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The histories and legacies of extraction and toxicity are innumerable. For millennia, 
the extraction of metals and minerals and their trading and exchanging have been 
vital to Indigenous economies across the world. In settler-colonial states such as that 
from which we write, large-scale extraction has facilitated immense economic and 
industrial growth as well as technological advancement since the arrival of European 
settlers.1 These are processes that have fundamentally shaped nationhood in countries 
across the world, but which have particular purchase in the consolidation of settler 
colonialism. This has ensured that extraction—of resources as well as knowledge 
and labour—has enabled and exacerbated environmental degradation, structural 
inequality and the continued colonisation of lands and peoples over centuries. 

But extraction is not considered alone in this special issue. Both extraction and 
toxicity  are phenomena historically pursued in the name of human progress, tied 
intimately to scientific development and capitalist ambitions. As such, the risks 
posed by humans inhabiting seemingly ‘innocuous’ but highly toxic environments 
created by extractive and/or toxic industries are understood as necessary for the 
pursuit of progress. In her work Seizing the Means of Reproduction, Michelle Murphy 
makes the compelling case that historians must connect the history of technoscience 
to broader political economic structures (often defined by race and  other factors) 
to adequately account for the boundary-crossing nature of toxins and their 
consequences.2 As scholars within and outside this special issue have argued, mineral 
extraction must be considered similarly. As such, and in addressing the histories and 

1	  See Jessica Urwin, ‘The Radioactive Dr Mawson: Douglas Mawson and the Quest for Australia’s Radium Riches, 
1904–58’, Australian Historical Studies 53, no. 1 (2022): 28–9, doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2021.1958878; Tomas 
Frederiksen, ‘Seeing the Copperbelt: Science, Mining and Colonial Power in Northern Rhodesia’, Geoforum 44, 
no.1 (2013): 280, doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2012.08.007; Michael Simpson, ‘Resource Desiring Machines: The 
Production of Settler Colonial Space, Violence, and the Making of a Resource in the Athabasca Tar Sands’, Political 
Geography 74 (2019), doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2019.102044.
2	  Michelle Murphy, Seizing the Means of Reproduction: Entanglements of Feminism, Health, and Technoscience 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012), doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv125jmpm. See also Gregg Mitman, Michelle 
Murphy and Christopher Sellers, ‘Landscapes of Exposure: Knowledge and Illness in Modern Environments’, Osiris 
19 (2004), doi.org/10.1086/649391. 
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legacies of extraction and toxicity, this special issue attempts to draw attention to 
some of the pressing discussions being taken up by historians dealing with these 
phenomena in their work. 

The research included in this special issue works to blur the line between scholarship 
on extraction and that on toxicity, demonstrating their intimate entanglement. 
Susan Lawrence and Peter Davies have excavated the history of mining on the frontier 
of the Australian colony of Victoria, mapping the spaces forged by mining and its use 
and production of toxic products.3 The environments at the centre of their analysis 
are spaces ‘characterised by voids in the earth larger than small towns, by open shafts 
in bushland and suburbs, by lakes of poisonous water and by hill ranges of waste 
rock and debris.’ In mineral-dependent settler states such as Australia and Canada, 
the extraction of ore has resulted in the besmirchment of environments and  the 
degradation of vital ecosystems by toxins.4 In some cases these consequences are 
visible, in many others, they are imperceptible. 

For several of the authors in this issue, reversing the (im)perceptibility of toxic space 
sits at the centre of their work. These spaces, often created by extractive processes, 
can be considered ‘shadow places’, Val Plumwood’s term for those ‘unrecognised’ 
spaces that ‘provide our material and ecological support’ but are ‘likely to elude 
our knowledge and  responsibility’.5 Or as Lawrence and Davies articulate it: ‘the 
marginal and damaged locations on which modern consumer society relies’. By this 
token, extraction  remains, for benefiting communities, out of sight, out of mind. 
But for those upon whom such processes impact, this is not the case. They are 
‘landscapes of life’ and ‘exposure’.6 Or, as Iva Peša articulates in her article on toxic 
coloniality within this issue, toxicity is ‘mediated by regimes of (im)perceptibility’. 

3	  For their previous work in this space, see Peter Davies and Susan Lawrence, Sludge: Disaster on Victoria’s Goldfields 
(Melbourne: Black Inc., 2019); Susan Lawrence, Dolly’s Creek: An Archaeology of a Victorian Goldfields Community 
(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press Digital, 2000).
4	  Arn Keeling and John Sandlos, ‘Environmental Justice Goes Underground? Historical Notes from Canada’s 
Northern Mining Frontier’, Environmental Justice 2, no. 3 (2009): 118–19, doi.org/10.1089/env.2009.0009; Lianne 
C. Leddy, Serpent River Resurgence: Confronting Uranium Mining at Elliot Lake (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2021), doi.org/10.3138/9781442665477; Ciaran O’Faircheallaigh, Negotiations in the Indigenous World: Aboriginal 
Peoples and the Extractive Industry in Australia and Canada (London: Routledge, 2016).
5	  Val Plumwood, ‘Shadow Places and the Politics of Dwelling’, Australian Humanities Review 44 (2008): 139, 
doi.org/10.22459/AHR.44.2008.
6	  Jody A. Roberts and Nancy Langston, ‘Toxic Bodies / Toxic Environments: An Interdisciplinary Forum’, 
Environmental History 13 (October 2008): 629, doi.org/10.1093/envhis/13.4.629.
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Toxic coloniality, as  Peša explains, has ensured that many of the consequences of 
extractive processes—notably mining—have been obscured by forces of colonialism 
and capitalism that render such processes both necessary and invisible.7 

