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This paper reflects on a collaborative project by the co-authors, investigating how filmmaking may
intervene into the racialised politics of place and the practices of memory. Warren County, North
Carolina is credited as the birthplace of the US environmental justice movement for 1982 landmark
protests linking environmental concerns with civil rights organising. Our 2012 short film, Remembering
Kearneytown, looks at this significant environmental history through the perspective of co-author Rev.
Kearney, assistant pastor at a church nearby Warren County’s iconic former toxic landfill. In the film, Rev.
Kearney calls for his community to reclaim their legacy of environmental justice and re-imagine Warren
County as a model of health rather than waste. This article proposes that collaborative filmmaking can
serve as a technology of liberatory praxis, to intervene in dominant racial narratives. Our approach
conceives of filmmaking geographically, using visual methodologies to engage with the meanings and
transformative capacities of place.
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Introduction
Remembering Kearneytown (Vasudevan and Kearney
2012) is an autobiographical short film that emerged
through dialogue between the co-authors, a graduate
student researching toxic landscapes (Pavithra Vasudevan)
and a grassroots leader who envisions a future of resilience
and health for his community (Rev. William ‘Bill’ Kearney).
The film accompanies Bill through Warren County, North
Carolina, an iconic setting in the struggle for environmen-
tal justice. Bill’s reflections on the legacy of toxicity in
Warren County reveal a Black geographic imaginary of
care and responsibility, in resistance to racial injustice. Our
approach offers a geographic conceptualisation of
filmmaking as ‘memory work’ (Kuhn 2010): we use visual
methodologies to engage with the meanings and affective
associations of places in order to interrogate and transform
collective memory. We employ Said’s (2000, 185)
interpretation of ‘collective memory’ to suggest that shared
understandings of the past are not simply received,
but actively re-interpreted through political and social
activity.

Since the late 19th century, visual methodologies in
ethnography have informed how people and places are
seen and remembered. Frequently, ethnographic visual
media repackaged diverse lives into cultural artefacts for
Western consumption, simultaneously eroticising and
domesticating colonised landscapes and peoples;
visuality became valued as a superior Western achieve-
ment contrasted with ‘lower, primitive’ senses (Smith
1999; Crang 2009, 210–13). Though historical analyses
suggest ethical intentions on the part of early visual eth-
nographers who collaborated with locals they studied
(Pink 2003), the camera lens nonetheless reiterated a
‘racializing gaze’ (Fanon 2008). The resulting archive
legitimated discourses of race within scientific anthropol-
ogy, providing ‘evidence’ to support biological racial clas-
sifications (Poole 2005; Rony 1996).

Visual technologies have re-emerged in the social sci-
ences as promising ‘decolonizing methodologies’ (Smith
1999) for engaged/activist scholars.1 Since the 1970s, with
the growth of indigenous self-produced media and col-
laborative ethnography, filmmaking has become a
favoured tool to disrupt official state or corporate
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narratives (Wilson and Stewart 2008). Recent community-
based research projects demonstrate that collaborative
filmmaking can destabilise hierarchical power relations,
increasing community participation and public relevance
(see Garrett 2011; Mistry and Berardi 2012).

But what of race? Despite visual ethnography’s racial
history, participatory visual methodologies often pay little
attention to the stubborn persistence of race and racism in
the world.2 It would seem that ethical commitments to
reflexivity and positionality (e.g. Pink 2003; Kindon 2003)
suffice to turn racism into a ‘ghost’ from ethnographic
pasts (Poole 2005, 171), neglecting its ongoing presence
in field and archive. This article speaks to ‘the ghost in the
[ethnographic] machine’ (Morrison 2000, 136); building
on discussions of how anti-Blackness works geographi-
cally, we offer a counter-methodology to the racialising
gaze of ethnographic filmmaking. While our approach
resonates with critical feminist, ethnographic and partici-
patory debates, our contribution here focuses on how we
adapted visual methods to intervene in the distorted col-
lective memory of ‘Black geographies’ (McKittrick and
Woods 2007) as inherently dangerous environments, by
redefining them as sites of resilience, creativity and politi-
cal ingenuity (Finney 2014).3 Reflecting our political com-
mitments and evolving collaboration, this article explores
the potential of filmmaking as a technology of liberatory
politics in the context of ongoing racism.

