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PRACTICES AND CURATIONS

Life and Death in Louisiana’s  
Petrochemical Industrial Complex

Lydia Pelot-Hobbs
University of Kentucky, USA 

If you drive on I-10 between New Orleans and Baton Rouge, it’s hard to miss Norco. This 85- 
mile stretch along the Mississippi River is dubbed Louisiana’s industrial corridor by state 
officials and petrochemical capitalists but has long been known as “cancer alley” by local and 
national environmental justice activists. In the middle of the corridor, five miles into the 
horizon, the two and half miles of Norco’s refineries spit fire and smoke high into the air 
morning, noon, and night.

For those unaccustomed to the landscape of Louisiana’s river parishes, the 3,000-person town 
looks like a futuristic apparition of industrial apocalypse. Even those who routinely drive back and 
forth between New Orleans and Baton Rouge rarely give the place much thought; few people 
outside of St. Charles Parish get off the highway and venture into the town (Figure 1). Yet it is 
from the vantage point of being in the town that we can begin to unsee Norco as a startling 
aberration and instead can see it as a quintessential Louisiana petrochemical town, neither 
exceptional nor provincial, a place that for generations has been a nexus of life and death struggles 
against the violent extractions of racial capitalism (Figures 2 and 3) (Robinson 2000).

This essay couples an evaluation of how racial capitalist regimes and attendant oppositional 
movements have accumulated in Norco alongside photographs of present-day town landscapes to 
think through how these histories have congealed into everyday life and how landscapes operate as 
the materialization of discourses of racial domination and resistance (Schein 2009, 380). Bringing 
together photography of what is often viewed as the extraordinary landscapes of Norco with the too 
often overlooked “ordinary” town landscapes, prompts us to consider how these landscapes have 
been co-constituted through not only concentrated premature death but also through multigenera-
tional contestations about what types of lives might be lived there.1 Which is to say, I hope to 
remind us that toxic geographies are places where people still make home—if under conditions far 
from their own choosing—and thus to raise the question of how might the underlining conditions of 
racist domination, exploitation, extraction, and dispossession be undone?
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RACIAL CAPITAL DEVELOPMENTS

Considering Norco, named for the first oil company sited there (the New Orleans Refinery 
Company), in the petrochemical industrial complex of Louisiana is well-worn terrain. Scholars 
and documentarians have highlighted the development of the town and broader region as 

FIGURE 1 Norco Civic Association welcome sign at town entrance. 
Photo by Aubrey Edwards, printed with permission.

FIGURE 3 Todd’s snowballs and ice cream truck in the 
center of Norco. Photo by Aubrey Edwards, printed with 
permission.

FIGURE 2 Marshland with refineries in background. 
Photo by Aubrey Edwards, printed with permission.
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a sacrifice zone (Davies 2018, 2019; Grünberg 2002; Lerner 2010; Misrach and Orff 2012) for 
petrochemical capital accumulations and the attendant environmental justice struggle for the 
resettlement of Diamond—a historic Black2 community with Reconstruction roots in Norco 
(Lerner 2005). Yet still, the historical geography of Norco continues to raise critical questions 
for those of us committed to a just transition from the horrors of oil capitalism (Movement 
Generation n.d.).3 How do we attend to the layered geographies of environmental disaster 
produced from plantation colonialism to oil industrialization (Vergès 2017) without papering 
over how resistance struggles have also dialectically produced the landscape? What does it 
mean when the displacement of a historic Black freedom community is seen as the best option 
in the face of the multifaceted violence of extraction? Or in other words, how does the 
framework of a just transition push us to imagine and materialize the work of environmental 
justice as about forging relations anew? To not only shift our relations to the land and labor but 
to dismantle and transform the divisions sowed by racial capitalism?

