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P r o l o g u e

The road is winding, dusty and long, with no 
end in sight. Bill Kearney navigates the potholes 
and bumps with ease. It’s clear that he’s ridden 
this road many times before. We expect to see 
something dramatic around each bend, but 
the vistas of rural eastern North Carolina are 
endless; haystacks signal a farm in the distance, 
and stands of trees hint at the abundance of 
water and richness of soil. Around another 
bend, and the green pickup slows to a stop in 
front of a fence. A path leads down to a large 
cement platform with an overhanging steel roof, 
but otherwise, the view is pastoral, beautiful 
and nondescript.

Bill describes the first time he visited this site, 
once a toxic landfill. Community residents and 
leaders had gathered to celebrate their victory 
– the landfill would be remediated. The mood 
was sober. It had been a struggle of twenty-odd 
years, families fearing cancer from water and soil 
contamination. Facing the fence, Bill thought 
about the reach of this toxic mess. ‘What was 
most amazing was the amount of dirt. The 
pile was humongous. I wondered about all the 
communities that had been affected by the PCBs 
before the soil was brought here.’ We see the 
lovely forested hill about the size of a football 
field, that once contained 60,000 tons of PCBs. 

We watch Bill get out of his truck and walk 
up to the fence. The gate is padlocked, a heavy 
chain and three locks. 

There’s a lot to be said about locks and chains. 
They serve as a real visual reminder of constraints, 
whether political, emotional or spiritual. It’s 
also a metaphor of how we let things diminish 
our power, or stop our movement. Sometimes in 
protecting us, people take power away from us.

The scene above describes a clip from 
‘Remembering Kearneytown’, my recently 
completed collaborative film project. It takes 
place in Warren County, North Carolina, often 
proclaimed the birthplace of environmental 
justice in the US by scholars and activists alike.1 
The film offers a glimpse into this history of 
toxic waste siting and the movement to oppose 
it, through the eyes of Bill Kearney, assistant to 
the pastor at Coley Springs Baptist Church and 
a key community leader in promoting public 
and environmental health. Coley Springs, an 
African-American church located about two 
miles from the site of the remediated landfill, 
was central to the struggle. Many among its 
congregation were particularly concerned 
about the proximity of the landfill to their 
homes and lands. Church members conduct an 
annual walk to the landfill site, a profoundly 
performative practice of memory-making that 
first drew me to this place, an area of Warren 
County where Bill’s family has lived for many 
generations and where his ancestors are buried. 
The multiple and deeply contested legacies of 
this history emerge in relation to future uses 
of the landfill site and amid tensions regarding 

1 The multiplicity of 
localized struggles in 
the United States first 
articulated a unified set of 
principles at the historic 
First National People of 
Color Summit in 1991 
(Taylor 2000; Alston 
2010). The movement 
has since dramatically 
expanded and diffused to 
become a more globalized 
movement addressing 
the underlying structural 
causes of environmental 
inequity and offering 
visions of alternate 
social-ecological futures 
(see Bullard et al. 2005, 
for example).

Performance and Proximity
revisiting environmental justice in Warren County, 
North Carolina
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■■ unmarked remediated 
PCB landfill site, Warren 
County. Photo by Pavithra 
Vasudevan.
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how the community should commemorate the 
upcoming thirtieth anniversary of the protests 
in September 2012. 

Environmental justice emerged in Warren 
County at the crossroads of poor industrial 
regulation and structural racism. The toxic 
waste in question, PCBs (polychlorinated 
biphenyls), are synthetic compounds that were 
used in industrial manufacturing and 
commercial products between 1929 and 1977. 
Extremely stable chemically, they remain in the 
environment for indefinite periods of time. They 
adsorb to sediments and once they enter the 
food chain, to fatty tissues in organisms, 
increasing in concentration up the food chain. 
Between mid-1960s and mid-1970s, growing 
evidence demonstrated that PCBs caused severe 
health problems, leading to a ban on their 
manufacture in 1976 (McGurty 2007: 25–9). Just 
before enforcement and compliance measures 
were scheduled to take effect, a waste-hauling 
company illegally dumped PCB-contaminated 
waste along the shoulders of 240 miles of roads 
in North Carolina in 1978. A site in Warren 
County was selected by the state of North 
Carolina to house the contaminated soil, 
deemed politically and geographically 
marginal.2 Despite three years of resistance, the 
landfill was constructed and the waste 
deposited in 1982. The massive protests that 
greeted the trucks delivering the toxic soil saw 
over 500 people arrested, as civil rights leaders 
became involved in the local struggle. It is this 
merging of civil rights and environmentalism 
that is referred to as the birth of environmental 
justice (Bullard 1994).

