Nuclear Cataclysm, seemed fixed in the past despite
(or perhaps because of?) ongoing risk as signaled by the recent meltdown in Fukushima and
cascading effects connected to climate/natural hazards. We observe ongoing political use of
nuclear fears in geopolitical discussions of North Korea and Iran, and we see thoughtful
engagement with nuclear contamination in independent artistic work, but a marked silence
in the fantasy genre. Why? Have climate induced hazards overwhelmed nuclear fears?

The warning signs above are such common tropes that we appreciate the films that
subvert or deconstruct them, such as Snowpiercer. But do we recognize these same tropes
in political narratives, policy suggestions, and analyses of ongoing crisis? In our reading, the
tropes above spiral out from the foundation of the Anthropocene itself, in a human/non-
human distinction that comprises the very grammar of our undoing (Spillers, 2003;
Weheliye, 2014; Wynter, 2003).

Conclusion: Social dreaming and the abundant apocalypse

Here, we have interrogated how reversal, hordes, and elision mark the white supremacy
politics of the apocalypse. But do film and art also have the power to dismantle such tropes
and inspire new worlds not premised on the present? For Ginn (2015), the Anthropocene as
apocalypse is hopeful, containing affective excesses or reserves beyond anxiety that are
necessary to fuel transformation, a kind of political knowledge he calls “earth dreaming.”
Robbins and Moore (2013: 11) identify an “ecological anxiety disorder,” which emerges
when ecological questions cannot be answered without the “positing of political questions.”
In our conditions of imperial ruination (Stoler, 2013), the earth’s climate system is “an
experiment promulgated by the world’s wealthy and powerful, largely at the peril of the
world’s poor” (Robbins and Moore, 2013: 14). It is omnipresent, bearing down on every
decision and making each further experiment both urgent and impossible. For Houston
(2013), environmental storytelling is “world making” that emerges from communities dwell-
ing in crisis – apocalypse as here, now, already in process, rather than deferred future.
Recent work by Derickson and MacKinnon (2015) suggests a “politics of resourcefulness,”
while Haraway (2016) encourages us to “stay with the trouble,” and Collard et al. (2015)
encourage abundant futures with “more diverse and autonomous forms of life and ways of
living together.” Responses to these calls must be premised upon a radical unraveling of the
“human” center of Anthropocene imagining, and produce imaginings that render clear how
the lexicon of humanity has always been based on exclusionary racial violence and logics
(Spillers, 2003; Weheliye, 2014; Wolfe, 2006).

Ghosh (2016) implores us to grapple through fiction with the unimaginable challenges
wrought by climate change. Movements like Fighting Not Drowning, the People’s Climate
March, and Idle No More make explicit connections to history, while also refusing to be
contained by it. In this conjuncture, we witness how political articulations grounded in
place-based movements are generating a “new planetary geographical imagination” that
are challenging “the violent normalizations of a universal claiming to speak for the partic-
ular” (Jazeel, 2011: 87, 88). These movements also demonstrate a refusal to accept the
fundamentally racialized nature of the human/non-human distinction that Afro-pessimists
and other critical race theorists have demonstrated is fundamentally rooted in a violent
bounding of humanity. Internal politics notwithstanding, the ongoing refusal by the
Standing Rock Sioux, the broader Sioux nation, and the coalition of water protectors to
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allow the Dakota Access Pipeline to be built at Standing Rock disrupts colonial timelines of
inevitability through insistence on both sovereignty (Curley, 2016; Dhillon and Estes, 2016;
Whyte, 2017) and on the future as an insistently radical break. In closing, we consider a few
examples of cultural productions that reveal the failures of apocalyptic thinking and address
our warnings in novel and promising ways. Rupturing the anemic and iterative apocalyptic
futurities we analyze above, these examples suggest a “collective sub-text” (Jameson, 1982:
148): a rising popular consciousness that rejects the master-narrative of racialized humanity
in search of alternate and abundant futurities. We hope that these flashpoints of rupture will
stir scholars of the Anthropocene to narrate apocalypse with greater attention to the reve-
latory warning signs outlined above, and inspire greater capacity for utopian imagination.