In positing these questions, I suggest the necessity of refusing the temptation of reading 
Norco as a place predestined for racialized exploitation and dispossession. Instead, hewing to 
the historical development of Norco allows us to denaturalize the development of sacrifice 
zones or “forgotten places” and in doing so, allows us to pay closer attention to how Norco has 
been made and remade through “voluntary and involuntary movements, layering previous 
rounds of dispossession, domination, and development” (Gilmore 2008, 36) in service of racial 
capital. In other words, rather than a continuous line being drawn from the violence of racial 
slavery and settler colonialism to the neoliberal petrochemical industrial complex, the layering 
of these historical geographies operates as a palimpsest where traces of different racial capitalist 
modes of production build upon each other in tandem with aspects of past modes being rubbed 
away. This allows us to recognize how the making of Norco into a petrochemical company 
town is rooted in the “monopolization ethic” of the plantation where social landscapes are 
governed through the “elimination, marginalization, or exile” of racialized and indigenous 
populations in pursuit of capital accumulation (Woods 1998, 41). At the same time, the 
devaluation of Black communities is no longer shaped through the logics of coerced labor 
but is produced through the rendering of Black people as disposable whose labor is no longer 
targeted for exploitation (Gilmore 2007; Pulido 2016) while white workers and residents are 
bound and made vulnerable to toxic infrastructures through ideological, psychological, and 
material “wages of whiteness” (Du Bois 1998; Roediger 1999). Closely attending to the case of 
Norco thus allows us to more clearly comprehend how the everyday violence of extractive 
dispossession is structured through the dialectic of global capital investments and the racial 
devaluation of people and places.

And also, Norco exceeds death. It has been and continues to be a site of life-making in all its 
messy and uneven forms. Against the notion that such petrochemical towns are only, or 
primarily, sites of injury and ruin, this land has been home to generations of people who 
have engaged in place-making practices predicated on the possibility of a more just future. 
Tending to the various ways people have sought to make a life in Norco—across the fraught 
hardening of racial hierarchies—stretches us to seriously grapple with the conditions of 
possibility for a post-petrochemical world beyond displacement and dispersal, grounded in 
the politics of racial, economic, and ecological justice.

LIFE AND DEATH 3 



THE MAKING OF NORCO

Before Norco was Norco, the Chitimacha people made this land between the Mississippi River 
and the cypress swamps of Lake Pontchartrain home. In the late 1700s, the Spanish colonial 
government of the Territory of Orleans expropriated lands along the banks for the Mississippi 
from the Chitimacha people, and parceled out stolen land to would-be planters as a reward for 
military service. Settler Jean Francois Trepagnier was granted one such tract, and transformed it 
into an indigo plantation through the forced labor of enslaved Africans. The production of 
indigo was haphazard at best for planters along the German Coast, but fortunes followed the 
rise of sugar plantations in the area following the Haitian Revolution (Acosta 2010; Jung 2006). 
Members of the Saint Domingue sugar plantocracy, committed to restoring their wealth, 
innovated new methods of growing sugar in Louisiana’s alluvial soil. Within a few decades, 
according to historian Moon-Ho Jung, Louisiana’s sugar cane industry accounted for “nearly 
a quarter of all exportable sugar in the world,” leading to unmatched wealth concentrated in the 
River Parish plantations (Jung 2006, 44–45). As was the case in Saint Domingue, capital 
accumulation through cane production was predicated on the vicious organization of sugar 
plantations which had the highest slave mortality rates in Louisiana (Jung 2006).

Enslaved people did not accept this state of concentrated death. On January 8, 1811, along 
Louisiana’s sugar plantations, hundreds of enslaved people instigated the largest slave uprising 
in the history of the United States. Freedom fighters marched down river toward New Orleans 
overthrowing plantations and growing in number as more and more enslaved people joined the 
rebellion. Upon arriving at the Trepagnier plantation, insurgents confronted Jean Francois 
Trepagnier who attempted to enforce the racial property relation from the barrel of 
a shotgun. However, he was swiftly captured and executed (Thrasher 1996). While the military 
thwarted the slave revolt before it reached New Orleans, the uprising was not forgotten by the 
slaves who worked the cane fields on the Trepagnier plantation and the surrounding areas.

When the Trepagnier family abandoned the plantation following emancipation, newly 
freed people created a Reconstruction community on the land, making home anew in the 
former slave quarters and the plantation house (Lerner 2005). Following the overthrown of 
Black Reconstruction, the land transferred between former Confederates and Jim Crow 
capitalists who consolidated it with nearby plantations and renamed it again and again. 
Amid all these shifts, the Black Reconstruction community persisted—eventually known as 
Belltown—where community members primarily labored as sharecroppers through the early 
20th century (Yoes 2005).