On race, place and collective memory
The traumatised bear the burden of remembering and
bearing witness to forgotten injustices: ‘we might say,
[they] carry an impossible history within them, or they
become themselves the symptom of a history that they
cannot entirely possess’ (Caruth 1995, 5). In the USA,
Black geographies contain the ‘impossible histories’ of
slavery and ongoing white supremacy, structural pro-
cesses that erase black connections to place and land,
even as black bodies have been chained, bonded to and
otherwise confined in place through physical and figura-
tive forms of domination (McKittrick and Woods 2007).
Layered within these geographies, discriminatory siting of
hazardous facilities (Chavis 1994) and iterative uneven
development ‘sediments’ inequality into the landscape
(Pulido 2000), resulting in ‘environmental racism’, the
racially disparate burden of environmental hazards and
toxic wastes.

Though most visible in physically degraded landscapes,
injustice is also sedimented in the cultural landscape,
shaping how places are imagined and inhabited. Popular
media’s racialising gaze frequently attributes inequality to
Black criminality (Covington 2010), masking discrimina-
tory market forces, seemingly ‘race-neutral’ state policies
and exclusionary social practices (e.g. Muhammad 2010;

Lipsitz 2011). For example, news reports following Hur-
ricane Katrina in 2005 repeatedly aired footage of Black
residents of New Orleans looting, ‘confirming’ conven-
tional tropes of irresponsibility and poverty as inherent to
Blackness (von Mossner 2011). No mention was made of
how hurricane recovery programmes exacerbated long-
standing racial inequalities by profiteering off Black dis-
possession (Adams 2013).

Collective memory creates a ‘sense of place’, and
places in turn are shaped by social imaginaries, becoming
affective reservoirs (Till 2008). Many Black geographies
are affective reservoirs of pain and struggle, dually bur-
dened by internalised racial trauma and by association
with contamination in the public imaginary. In the rural
South, Black relations with land and environment are
shadowed by memories of restricted mobility, forced
labour and lethal violence under slavery and Jim Crow
segregation (Johnson and Bowker 2004; Finney 2014).
However, Black geographic traditions also actively
reclaim devalued spaces and de-naturalise the association
of Blackness with degradation, generating vibrant crea-
tive, spatial and political practices (McKittrick and Woods
2007). Communities facing environmental harms seek to
‘recode’ waste sites as memorials of resilience; com-
memorations, toxic tours, storytelling and other perfor-
mances of memory are critical fora for articulating
subjectivities and histories absent from mainstream media
(Di Chiro 2003; Pezzullo 2003; Houston 2013). Collabo-
rative visual interventions, an under-examined tool in
environmental justice struggles, serve to (i) document eve-
ryday life amid toxicity, (ii) communicate grassroots
organising strategies and (iii) mobilise widespread support
through accessible and concrete visualisations (e.g.
Collins et al. 2008; Perkins and Sze 2011; Harper 2012;
Mahan 2013; Cermak 2014). Here, we theorise how col-
laborative filmmaking may reach ‘beyond the fear, con-
testation, and invisibility that can be part of the African
American experience’ (Finney 2014, 11) to reveal the
resilience and agency of Black geographical imaginations.

The iconic setting
Warren County, NC, is located in the rural Southern
‘Black Belt’, referencing the rich soil in which cotton
plantations flourished, and the predominantly Black resi-
dent populations who are their legacy (Tullos 2004). The
South’s economic boom in the latter half of the 20th
century avoided the Black Belt, increasing the region’s
vulnerability to exploitative and toxic land uses (Bullard
2000). In 1978, following an illegal dumping of trans-
former oil along North Carolina roadways, the state pur-
chased land in Warren County to deposit 40 000 cubic
yards of PCB4-contaminated soil. Area residents voiced
concerns about potential health and economic impacts,
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but the state proceeded with the landfill. In 1982, Warren
County residents drew on civil rights organising strategies
to block deposition of the toxic soil, thus linking racial
justice and environmentalism, earning Warren County
recognition as the ‘birthplace of environmental justice’.5

Though these landmark protests failed to block the land-
fill, residents’ decades-long organising drove the state to
detoxify the contaminated soil on-site in 2003.6 Post-
remediation, the soil tested ten times cleaner than federal
PCB standards (Exchange Project 2006). Contemporary
grassroots efforts in Warren County seek to address the
ongoing stigma of waste. In 2012, Bill convened local
leaders and allies in a year-long planning process to cel-
ebrate the 30th anniversary of the protests. The making of
Remembering Kearneytown preceded and informed this
anniversary commemoration.