Thus, the authors of this special issue frequently use colonialism as a vital explanatory 
framework, deepening historical understandings of the ways that extraction and 
toxicity have been (and continue to be) implicated in colonial consolidation. As Rohan 
Howitt explores in his account of the extraction of oil from millions of Macquarie 
Island’s penguins at the turn of the twentieth century, the physical extraction of 
resources has often been historically fuelled and accompanied by colonial and 
imperial imaginings. These imaginings justified rampant extraction and vitally shaped 
environments and their apparent worth.8 Taken together, then, the articles within 
this special issue demonstrate that analyses of extraction and toxicity importantly 
highlight their combined historical contribution to military and industrial expansion, 
ambitious development goals and mentalities of economic growth, all processes that 
are ecologically and socially unsustainable and exploitative. These are processes central 
to, and vitally propped up by, colonialism. 

But so too have these processes been actively resisted by communities who refuse to 
remain bound by the environmental legacies of colonial extraction.9 Nicholas Hoare’s 
article on Nauru’s pursuit of compensation for decades of phosphate mining by the 

7	  For works more broadly related to this discussion, see Marcia Langton and Odette Mazel, ‘Poverty in the Midst of 
Plenty: Aboriginal People, the “Resource Curse” and Australia’s Mining Boom’, Journal of Energy & Natural Resources 
Law 26, no. 1 (2015): 31–65, doi.org/10.1080/02646811.2008.11435177; Ciaran O’Fairchaellaigh and Saleem Ali, 
Earth Matters: Indigenous Peoples, the Extractive Industries and Corporate Social Responsibility (Sheffield: Greenleaf, 
2008); Liza Piper, ‘Subterranean Bodies: Mining the Large Lakes of North-West Canada, 1921–1960’, Environment 
and History 13, no. 2 (2007): 155–86, doi.org/10.3197/096734007780473500; Arn Keeling, ‘“Born in an Atomic 
Test Tube”: Landscapes of Cyclonic Development at Uranium City, Saskatchewan’, The Canadian Geographer 54, 
no. 2 (2010): 228–52, doi.org/10.1111/j.1541-0064.2009.00294.x; Rebecca Hall, ‘Diamond Mining in Canada’s 
Northwest Territories: A Colonial Continuity’, Antipode 45, no. 2, (2013): 376–93, doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8330.​
2012.01012.x; Frederiksen, ‘Seeing the Copperbelt’; Simpson, ‘Resource Desiring Machines’; Bernhard Schär, ‘Earth 
Scientists as Time Travelers and Agents of Colonial Conquest: Swiss Naturalists in the Dutch East Indies’, Historical 
Social Research 40, no. 2 (2015): 67–80; Jen Preston, ‘Racial Extractivism and White Settler Colonialism: An 
Examination of the Canadian Tar Sands Mega-Projects’, Cultural Studies 31, no. 2 (2007): 353–75, doi.org/10.1080/​
09502386.2017.1303432; Anna Stanley, ‘Resilient Settler Colonialism: “Responsible Resource Development,” 
“Flow-Through” Financing, and the Risk Management of Indigenous Sovereignty in Canada’, Environment and 
Planning A: Economy and Space 48, no. 12 (2016): 2422–42, doi.org/10.1177/0308518X16660352; Heather 
Goodall, ‘Indigenous Peoples, Colonialism, and Memories of Environmental Injustice’, in Echoes from the Poisoned 
Well: Global Memories of Environmental Injustice, ed. Sylvia Hood Washington, Paul C. Rosier and Heather Goodall 
(New York: Lexington Books, 2006).
8	  For further literature on the power of colonial and imperial narratives in shaping the imaginings of the Southern 
Ocean World, see: Rohan Howitt, ‘The company-microstate: The Auckland Islands and corporate colonialism in 
global history, 1849–52’, Journal of Global History (online ahead of print, 2023): 1–20, doi.org/10.1017/S17400​
22823000128.
9	  ‘Refusal’ is an increasingly influential analytic for understanding Indigenous engagement with and resistance 
to settler colonialism. See Audra Simpson, ‘The ruse of consent and the anatomy of “refusal”: cases from indigenous 
North America and Australia’, Postcolonial Studies 20, no. 1 (2017), doi.org/10.1080/13688790.2017.1334283; 
Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life across the Borders of Settler States (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2014), doi.org/10.1515/9780822376781; Max Liboiron, Pollution is Colonialism (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2021), doi.org/10.1515/9781478021445.
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British Phosphate Commissioners uncovers many of the contradictions inherent in 
colonial extraction.10 At the same time that Australia’s Hawke Labor Government 
sought compensation from the British Government for a decade of nuclear testing 
on Australian soil, it refused to acknowledge the environmental legacies of its own 
colonial pursuits in the Pacific through its support of and involvement in the British 
Phosphate Commissioners’ exploits. The colonial imaginaries of the extractive 
potentiality of the Southern Ocean World as explained by Howitt also sat at the 
centre of pursuits for justice sought by formerly colonised communities, such as that 
described by Hoare. 