The landscape of Belltown was fundamentally transformed by the rise of Louisiana’s 
petrochemical industry. Rich oil deposits were first discovered in Evangeline, Louisiana in 
1901 leading to intensive oil exploration and development throughout the state (Colten 2012; 
Louisiana Department of Natural Resources n.d.). While oil extraction sites primarily devel-
oped in coastal South Louisiana (and later off-shore), Louisiana’s post-extractive petrochemical 
industry (refining, manufacturing, storage) are concentrated along the Mississippi River 
between New Orleans and Baton Rouge. St. Charles Parish is the heart of the region. These 
industrial sites were clustered around the convergence of preexisting transportation infrastruc-
ture—railways, the leveed Mississippi River, and the Port of New Orleans (Figure 4). New 
South infrastructure easily facilitated new rounds of regional, national, and transnational capital 
accumulation, sped up through federal investments in the South Louisiana oil industry to meet 
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World War II demands. Oil industrialists primarily developed refineries on former plantations 
due to their proximity to the river, the flood protections afforded the high ground, and the large 
scale of such land parcels (Acosta 2010; Colten 2012). By the mid-twentieth century, the 
extensive violence of the plantation economy was overlaid with the extractive violence of the 
industrial petrochemical economy.

In 1911, the New Orleans Refinery Company purchased 460 acres of land for 21,000 USD 
between the former Trepagnier plantation and the nearby former Good Hope plantation 
(Figure 5) (“Norco Town History” 2000). NORCO built the first refinery on the land in 1916 
near the historic Belltown community—processing crude oil into asphalt and other oil products 
until the Royal Dutch/Shell Group bought the facility and surrounding land in 1929. While 
Black residents hoped they would be hired at the plants, they quickly learned that the Jim Crow 
regime extended to the petrochemical industry. The few jobs available to Black Louisianans 
were in custodial and other menial jobs (Lerner 2005; Taylor 2014).

White refinery workers and their families’ lives were quickly tethered to the oil industry 
with Shell building a company town that included not only company-owned housing but 
a swimming pool, golf course, and movie theater and Shell frequently hosting picnics and 
parties for their workers. These twinned practices of exclusion and entanglement shored up 
racial divisions—binding white workers together with oil capitalism while estranging them 
from their Black neighbors. The racial partitioning of Norco endured even after the National 

FIGURE 4 The railroad tracks that partition Norco leading to the Shell 
Norco Manufacturing Complex. Photo by Aubrey Edwards, printed with 
permission.
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Labor Relations Act outlawed such company towns and Norco implemented residential and 
industrial zoning (Lemoine 1990).

Following the state legislature crafting new property tax breaks for industrial enterprise to 
spur on the petrochemical boom, Shell developed a chemical plant in Norco. The land they 
desired encompassed the entirety of Belltown. For pennies on the dollar Shell bought out the 
entire community—displacing hundreds of Black residents from the land they had lived on for 
generations. Black community members were moved a quarter mile up river to a tract of four 
streets known as Diamond. Shell repeatedly expanded the footprint of their plant complex until 
Diamond became a fenceline community (Bazelon 2003; Lerner 2005; Taylor 2014). While 
later environmental regulations require up to 2,000 feet of buffer zones between industrial and 
residential areas, the EPA grandfathered in Shell’s nonexistent buffers between its facilities and 
residents (Lemoine 1990) (Figure 6).

By the 1970s, Norco served as an epicenter of the Louisiana petrochemical industry. 
New residents in search of jobs followed the clustering of 156 plants and refineries along the 
Mississippi River, leading to the St. Charles Parish population almost tripling between 1950 
and 1980—with a third of residents working directly in the petrochemical sector 
(Environmental Protection Agency 1977; Forstall 1995). Global economic restructuring further 
shaped petrochemical development in Norco during the 1970s. Following OPEC putting an 
embargo on the United States after President Nixon’s support of Israel in the Yom Kippur war 

FIGURE 5 The sign for “Goodhope Street.” The sole remaining marker 
for the former Good Hope plantation. Photo by Aubrey Edwards, printed 
with permission.
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in 1973, US oil prices shot up fourfold incentivizing a new round of oil exploration and 
extraction in Louisiana (Nore 1980; Prashad 2007; Richardson and Scott 1988; Stein 2010). 
Existing refineries and plants were expanded in Norco to meet the increased processing needs 
of the crude oil supply (Figure 7). At the same time, Shell decided to divert new plants planned 
for New Jersey to Norco—following the extraction boom and the lower wages of workers of 
the nonunion South (Environmental Planning Agency 1977).