Collaborative filmmaking
In 2011, Bill and Pavithra began discussing how toxicity
haunts Warren County’s residents. Some are uncertain
about the success of remediation, believing their ground-
water and the landfill site remain contaminated. When
schools broach the topic, parents resist, perhaps fearful of
imprinting youth with a sense of marginalisation. Eager to
conduct participatory research, Pavithra proposed that
youth could interview community elders. Bill expressed
reservations about sharing Warren County’s stories with
an outside researcher. Pavithra asked Bill to take the lead:
would he be willing to take photographs of what Warren
County meant to him? When Bill shared his photo journal,
Pavithra began to understand his hesitation. She realised
that conventional participatory research would reproduce
an extractive academic paradigm in which the ‘raw data’
of residents’ life experiences would require expert trans-
lation by the researcher.7 Instead, here was an opportunity
for an intellectual partnership with a community leader
whose vision was refined through decades of service and
research.

Pavithra created a slideshow of Bill’s photographs,
accompanied by a reading of excerpts from his stories.
Even in this simplified performance, Bill’s message of
resilience was unmistakable. We discussed how audio-
visual layering in video could intensify the affective and
multisensory aspects of environmental racism frequently
muted in everyday life (Garrett 2011; von Mossner 2014).
Pavithra storyboarded the film accordingly, highlighting a
sense of possibility8 through the narrative arc. Anticipating
viewers’ concerns about authenticity, Pavithra adopted a
‘documentary’ aesthetic, relying on filmic conventions of
realism to legitimate Bill as both ‘local expert’ and
witness. In open-ended interviews filmed using a station-
ary digital videocam, close-ups of Bill’s facial expressions
revealed emotional burdens of toxicity and racism. Fol-

lowing Bill’s suggestion, we supplemented interviews
with secondary footage gathered from key sites relevant to
his story, to structure the film as an autoethnographic
journey.

This experimental process involved consistent reflec-
tion – initial errors in judgement sparked productive new
techniques and shifted our methods. Pavithra, a novice
filmmaker, purchased a digital SLR camera with
advanced visual capabilities, but without audio input. To
address this oversight, we recorded audio tracks in sepa-
rate sessions, enabling Bill to rehearse and adjust his
wording and delivery to suit the visual track. Digital tech-
nologies enabled frequent reviews while recording,
ensuring that Bill felt his body language and voice aided
effective communication. During recording sessions
Pavithra played videographer and director, offering feed-
back to Bill on his performances. Though logistically
complicated, playing dual roles allowed Pavithra to expe-
rience how technical aspects of filmmaking – construct-
ing visual frames, incorporating voice and ambient
sounds, directing characters’ movements and interactions
with landscapes, editing scenes to create a narrative arc –
are interwoven with rather than subordinate to the film’s
content. To investigate this integrated emphasis on tech-
nique and content, below we examine three film scenes
for: (i) material and discursive significance, (ii) relevance
to the film’s narrative, (iii) envisioned impact on viewers
and (iv) insights gained while filming. Elucidating our
visual methodologies reveals a partnership of theory and
application vital to engaging intersections of race, place
and memory.

Filmmaking as memory work
Remembering Kearneytown is a self-conscious memory
work project, staging and interrogating collective memory
through visual methodologies. Kuhn (2010) offers a dis-
tinction between films typically understood as memory
texts – performances of memory in media – from ‘memory
work’ – practices intentionally engaging with visual arte-
facts, such as photographs, to reconstruct the past through
meanings lying beyond the images. Memory work traces
the ways visual media may stimulate personal memories,
to reflect on collective memory and socio-historical phe-
nomena. Our geographic approach to filmmaking as
memory work utilises memory’s sensorial and spatial
aspects to transform associations with past violence (Till
2008). Video inspires empathetic identification with
places, portraying material interactions as well as what is
unseen, felt, remembered and imagined (von Mossner
2014). Thus, our filmmaking methodology in Remember-
ing Kearneytown recalls a Black collective experience of
struggle, held in parallel with richly textured invitations to
a sense of future possibility.
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The church
In the rural South, land is a marker of racial oppression as
well as a refuge for creating home and community
(Johnson and Bowker 2004). The church and cemetery
scene represents this paradoxical relationship with land in
Black collective memory.