‘Remembering Kearneytown’ is the first 
phase of a larger critical ethnographic project 
to document and excavate how Warren 
County residents understand their bodies and 
landscapes in the context of toxicity and in 
the aftermath of a social movement. Much 
of the scholarship on environmental justice 
relies on conventional scientistic or theoretical 
approaches that locate the source of knowledge 
in texts, and insist upon the separation and 
distance of the researcher from the object 
of research. In this paper, I suggest that 

performance offers us a different perspective 
on and approach to studying environmental 
justice, in which knowledge is produced through 
and implicated in material and embodied 
interactions. I build on recent scholarship that 
recognizes environmental justice as doing 
valuable critical work through cultural practices. 
Communities living amid toxic wastelands 
generate complex ecological understandings 
that acknowledge environmental harm and 
also transform these damaged landscapes into 
sites of ongoing life and resilience (Houston 
2008, Adamson et al. 2002). Throughout this 
paper, I share stories from the collaborative 
process of which the film is a part, to illustrate 
Dwight Conquergood’s credo that ‘proximity, not 
objectivity becomes an epistemological point of 
departure and return’ (Conquergood 2002: 149, 
my emphasis). To do justice to environmental 
justice, our research must not reify or replicate 
the power dynamics that already marginalize 
certain bodies and landscapes as recipients 
of waste.

For Conquergood, performance has the 
potential to radically intervene in academic 
research by combining the analytic, the 
aesthetic and the activist. In Act I of this 
essay, I explore environmental justice research 
as activist performance, suggesting that as 
scholars we need to play our parts with more 
intentionality. Performance ethnography builds 
our capacity to negotiate the complex interplay 
of institutionalized and localized knowledges 
regarding the environment, health and 
underlying political and economic conditions 
that cause marginalization. Act II considers 
how performance as a mode of analysis 
may better account for the relationships of 
people not only to abstract notions of place 
but to their daily material interactions with 
elements of the landscape – the land, water 
and toxins. Act III considers the ongoing 
process of meaning-making through aesthetic 
engagement. Public performances, such as the 
church commemoration walk, express affective 
attachments to environment and place and 
transmit cultural memory in ways that exceed 
the grasp of text-based scholarship. In this 

2 Notably, Warren County 
was the only viable site 
of ninety-three considered 
by the state of North 
Carolina. At the time 
of the protests, Warren 
County was ninety-third 
of one hundred counties 
in North Carolina in 
household income, and 
per capita income was 
39 per cent below the 
national average 
(McGurty 2007: 66).
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section, I discuss the film, ‘Remembering 
Kearneytown’, as an arts-based collaboration 
that takes up performance ethnography’s 
injunction to catalyze dialogue, within the 
context of community negotiations around 
memory. Performance, embedded in place 
and embodied through practice, thus reveals 
the cultural work that environmental justice 
does, in healing wastelands through active 
engagement with and transformation of 
lived realities.

A C T  I :  P e r f o r m A N C e  A S  P r o x I m I T y

I am sitting across from Bill at a popular eatery 
in Warrenton, our now familiar meeting place. 
In several prior conversations, I learned from 
Bill that the community’s historic struggle for 
justice, though researched in great depth and 
documented by many, remains mostly unspoken 
about. Area schools rarely teach this history 
that has inspired countless other communities 
to struggle for their own rights and well-being. 
Excited by the possibility that my research could 
have local relevance, I share my idea for a video 
project. I want to interview the church elders 
who participated in the protests two decades 
earlier, and work with the community’s youth. 
My enthusiasm is stopped in its tracks by Bill’s 
quiet and firm challenge:

Who would have ownership of the video? I don’t 
mean to sound harsh or bold.... My thought is, 
Warren County has a story. And before we realize 
the power of story, my concern is that we don’t 
give it away, that we have ownership. Because 
otherwise, we get dumped on twice.  