Janelle Monáe’s Q.U.E.E.N. music video (the acronym stands for Queers Untouchables
Emigrants Excommunicated and Negroid), part of her larger conceptual project in which
she is Cindi Mayweather, a messianic android, both relies upon and disrupts the aesthetics
of the imagined future. Portraying herself and others as museum pieces, she uses the white
voice of a captor to describe her work as a “musical weapons program” and her productions
as freedom movements “disguised as songs, motion pictures, and works of art.” Monáe
builds on the narratives generated by Sun Ra and by George Clinton and Parliament-
Funkadelic, to create time-traveling Black rebels sent back to disrupt the present (English
and Kim, 2013). Despite stating, as part of the Wondaland collective, “We believe songs are
spaceships. We believe music is the weapon of the future. We believe books are stars”
(Wondaland, n.d.; cited in English and Kim, 2013: 218), Monáe escapes the “science is
magic” and “teeming hordes” tropes through lyrics that “suggest that pure optimism regard-
ing technoculture understates its vulnerability to being shaped by commodity culture and by
regressive notions of human subjectivity and categories of identity” (English and Kim, 2013:
218). In a different register, Frazier (2016: 40) turns to Octavia Butler and Wangechi Mutu,
to “move beyond the limited correctives made available through the standards and con-
ventions of Western formal politics,” and to “aesthetically reconstitute the (un)limits of
humanity and construct alternative conceptions of ecological ethics within our present
world and beyond it.” Frazier analyzes Butler’s Parable of the Sower (1993) and Mutu’s
(2013) A Fantastic Journey, noting that despite differences of nationality and culture, both
trouble ecology in promising ways. Parable’s apocalypse draws continuities to the past
rather than rather than presenting a break; indeed, “the most jarring element of Butler’s
future California is its similarities in aesthetics and patterns to the world we inhabit pre-
sently” (Frazier, 2016: 48).

We are inspired by such work that reveals a different sense of temporality, displaying
continuity between the past and ongoing injustice (the present past) or futurities that require
fundamental breaks with the present. Such imaginings are freed from the trap of the “epic
reversal”: by addressing temporal continuity, white panic over the oppressed gaining power
does not drive the narrative. We find an illustration of this in the recent Netflix series
Cleverman, which grapples with Australian settler-colonialism through a potent blend of
aboriginal history and mythology, sci-fi fantasy, and allegory-heavy social commentary. The
series emerged from indigenous writer and producer Ryan Griffen’s desire to give his young
son a comic-book style indigenous superhero (Baum, 2016). Set in a dystopian near-future
Australia, the series has been interpreted as commentary on ongoing mistreatment of
aboriginal groups and other people of color. The show also redresses the erasure of indig-
enous artists and culture in mainstream media, with a mostly indigenous cast, soundtracks
from an indigenous hip-hop artist, and dialogue by key characters in Gumbaynhggir, an
aboriginal language whose use was discouraged until recently. Noting that eradication of
cultures is also at the heart of the Anthropocene, Tolia-Kelly (2016: 790) implores
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geographers, “to be mindful of our grammars, vocabularies, genealogies, and versions of

historical space-time, through which are we articulating redress.”
We have argued that cultural production and scientific production are entangled in the

language and intent of social movements and the working of geopolitics. As Davis and Todd

(2017: 767) suggest, “The stories we will tell about the origins of the Anthropocene implicate

how we understand the relations we have with our surrounds. . .this understanding will have

material implications not just for how we understand the world, but this understanding will

have material consequences, consequences that affect bodies and land.” How do we respond

to Baldwin’s (2016: 86) observation that “white affect pre-conditions population survival by

repressing. . . affirmative, nomadic imagination”? One starting point is to engage with

visions emerging from movements that are grappling with ongoing apocalypse: their narra-

tives do not succumb easily to a dystopian future, calling instead upon powerful themes of

endurance and refusal. This is very much a literary decision: what point of the Apocalyptic

narrative are we in? The films we have critiqued here take place during or in the immediate

aftermath of apocalyptic events. We argue for a more extended time-frame, a refusal to start

with “secondly” (Adichie, 2009). If we begin from the premise that whiteness emerges

through and creates affective registers that prompt, enable, and predispose certain people

to particular political responses: how can we intervene? What imaginaries of the future both

enable a political reckoning with the past and an embodied refusal of surrender to a white

eco-apocalyptic future?
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