Coley Springs Baptist Church is located in rural Afton,
two miles from the remediated landfill. A vital Black com-
munity centre in socially segregated Warren County for
145 years, Coley Springs provides pastoral care, health
programmes and social services, and serves as a spiritual
and political incubator.9 Residents gathered here to mobi-
lise for civil disobedience in 1982. For generations, Bill’s
family and other Coley Springs congregants have lived in
the vicinity; they were among the most active in organis-
ing efforts.

In the film, Bill describes growing up surrounded by
extended family and community. The segment closes with
a scene filmed at the church cemetery: a candid close-up
of Bill tending plants at his mother’s grave, embodying an
ethic of care. Standing among the gravestones at the Coley
Springs cemetery was a visceral reminder for Pavithra of
why residents understand toxicity as the most recent face
of ongoing racism. Area residents fear toxic exposure has
led to premature fatalities, though medical testing has
neither confirmed nor invalidated their concerns. Recall-
ing Bill speaking about his ancestors’ suffering, Pavithra
directed Bill in a ‘secondary’ performance, to look
towards the church reflecting on family and friends who
have passed (Figure 1).

Bill’s on- and off-camera expressions of care for land
and community are rooted in a spiritual tradition that has
sustained Black life in the face of ongoing racist violence.
Visualising the connections of community in the church
cemetery scene ‘places’ Bill’s story in the land where his

ancestors are laid to rest and recasts an inheritance of
suffering as the source of faith and vision.

The creek
In storyboarding the film, water provided a central narra-
tive thread for visualising the anxieties of living in close
proximity with lethal toxins. Water is both a material
resource for farming communities living off the land, and
a spiritual one, as reflected in churches’ names, like Coley
Springs. Contamination profoundly threatens fundamen-
tal understandings of water’s purposes.

Bill’s photo journal included several photos related to
water. In one story, he photographed a creek beside the
road, commenting on Warren County’s abundant water
supply. A photograph of an ordinary fire hydrant
prompted him to discuss residents’ scepticism surround-
ing recent water infrastructure installation by the county;
some only drink bottled water for fear of groundwater
contamination. A third photograph of a highway marker
titled ‘Shocco Springs’ revealed a prior history with water:
growing up, Bill used to hear stories from his grandmother
about her grandfather, a carriage-driver who transported
visitors to the area’s natural springs, renowned in the
1800s.

We recorded footage at one of Bill’s favourite creeks
along a small winding road: first the flowing creek, fol-
lowed by stills of a pond, projecting the serenity of well-
ness retreats of the distant past. When Bill wonders aloud
about whether the local water table was affected, the film
depicts water emptying out of a pipe in slow-motion
(Figure 2). Watching the water spurt out of the pipe
through the camera lens, Pavithra began to absorb the full
weight of Bill’s observations. She started worrying about
drinking well water on these visits. And to imagine the
fear of living with uncertain knowledges of contamina-
tion. Memory takes on a different texture when your body

Figure 1 The church: ‘When I visit our church cemetery
and reflect on relatives and friends who came along ahead

of us and didn’t have it as easy as we’ve got it today, it
gives me that added zeal or emphasis on being

accountable and responsible for what God has blessed us
with . . .’.

Source: Screenshot, Remembering Kearneytown

Figure 2 ‘As a result of having a PCB landfill in our
community, there’s still some concerns about whether our
water was affected or contaminated. Well water, water in

our streams, even in the water table itself.’ The creek
Source: Screenshot, Remembering Kearneytown
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is present in a place, facing the material consequences of
its history.