Bill’s caution arises from a complex and 
historical interplay between institutionalized 
research and local knowledges in Warren 
County. In choosing to site the landfill in 
Warren County, government agencies were 
found to be culpable in misrepresenting risk 
to the community, often using scientific and 
technical language to promote thinly veiled 
political decisions that served to further 
disenfranchise the population (McGurty 
2007). The landfill site was only 13 ft above 
groundwater, rather than the 50-ft standard 

prescribed to minimize risk of contamination; 
ten years after its construction, despite 
promises by state authorities to the contrary, 
the landfill had leaked. The negligence of the 
state in the initial construction was followed 
by negligence on the part of the Environmental 
Protection Agency in monitoring. However, 
the relationship of the environmental justice 
movement to scientific research cannot 
be oversimplified. In her in-depth history 
of Warren County’s role in shaping the 
environmental justice movement, Eileen 
McGurty describes how local movement leaders 
both challenged and strategically employed 
science to build collective action against the 
initial siting and for remediation of the toxic 
landfill. Rather than completely discounting 
the validity of scientific research, movement 
organizers incorporated the lived experiences of 
their communities to push forward a scientific 
agenda on the environmental and health risks 
of PCBs and waste management technologies. 

Warren County’s example demonstrates 
that research itself is a form of performance. 
Academic researchers are key actors in 
the production of knowledge, and their 
interpretation of events becomes intimately 
interwoven into how community members 
understand the history of the movement. The 
use of scientific research by local residents to 
mobilize against the siting of the landfill was 
lauded by researchers as a model citizen-science 
effort to hold governments accountable (Geiser 
and Waneck 1983). Some activists in Warren 
County today draw on this framing to herald the 
movement as being first and foremost a ‘citizen-
science’ endeavour, a perspective that at times 
conflicts with the more popularly recognized 
civil rights framing. Warren County’s iconic 
position as the ‘birthplace of environmental 
justice’ is itself due in part to scholars and 
activists outside the community who cite this 
case study as exemplifying their arguments 
about environmental racism (Bullard 1994). As 
Warren County residents try to make sense of 
their past, these academic constructions emerge 
once again as active players rather than mere 
representations of reality.
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If research on environmental justice is 
understood as a form of performance, our roles 
and intentionality in playing our parts become 
a key question for us as scholars. How might our 
objectification of knowledge further distance 
communities from their lived experiences 
and dispossess them of their stories? As Bill 
voiced, communities such as Warren County 
are dumped on twice or made doubly marginal 
– in the first place by environmental inequity 
and then again by being made peripheral to the 
very research in which their lives, bodies and 
landscapes are the central objects of study.

The politics of knowledge production 
has been an ongoing concern since the 
beginnings of environmental justice, as 
researchers have sought to conduct research 
that is politically relevant beyond academic 
walls. A recent report on the state of 
environmental justice scholarship points to 
a fundamental contradiction:

While environmental justice scholars have 
frequently considered the burdens borne by 
racial minorities and indigenous peoples … the 
epistemological foundations and methodologies 
used to formulate research projects on 
environmental justice issues remain heavily 
prescribed by traditional academic discourses. 
(Reed and George 2011: 838) 

Where the authors recommend a ‘broadening 
of the research process and the individuals 
who are recognized to undertake it’ (839), 
I suggest that truly addressing the power 
inequities of research requires of us more 
than a participatory nod. Rather than simply 
widening the circle, as researchers we need to 
de-centre ourselves as the sources of knowledge 
and shift our perception of knowledge itself 
towards that which is embodied, grounded in 
place and practice. Questions of knowledge 
production are not merely about the best 
ways to access knowledge; rather, the research 
process is fundamental in determining what is 
even valued as knowledge.

Performance ethnography’s insistence on 
researcher reflexivity as well as the dialogic 
process of knowledge production offers 

a helpful aide in research praxis. Conquergood 
explores the difference between research as 
performance and research as objective study by 
contrasting two lineages of ‘doing ethnography’ 
(Conquergood 2002). He illustrates the first 
with a passage from Frederick Douglass’s life 
narrative, suggesting that the oppressions 
of slavery may be better understood through 
listening to improvised slave songs than 
through reading textual accounts of slavery. 
Conquergood contrasts this ‘experiential, 
participatory epistemology’ with Clifford 
Geertz’s classic description of reading the 
culture of others over their shoulders, as though 
a text (149). Geertz’s idealized ethnographer 
functions in Conquergood’s imagination ‘like an 
overseer or a spy’ who aims to secretly uncover 
Knowledge of the Other, presumably without 
consent (150). Applied to environmental 
justice, conventional academic discourses that 
interpret ethnographic evidence as text turn 
life experiences into an object separate from 
the research subject, a thing able to be read, 
possessed, even stolen by the ethnographer. 