Paying attention to colonialism allows historians to engage with histories of 
extraction and toxicity that have been actively challenged by impacted communities 
and their supporters. In Christopher R. Hill and Clémence Maillochon’s analysis 
of French nuclear testing in the Algerian Sahara, they explore how the ethnologist 
Odette du Puigaudeau critiqued France’s blatant colonialism in the region along 
environmental and gendered lines, while herself being intimately entangled in 
colonial  structures.11 As a result, they argue, while du Puigaudeau’s critiques of 
France’s nuclear testing program are ‘resonant with current campaigns’, they ‘never 
transcended her own colonial interests’. Such historical analyses encourage us, as 
historians, to expand our extant understandings of phenomena such as toxicity 
and extraction. 

Considering extraction and toxicity in rather expansive terms demonstrates the 
immense spatial and temporal reach of extractive processes. As environmental justice 
scholars have explored in depth, lands and bodies have been rendered toxic by polluting 
industries that are often intimately tied to the pursuit of wealth, prestige or power in 
modern nation states.12 This, as Jessica Urwin explores, has been central to critiques 
of anti-nuclear and anti-mining groups in Australia and across the world since the late 
1960s. Yet toxicity is not indiscriminate. Marginalised communities, including those 

10	  For more on anti-colonial sentiment in the Pacific, see Nicholas Hoare, ‘Anticolonialism and the politics of 
friendship in New Zealand’s Pacific’, History Australia 15, no. 3 (2018): 540–58, doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2018.
1485502.
11	  Hill has previously written on nuclear imperialism as enacted through French nuclear testing; see Christopher 
Robert Hill, ‘Britain, West Africa and “The new nuclear imperialism”: Decolonisation and development during 
French tests’, Contemporary British History 33, no. 2 (2019): 274–89, doi.org/10.1080/13619462.2018.1519426.
12	  See David N. Pellow, Resisting Global Toxics: Transnational Movements for Environmental Justice (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2007), doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/7479.001.0001; Dorceta E. Taylor, Toxic Communities: Environmental 
Racism, Industrial Pollution, and Residential Mobility (New York: NYU Press, 2014); Robert D. Bullard, Environment 
and Morality: Confronting Environmental Racism in the United States (Geneva: United Nations Research Institute for 
Social Development, 2004); Robert D. Bullard, ‘Dismantling Environmental Racism in the USA’, Local Environment 
4, no. 1 (1999): 5–19, doi.org/10.1080/13549839908725577; Robert D. Bullard, ed., Confronting Environmental 
Racism: Voices from the Grassroots (Boston, MA: South End Press, 1993); Stephanie Malin, The Price of Nuclear Power: 
Uranium Communities and Environmental Justice (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2015); Traci Brynne 
Voyles, Wastelanding: Legacies of Uranium Mining in Navajo Country (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2015), doi.org/10.5749/minnesota/9780816692644.001.0001; Robert Bullard et al., ‘Toxic Wastes and Race 
at Twenty: Why Race Still Matters After all of these Years’, Environmental Law 38 (2008): 371–411.

http://doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2018.1485502
http://doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2018.1485502
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made up of migrants, people of colour, Indigenous peoples, low-income earners and 
those living with disabilities, are most likely to be exposed to toxicity. And, again as 
Urwin demonstrates, these were realities that took environmentalists many decades 
to grapple with. 

Taken together, the articles in this special issue seek to indicate broader possibilities 
for considering the entangled histories of extraction and toxicity.13 While far from 
comprehensive, they demonstrate the expansive spatial reach of these processes, 
drawing connections between extractive processes, toxic legacies and colonial 
attitudes and structures across Africa, the Pacific, Australia and the subantarctic. 
In doing so, they hint at the depth and breadth of the scholarly possibilities unveiled 
by the dual consideration of these phenomena. 

13	  As co-editors of this special issue, we want to thank the authors for their valuable contributions to this 
discussion. It has been a pleasure working with every one of you on this issue and we have no doubt that each article 
will contribute to the extant literature on extraction and toxicity in tangible and meaningful ways.
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