Bill’s childhood and familial recollections juxtapose
present-day concerns of contamination with an earlier
time when water was associated with relaxation and
wellness-tourism. In the film ubiquitous interactions with
water, such as washing hands, draw attention to how
contamination unsettles everyday life; we appeal to audi-
ence empathy by relying on generalised concerns about
water pollution, a relatively widespread phenomenon. Yet
for Bill, the water holds a future beyond PCBs. He articu-
lates a poignant vision, given racialised narratives of Black
disengagement with environmental issues (Finney 2014).
He envisions children playing in the creek as he used to,
and discovering ‘all the life in the water’. Evoking water’s
healing capacity, Bill posits an alternate Black environ-
mental imaginary of water – characterised by curiosity,
wonder and play.

The landfill
Bill believes the landfill site must be transformed for
Warren County to heal from its toxic history. When he first
visited the site in 2004 for a celebration of the remedia-
tion, he was overwhelmed by the amount of toxic dirt the
landfill had held. Yet he is hopeful the site may eventually
be re-imagined as a symbol of health, resilience and
environmental justice.

Images of the drive to the landfill, down a long dusty
road, are interspersed throughout the film. At the site, a
120-acre buffer zone surrounds an innocuous-looking
hill, overgrown with vegetation. Alongside the earthen
mound, a concrete platform and overhanging steel struc-
ture are the only evidence of the extended battle for
on-site detoxification. Despite agreeing to the remedia-
tion, the state neither offered an apology nor admitted
culpability in the landfill siting (McGurty 2007). Local
officials and some residents have proposed the creation of
a park on the site, but future use is strenuously contested.
Many area residents have likely never visited the site and
may be unaware of its exact location. Some continue to
fear contamination and health effects; for others the site is
forever scarred symbolically.

The entrance to the former landfill is unmarked, sealed
by a fence and padlocked gate. The heavy lock and chain
was a striking photograph in Bill’s photo journal. He
remarked that locks purportedly ‘protect’ people and
property, but in reality serve as a visual symbol of the
constraints that keep people in place (Figure 3). The lock
and chain became a metaphor for the gatekeeping we
invoked repeatedly in our collaboration, attending to how
we each have power and must exercise it deliberately.

Bill’s efforts to reclaim the landfill site seek to break
open the locks that bind Warren County in a cycle of
injustice – catalysing other possibilities for the future. As

health ministry coordinator at Coley Springs Baptist
Church, Bill introduced a Health Walk and Wellness Fair
in 2001. Every year since, church members walk two
miles to the landfill site, commemorating the PCB protest
marches. He has begun calling the landfill site the ‘Afton
campus’ and regularly conducts educational field trips for
students, activists and other visitors.

Conclusion
For scholars producing ethnographic films, the rise of
digital technologies promises to democratise knowledge,
improving popular access to research and increasing rep-
resentational diversity. However, the proliferation of digital
archives and technologically driven changes demands we
pay even greater attention to re-colonisations of collective
memory (Van House and Churchill 2008). We must ask:
how might visual ethnographic methodologies intervene
in reproductions of dominant racial narratives?

Our original intention – to promote intergenerational
conversations about Warren County’s history through
film showings – was thwarted by poor attendance due to
residents’ historically inflected ambivalence towards
university-sponsored research. Initially disappointed at
our ‘failure’, we now recognise values in research film-
making beyond our limited goal of local screenings. First,
research films that explicitly address racism may consti-
tute a public archive that can reshape collective memory
over time. Remembering Kearneytown implicitly chal-
lenges popular discourses that blame residents of Black
geographies for unsafe living conditions and poor envi-
ronments. Depictions of communal support and recollec-
tions of positive environmental relations challenge
racialised imaginaries associating Black geographies with
irresponsibility and degradation. The film is a recorded
testimonial of ongoing creative and cultural labour of
Black place-making where ‘adaptiveness, resilience, fear-

Figure 3 ‘So there’s a lot to be said about locks and
chains – whether it be physical or mental or spiritual.
But it’s really symbolic to, I think, control.’ The landfill

Source: Screenshot, Remembering Kearneytown
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lessness and courage [aren’t] the anomaly, but the reality’
(Finney 2014, 123). In the digital age, such testimonials
have the potential to become ‘technologies of sharing’
(van Dijck 2007) that extend to wider audiences. In
October 2013, Pavithra showed the film at the North
Carolina Environmental Justice Network’s Annual
Summit. Bill’s narrative resonated profoundly with the
audience, communities fighting environmental racism
and their allies, sparking conversation about filmmaking’s
utility for their respective struggles.