Performance ethnography distinguishes itself 
from other modalities of engaged scholarship 
by insisting not only on self-reflexivity but on 
an intentional positioning of the researcher’s 
person in relationship to the community. The 
ethics of dialogic performance demand of us 
a refusal to read over the shoulder, choosing 
instead to engage in face-to-face conversation 
and co-performance of research. Questions 
of ownership and control of knowledge are 
central to any research project; as Bill gently 
reminded me, regardless of good intentions, 
research often serves to control precisely 
by dispossessing and distancing knowledge 
from its sources. Thus, the researcher cannot 
occupy a neutral position but, rather, makes 
an intentional and political choice to intervene 
actively with awareness of the attendant 
consequences and responsibilities. The scholar’s 
toolkit of theory and methods offers an active 
and activist intervention (Soyini Madison 2005). 
For environmental justice scholars seeking to 
build on a vision of a more democratic society, 
a mode of inquiry premised on dialogue 
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between researcher and researched allows for 
greater accountability to the communities in 
question and the material realities of research 
both within and outside of the academy. 

It may seem, from outsider accounts and 
mainstream narratives of environmental justice, 
that the remediation of the landfill brought 
closure to residents of Warren County. Yet, as 
Bill often tells me, the story has not ended. 
‘Remembering Kearneytown’ is an attempt 
at using performance as research to enable 
proximity where distance has failed to do justice, 
an effort to re-root the story of environmental 
justice in the bodies and landscapes of Warren 
County. Bill speaks in the film:

I think of Environmental Justice as a baby 
birthed by Warren County. The baby has traveled 
nationally and internationally, which is well and 
good … but I think it’s time we bring the baby back 
home. We need to own our story.

A C T  I I :  T H e  P r o x I m I T y  o f  e V e r y D A y 

T o x I C I T y

Water always bubbles up in Warren County’s 
various histories. When we first talked about 
water, Bill described reactions to the county 
putting in water lines some ten years ago.

So people say, why all of a sudden we got water? 
Is there something that the health department 
or the county knows? There’s still a suspicion.… 
As long as you have these suspicions, how do you 
get through them? It’s not really talked about, 
it’s just riding there, on their backs.

A sign on the highway not far from the church 
and landfill proclaims that Shocco Springs 
was a famous wellness resort in the 1800s. Bill 
offers a story his grandma, Marie Jones, used to 
tell. Marie’s grandfather was a carriage driver 
who brought people to Warren County all the 
way from Washington DC to rejuvenate in the 
healing waters of the local springs. ‘Warren 
County’s got lots of resources. We got a lot of 
surface water in Warren County.’ As we listen 
to Bill’s voice in the film, we watch an image 
of a still pool, trees reflected in the water, all 
silence and shadows. Our eyes follow a stream, 

slowly trickling down the side of a country road. 
Now we see water pouring out of a pipe, the 
image slowed down, air bubbles popping, dirt 
and oil in the water more evident. 

So when you think about PCBs and contamination, 
you think about the twenty-year period that 
the toxic was in the ground. Was our water 
table affected? Our land? Our air? Some say the 
wells weren’t … some say the local wells were 
contaminated with PCBs. If you look at the 
research, there were some families that actually 
claimed they had stomach cancer because of the 
contaminants in the well.

We watch Bill washing his hands, the camera 
zooms in, the motion slows. Water and skin.

Markers along the state highways in the 
town of Warrenton and in rural areas of Warren 
County celebrate esoteric characters and 
notable historic moments, signalling that which 
remains unmarked in the visual landscape. 
County residents tell me that the history 
of the struggle is generally absent in public 
discourses, though an occasional school teacher 
will incorporate environmental justice into 
a lesson plan, and African-American residents 
include this history among other examples of 
racially differential experiences. However, as 
Bill pointed out, the legacies of toxicity and 
environmental racism continue to figure in 
people’s everyday experiences in subtle and 
profound ways. For instance, recent attempts 
to use the remediated landfill site as a county 
park or recreational space were faced with vocal 

■■  ‘Warren County’s got lots 
of resources.’ Highway 
marker. Photo by Bill Kearney.
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opposition by those who continue to believe 
the land is contaminated and do not trust 
government assurances to the contrary. 