Shell’s pursuit of profits encroached on not only Diamond residents’ land but their air as 
noxious chemical fumes clouded the atmosphere. At no level did the state offer any environ-
mental protections to Diamond or other Norco residents. In response to a proposed polypro-
pylene plant in 1977, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) merely regurgitated Shell’s 
talking points on the economic benefits of the plant at the expense of a robust examination of 
the harmful impacts the plant would have on the surrounding land, water, and air. Indeed, the 
EPA argued that the number one negative environmental impact the plant would have was 
“noise” (120). While Diamond residents complained about the everyday air pollution and began 
to note high rates of asthma, allergies, and skin disorders in their community, Shell claimed no 
responsibility while white petrochemical workers questioned Diamond residents’ complaints 
(Grünberg 2002).

FIGURE 6 Diamond playground at the fenceline of W.R. Grace & Co/ 
Shell Petrochemical Plant. Formerly a site of the Mary M. Bethune High 
School—the Jim Crow school for Black residents of the area open from 
1952 until it was closed through a 1969 school integration court order. 
Photo by Aubrey Edwards, printed with permission.

LIFE AND DEATH 7 



Furthermore, an industrial accident in the summer of 1973 proved deadly to Diamond 
residents. When a Shell Chemical pipeline along the fenceline sprang a leak, it ignited into 
an explosion that killed two Diamond residents—elderly Helen Washington whose house burnt 
down from the explosion and teenage Leroy Jones who was cutting grass nearby. The horror of 
this explosion—and Shell’s muted response to their neighbors’ deaths—confirmed to Diamond 
residents the fundamental disregard Shell had for their lives (Bazelon 2003; Lerner 2005).

While Shell ingratiated their workers to align with the corporation over Diamond residents’ 
safety and well-being, the petrochemical industry’s relatively high wages did not shield Shell 
workers from the dangers of laboring and living among refineries. Oil capitalism in Norco 
produced precarity and premature death that was simultaneously racially differentiated and cut 
across racial lines. A series of explosions and accidents at the Shell refinery between 1979 and 
1988 revealed the cross-cutting harms of refinery life: a hydrocracking and fire explosion 
(1979); a storage tank explosion that left 80 workers injured and one dead (1979); a chlorine 
gas leak that injured three workers (1981); a propane truck leak that led to the mandatory 
evacuation of Norco residents (1981); the derailment of railroad cars transporting chemicals 
(1981); an explosion that injured nine workers (1985); a power substation catching fire leading 
to a town blackout (1985) (Lemoine 1990).

Yet none of these hazards matched the scale of the May 5, 1988 Shell refinery explosion. At 
3:37 am a catastrophic explosion equal to one thousand tons of TNT, or in other words 1/20 the 

FIGURE 7 Town view from the Mississippi River levee. Refineries and 
chemical plants envelope the town. Photo by Aubrey Edwards, printed 
with permission.
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force of the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima, rippled through Norco and beyond (Lemoine 
1990). First responders reported that the fire ball of the explosion was so huge it looked like 
daylight. The fire burned at full volume for over a day (Airline Highway 2014). The blast 
shattered windows, blew doors off their hinges, and detached roofs as far as five miles away 
while the boom of the explosion was felt 25 miles downriver in New Orleans (“Louisiana 
Refinery Explodes” 1988; Thibodeaux and Frazier 1988). As one Norco resident recalls, upon 
waking from the explosion she rushed into her children’s bedroom where she found her son, 
“covered in shattered glass . . . I was so afraid to reach down and touch him. I honestly thought 
he had died” (Airline Highway 2014). While her son turned out to be fine, 48 other residents 
were injured and seven Shell employees working the night shift died. It was widely believed 
that if that blast had occurred during daytime working hours, the death toll could have easily 
been in the hundreds (Marsh 1988; Thibodeaux 1988).