Second, collaborative filmmaking catalyses co-creative
processes whose impacts may extend beyond the film
itself. Filmmaking demanded that each of us play multiple
functional roles – historian, scriptwriter, videographer, sto-
ryteller, director, actor, editor, reviewer – shifting our
researcher/researched positions towards mutual account-
ability. Our ongoing dialogue on race, place and memory
aided Bill in articulating a coherent vision for Warren
County’s 30th anniversary commemoration, aptly named
‘Telling Our Story, Building Our Future’, to emphasise local
reclamation of memory. Screened at a planning meeting,
the film catalysed the inclusion of visual memorabilia in
the commemoration event: a photographic exhibit com-
prising newspaper clippings10 of the 1982 protests inspired
residents to reflect on personal and communal histories.

Third, filmmaking as a form of place-based creative
engagement can play a vital political role if we recognise
that negotiations over collective memory and attachments
to place express an ‘unending cultural struggle over terri-
tory, which necessarily involves memories, narratives and
physical structures’ (Said 2000, 182). As Bill explains it,
ownership of space is not only about physical territory, but
also about the hidden struggles over who is entitled to it.
Across the South, landmarks and architecture form an
enduring public archive to legitimate white narratives and
erase Black histories from visible landscapes (e.g. Bishir
1993; Brundage 2000). Remembering Kearneytown coun-
ters this dispossession by testifying to Black geographies’
value as deeply meaningful archives. Such sites of situated
knowledges can ‘trouble [dominant] modes of thought and
allow us to consider alternate ways of imagining the world’
(McKittrick and Woods 2007, 5). In the film, Bill shares that
the historic settlement near the landfill – previously
dubbed ‘Kearneytown’ in reference to his extended family
– has been renamed in recent years. By remembering
Kearneytown, our film uses memory to enact a vision of
‘place as the location of co-operation, stewardship, and
social justice’ (2007, 6) grounded in Black communal
relations.11 In re-making this place through memory, we
create a potent counter-narrative that speaks between aca-
demic debates and community struggles while pursuing
more equitable arrangements of power and knowledge.

Bill describes his work as spiritual ministry, attending to
issues of environmental, health and social injustice in his

community. The film closes with Bill expressing a desire
for ‘getting back to a Garden of Eden experience’: for
young people to feel interdependent with and responsible
for a healthy environment. Remembering Kearneytown
embodies a Black geographical approach to environmen-
tal relations that refuses to erase the ‘impossible history’ of
racialised injustice, yet reframes places of pain as cruci-
bles for collective agency, communal pride and social-
environmental resilience.
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Notes

1 Activist scholarship refers to research that attempts to
contribute to the social good and to modestly advance the
frontiers of knowledge, while training a bright light of critical
scrutiny on the inequities of university-based knowledge
production and attempting to ameliorate these inequities
through the research process itself. (Hale 2008, 23)

2 Poole’s (2005) work on visual technologies and race in
anthropology is a notable exception.

3 Vasudevan (2012) explains this collaboration through a
performance ethnography lens.

4 Polychlorinated biphenyls are a class of synthetic compounds
that were widely used in industrial and commercial
production between 1929 and 1976. Banned as a probable
carcinogen, they are a recurrent contaminant in industrial
pollution sites, with demonstrated immuno-, neuro- and
reproductive toxicity effects.

5 McGurty (2007) chronicles the significance of Warren County
for the environmental justice movement.

6 A citizen advisory council insisted on on-site detoxification to
avoid additional contamination during transport. Vasudevan
(2013) describes this remediation process in greater depth.

7 See Benson and Nagar (2006, 587) on the difference between
expert analysis and collaborative theorisation.

8 We had previously participated in a video project that used
‘narratives of possibility’ to emphasise opportunities across
social divisions (Cumming and Holland 2013). We adapt this
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race-neutral concept here to situate ‘possibility’ from an
explicitly Black perspective.

9 See Lincoln and Mamiya (1990), Pattillo-McCoy (1998) and
Blank et al. (2002) on Black churches’ social significance.

10 The film’s final version includes several of these images.
11 Fullilove (2004) makes a parallel argument about the

importance of place-based identity for Black urban
communities, and documents the devastation caused by
urban renewal programmes.
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