In environmental justice scholarship, 
toxicity, racism and justice are often engaged 
with conceptually as discursive constructs, or 
objectively as distinct and measurable entities. 
Yet these concepts emerge in the everyday 
life of Warren County residents not merely in 
symbolic ways but through their embodied 
interactions with non-human elements 
that catalyze social meaning. Rather than 
understanding toxins as inert matter or discrete 
entities, I understand them as being brought 
to life through their material interaction with 
human bodies and the landscape. I draw here 
on new materialist approaches that focus on 
the intimate and corporeal interrelationships 
between humans and non-human matter 
(Whatmore 2006). Toxins persist in the physical 
and imaginative landscape, becoming ‘visible’ 
and real through the conflicts they catalyze. 

The materiality of everyday life – in this 
case, the daily experiences with waste and 
toxicity – creates novel forms of citizenship, 
as publics are provoked in ways that highlight 
the experimental and unpredictable nature of 
material agency (Marres and Lezaun 2011). In 
conversations with Bill, it took me some time to 
register that the everyday experience of toxicity 
in Warren County is specifically connected to 
water. For residents of Warren County, especially 
those who lived near the landfill, the fear that 
PCBs would contaminate their water supply 
and poison future generations was the biggest 
motivating factor to participate in the protests. 
At a public hearing of the Environmental 
Protection Agency in 1979, one citizen declared, 
‘The children of the future coming on in eastern 
North Carolina will have to drink what you 
destroy’ (William Brauer, quoted in McGurty 
2007: 55). In siting the landfill in Warren 
County, state officials claimed that exposure to 
contaminants would be minimal and insufficient 
to pose health risks, in spite of the proximity 
of the landfill to groundwater, on the grounds 
that PCBs are chemical compounds that bind 
to solids and shy away from water. Aware of the 

limits of scientific certainty, as threshold and 
dosage levels were shifted seemingly arbitrarily, 
citizens walked out of public meetings in 
protest of scientistic arguments that invalidated 
their embodied concerns for their own health 
and the health of future generations. Even 
today, the only water some residents will drink 
is bottled water for fear their groundwater 
remains contaminated. 

 Performance as analysis may intervene in 
both academic debates and public discourse 
by highlighting the materiality of interactions 
between a multiplicity of performers, both 
human and non-human. This focus on the 
flows and encounters of toxins, human bodies 
and the landscape actively engages theory as 
‘simultaneously a technology of practice and 
an intervention in the world’ (Whatmore 2006: 
601). Specifically, I employ a new materialist 
methodology of developing a ‘cultivated, 
patient, sensory attentiveness to nonhuman 
forces operating outside and inside the human 
body’ (Bennett 2010: xiv) in literally tracing 
the connections between human bodies and 
(possibly) toxic water. In developing the film, 
Bill and I discussed how we might construct 
a visual narrative of the invisible and ubiquitous 
toxins in a way that resonates with the lived 
experiences of residents. Thus, in the film, 
we see water moving over the landscape and 
gradually slowing as it approaches us. We are 
brought into a visual proximity with toxicity, 
prompting reflection on the ways in which 
daily encounters with water connect the most 
mundane of activities (washing hands) with 
broader histories of environmental justice. 

By visualizing the intimate and material 
exchanges of water and skin, the film attempts 
to voice the unspoken-about histories that 
linger in Warren County’s landscapes and 
memories. Toxins are made to seem proximate 
and present, apparently embodied in the 
everyday encounters of the human and non-
human. In re-staging the mundane, the 
repressed and the forgotten, performance allows 
participants and witnesses to see and feel anew, 
with greater depth and an altered perspective 
on their everyday practices. 
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A C T  I I I :  C r e A T I V e  C o l l A b o r A T I o N 

A S  A  P o l I T I C S  o f  P r o x I m I T y

It started like this. Bill and I were in 
conversation about doing a project with 
the youth ministry in his church. The 
conversation kept returning to issues of trust 
and control. One day, I asked him if he would 
be willing to help me with an assignment on 
autobiographical ethnography. Would he take 
some photographs that show me what Warren 
County and environmental justice meant 
to him? 