The Shell Refinery explosion proved to be a turning point for Diamond residents. While no 
one from Diamond died in this fatal accident, the fire burned for several days after the initial 
blast exacerbating the toxicity of the entire town while people’s homes were significantly 
damaged. Diamond residents were further incensed when they learned of the discrepancies in 
compensation for property damage between themselves and their white counterparts in the rest 
of Norco (Lerner 2005). A core group of primarily Black churchgoing women tired of the 
disposability of their community began meeting to figure out what could be done. Local 
schoolteacher Margie Richard quickly emerged as an organic leader facilitating the group to 
formalize themselves and to develop clear, winnable demands. Convinced that living in 
Diamond had become too contaminated and dangerous and that the state would never mean-
ingfully regulate Shell, they decided that their best move was to collectively organize to have 
their entire community bought out at a fair value (Grünberg 2002; Lerner 2005). This decision 
was shaped by the fact a slow trickle of Diamond residents had been leaving for years—some 
receiving measly payouts from Shell while others simply abandoned their properties 
(Concerned Citizens of Norco n.d.)

Organizing as Concerned Citizens of Norco (CCN), they mounted a lawsuit against Shell to 
force the company to pay for their relocation. From the start, they identified that winning the 
relocation campaign necessitated grassroots pressure in tandem with legal activism. CCN 
brought people into their work through door-knocking their neighborhood and picketing 
Shell for their polluting practices. As their lawsuit gained momentum, they connected with 
several environmental justice organizations including the New Orleans-based Deep South 
Center for Environmental Justice and the Louisiana Bucket Brigade. Through participating in 
workshops with the Deep South Center for Environmental Justice, CCN members deepened 
their skills in community organizing skills, their analysis of environmental racism, and their 
knowledge of state regulatory mechanisms. By collaborating with the Louisiana Bucket 
Brigade and local environmental chemist Wilma Subra, CCN conducted scientific research 
on the toxicity of their air. While for decades Diamond residents maintained that the high rates 
of epidermal, respiratory, and reproductive disease and cancers in their communities was tied to 
petrochemical pollution, Shell dismissed their claims as anecdotal. However, CCN’s air studies 
showed that the quantity of toxic chemicals in their air surpassed federal guidelines and that 
many of the chemicals found were associated with the exact health problems afflicting 
Diamond residents (Grünberg 2002; Lerner 2005).
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Despite their evidence, Concerned Citizens of Norco hit a significant setback when they lost 
their relocation lawsuit in 1997 (Bazelon 2003). But they did not give up. CCN doubled down 
on their public protests in Norco and at the Shell office in New Orleans to boost negative media 
attention on Shell to force them to meet their relocation demand. Before long, Shell agreed to 
a sit-down meeting with CCN. However, at the meeting Shell offered to only buy out residents 
on the two streets of Diamond nearest to the plant at “market value.” CCN quickly recognized 
this proposal to be a divide and conquer strategy. Shell’s proposal sought to undercut what 
Diamond residents believed was owed to them by not only offering to buy-out half of their 
community but to do so at “market value.” As CCN argued “how much is market value with 
a chemical company next door?” (Concerned Citizens of Norco n.d., 2) They contended that the 
combination of the devaluation of their homes due to the siting of the chemical plant next to 
their neighborhood along with the racially differentiated valuation of property in general meant 
that it would be near impossible for Diamond residents “to resettle elsewhere without going 
into debt” (Concerned Citizens of Norco n.d., 2). Through the foundation CCN had built 
through their years of organizing, Diamond residents collectively agreed to hold out in 
negotiations until Shell offered a truly just and fair price that would afford them the ability 
to relocate to a healthier environment (Dunne 1999).

With the Louisiana government beholden to the petrochemical industry, CCN jumped 
scales to the international arena to win their campaign (Smith 1992). As a multinational 
company, Shell was concerned about its international reputation—especially given the inter-
national outrage that followed grassroots protests against Shell’s contamination of Nigerian 
land and water and the subsequent state violence toward Nigerian environmental activists. 
(Okonta and Douglas 2003; Watts 2004). Following this series of events, Shell’s leadership 
began making verbal commitments to environmental sustainability and responsible steward-
ship. CCN decided to use their rhetoric as leverage in the relocation struggle. With Shell 
leadership scheduled to present at the 1999 United Nations Commission on Human Rights, 
CNN joined a delegation of environmental justice activists to call international attention to 
the buyout struggle. At the conference, Margie Richardson confronted Shell executives with 
Norco air and Nigerian water—making the relocation campaign an international issue 
(Grünberg 2002). This move also garnered CCN powerful allies who began pressuring 
Shell executives behind the scenes. Wanting to avoid another public relations fiasco, top 
Shell executives compelled local Shell representatives to return to the bargaining table with 
CCN. Over the next few years, CCN split their time between keeping the heat on Shell by 
protesting their practices at various international environmental summits and working with 
their team of lawyers to negotiate a fair deal from Shell. On June 11, 2002, after years of 
protracted struggle, Shell finally offered Diamond landowners the option to either buy out all 
four streets of their community at a fair value or to receive a forgivable loan for home 
improvements if they chose to stay (Concerned Citizens of Norco and Shell Chemical LP 
2002).