The next time we met, Bill described his 
photographic journey to me:

The bottom line is, how do you tell a fish he’s wet? 
So I said, why don’t I just go with the inspiration 
I get everyday when I carry my camera. Don’t be 
trying to tell a big story about why … don’t give it 
any thought, just take the picture…. I had brought, 
at first, a subconscious behaviour response to 
a conscious level, and it wasn’t working for me. 
I went back to being who I am, and guess what, 
those things that catch my eye, I gave it a second 
look or third look.

Given histories of distance and dispossession, 
how might we employ theory and the camera 
as tools of radical intervention? The camera, 
like other visual technologies, has a long and 
problematic lineage of distancing ‘the knowing 
subject from everybody and everything in 
the interests of unfettered power’ (Haraway 
1988: 581). In response, critical ethnographic 
filmmakers engage what Haraway labels 
a ‘feminist objectivity’ that offers a limited field 
of vision, asking viewers, along with filmmakers, 
‘to become answerable for what we learn how 
to see’ (583). This insistence on a politics of the 
proximate makes dialogic knowledge-production 
possible; re-centering and critically engaging 
with the lived experiences of research subjects 
allows for co-performance of research that is 
relevant and responsible. Though Bill and I had 
‘collaborated’ for some time, the conditions 
of our work shifted only when I ceded control. 
Until I asked Bill to take photographs and share 
what was important to him on his own terms, 
my attempts to make my research participatory 
only served to maintain a problematic distance 

between myself and the community with which 
I was attempting to work.  

The film reflects a politics of proximity 
stylistically and substantially. First, Warren 
County’s history is clearly situated through the 
vision and voice of Bill Kearney. The film begins 
with a series of still photographs taken by Bill, 
and the audience is introduced to his interests 
in promoting social and environmental health 
in the community. Second, the film locates 
the history of environmental justice not only 
in Warren County more generally but in the 
more immediate community surrounding the 
landfill site. We learn from Bill that generations 
of his family are buried at the Coley Springs 
cemetery just down the street from the landfill, 
and that the area, once known as Kearneytown, 
has been renamed Limertown. The film is titled 
‘Remembering Kearneytown’ to make visible 
the racialized histories that are often erased 
from collective memory and official archives. 
As the camera rolls, Bill, as an autobiographical 
ethnographer, expresses his hope that his 
community might build upon their historical 
legacies to engage in creating a more socially 
and environmentally just society today. As the 
filmmaker, I chose to use an autoethnographic 
style, where ‘the first-person voice-over … is 
intently and unambiguously subjective’ (Russell 
1999: 277). Unlike traditional documentary 
forms which present a cultural stereotyped 
Other through the eyes of a ‘conquering 
gaze from nowhere’ (Haraway 1988: 581), 
experimental ethnographies enact an 
intentionally partial view, drawing the viewer 
in closer through a view that is located in 
a particular body and place.

The film as a research product emerged from 
conversations between Bill and me on how 
to share the environmental justice history 
with younger generations and with a broader 
audience outside of the church community, 
as the thirtieth anniversary of the protests 
approached. Through the photography exercise 
in autobiographical ethnography I describe 
above, it became clear that Bill’s oral history 
and imaginary for the future could be a powerful 
archival source and affective prompt to inspire 
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community dialogue. The film reflects this 
sense of collaboration in the creative process 
itself. Interviews were scripted and actively 
re-enacted to hone the message; iterative 
storyboarding allowed for the narrative arc to 
satisfy both research and community goals; and 
theory and lived experience mutually informed 
the selection of evocative visual evidence. The 
dialogic production of the film as well as the 
emphasis on performance – of Bill the oral 
historian, as well as of me the researcher and 
videographer – frames the film as a piece of 
a larger critical ethnography repertoire, rather 
than a stand-alone research product.

In considering how cultural memory is 
transmitted, Diana Taylor differentiates 
between the ‘archive’, forms of media composed 
of enduring materials, and the ‘repertoire’, 
systems of embodied practices (Taylor 2003). As 
a film, ‘Remembering Kearneytown’ stands on 
its own as an archival source that documents 
a specific history. Yet, as Taylor points out, 
the division between archival and embodied 
practices is transgressed as enactments are 
recorded, and archival materials are interpreted. 
In this case, the film emerges from and feeds 
into a dialogic performance process. As 
such, the film may be better understood as 
a performance of oral history, transformational 
in that each re-telling or re-showing offers 
a possibility of remaking history (Pollock 2005). 
Della Pollock suggests that ‘oral history-based 
performance offers less an alternative recording 
of the past than an ethical imaginary of a future’ 
(7), premised upon a politics of proximity. It is 
through the embodiment of knowledge in the 
performance and its resonance with the witness 
that oral history is charged with possibility.

Why create a film? The annual church walk 
to the landfill is a performative act intended to 
transmit cultural memory in the community. 
Yet with the passing of time, generational 
gaps in understanding and knowledge are 
emerging. Participants in the movement who 
are elders now fear that youth are ignorant 
of the community history, and they seek 
ways to communicate the significance of 
their cultural memories so that memory can 

matter. The commemorative walk to the 
landfill in many ways works out the legacy 
of toxicity through the body. The film in turn 
attempts to underscore the reasons why 
embodied practices, such as the church walk, 
are particularly significant for residents of 
Warren County. The film will first be shown 
in separate youth and adult focus groups to 
explore generational differences in how the 
past figures in the present for members of the 
Coley Springs church. This will be followed by 
an intergenerational focus group discussion on 
the significance of this environmental history 
and toxicity.

The film-based focus groups are among 
the many community events in process as 
Warren County prepares for the approaching 
anniversary. A committee of concerned citizens 
hopes that retelling and reframing cultural 
memory of the movement will spark greater 
involvement from those who once fought 
against the toxins and those who live among 
their legacy today. As a researcher, I choose to 
employ my toolbox of theory and methods to 
engage with this process of cultural meaning-
making. Performance ethnography, as it turns 
out, is about a critical engagement with theory 
as well as a collaboration that generates creative 
alternatives for engaging the matter of daily life.

e P I l o g u e

I asked Bill what he desires for Warren County’s 
future. He articulates the imaginary that drives 
his community work and ministry:

I think about when I was a kid, and how we used 
to frolic through the woods. In the spring we’d go 
through branches and streams, we’d find those 
little crayfish, tadpoles, the frogs, mussels, all the 
life in the water.

I’d like to see some projects like that happening, 
where kids, families … they’re actually involved in 
going and sampling the life – microscopic life in 
the water and the soil. It would move even beyond 
the PCBs, but just looking at our environment and 
being actively involved, you know. As opposed to 
just living a pseudo-life … you actually engage … 
aware of the life around you and importance of it. 
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Bill’s vision reflects the ways in which 
environmental justice as a movement 
redefined the environment as people’s 
immediate surroundings, as the places 
‘where we live, where we work, and where we 
play’ (Alston 1991, cited in Agyeman 2005). 
Performance builds on this understanding of 
the environment as proximate, shifting ‘the 
register of materiality from the indifferent 
stuff of a world “out there” … to the intimate 
fabric of corporeality that includes and 
redistributes the “in here” of human being’ 
(Whatmore 2006: 602). Communities living in 
toxic landscapes must negotiate this intimate 
geography of human-environment relations in 
the daily and painstaking work of developing 
cohesion for public participation, making toxic 
areas livable – not only in terms of physical 
safety, but cultural value – and building visions 
of a healthy future in the face of ongoing crisis 
(Houston 2008). 

Bill Kearney’s critical-cultural collaboration 
with me raises important questions beyond 
the scope of this essay that I hope to explore 
in future research. How does the translation 
of live performance into an archival video 
format resonate with or depart from the lived 
experiences of a knowledgeable audience? How 
might performance ethnography’s focus on 
embodiment and practice inform systemic and 
ideological explanations of marginalization? 
If cultural geographies seek to understand 
environmental justice in generative terms, 
what might localized alternate notions of 
value tell us about how we theorize waste and 
political economy? Perhaps the greatest value of 
performance as praxis is that our efforts create 
a venue not only for these and other questions 
to be raised but for the answers themselves 
to emerge through practices of art, analysis 
and activism.
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