Within a year of CCN winning the relocation struggle, over 75% of Diamond residents 
chose to relocate. While the agreement with Shell was declared a victory, it was not without its 
limitations. The buyout agreement was set up under a framework that assumed one nuclear 
family per home which did not take into consideration the multigenerational home ownership 
patterns in Diamond. The buyout agreement also left renters without any compensation. But 
still, the agreement allowed for the vast majority of residents to move on without accruing debt 
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and to provide material resources for those who chose to stay (Lerner 2005). For CCN, this 
victory enabled their people to move on from the life-threatening entrapment of the Norco 
petrochemical industrial complex.

Today the struggle to relocate is visible in the Norco landscape. The remnants of the 
Diamond community are found in a few homes and trailers scattered amid vast fields, a few 
filled with trees (Figures 8 and 9). The barrenness of Diamond is in stark contrast to the rows 
of houses with neat lawns a few blocks away and the new development of suburban-style 
mini-mansions where adolescent boys cruise around on golf carts (Figure 10). In Diamond 
the poverty rate is over 20%, while the median income in white Norco is above 60,000 USD 
a year (City Data 2019). While increasingly Shell employees (particularly managers) opt to 
live in towns farther from the petrochemical facilities, Shell is committed to keeping Norco 
residents loyal to their operations. Through donations to area schools and the performing arts, 
investments in the “revitalization” of Norco’s main strip, and events for women’s empower-
ment in the oil and gas industry (all highly publicized in both local news and Shell’s own 
newsletter the “Norco Newsline”), Shell endeavors for Norco residents to see their presence 
as a benefit not a detriment to their lives (“2017 Industry Guide” 2017; Arena 2018; Shell 
2019; Thibodeaux 2018) (Figure 11). Yet still, oil workers continue to demand that Shell 
invest in workplace protections. In 2015, Norco members of the United Steelworkers Local 
705 joined the first nationwide oil refinery workers strike since 1980 and successfully 

FIGURE 8 Current block of Diamond, along the fenceline of W.R. 
Grace & Co/Shell Petrochemical Plant (right), with one of the few 
remaining residences in the neighborhood (left). Photo by Aubrey 
Edwards, printed with permission.
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FIGURE 9 Current block of Diamond. Now primarily home to oaks 
and other trees. Photo by Aubrey Edwards, printed with permission.

FIGURE 10 New suburban developments on Mistletoe Drive, a mile 
across the train tracks from Diamond. Photo by Aubrey Edwards, printed 
with permission.
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FIGURE 11 Norco Elementary School entrance signage branded by the 
Shell logo. Photo by Aubrey Edwards, printed with permission.

FIGURE 12 Motorboat, lawn mower, and trailer. United Steelworkers, 
Local 750 union hall and Shell refineries in background. Photo by 
Aubrey Edwards, printed with permission.

LIFE AND DEATH 13 



pressured Shell to enhance safety measures, increase wages, and maintain healthcare commit-
ments (Figure 12) (Larino 2015; United Steelworkers 2015). All the while the petrochemical 
complex continues to expand in Norco (Thibodeaux 2019).

JUST TRANSITION RECONSTRUCTIONS

In the heart of Louisiana’s petrochemical industrial complex, life continues to be made in, 
despite, and against this death dealing regime (Figures 13 and 14). Amid the matrix of 
concentrated global investments, extractive dispossessions, and racial devaluations, the 
remaining residents of Diamond, and elsewhere in Norco, persevere in the place they call 
home. So if therefore, it is still “premature” to mark the death of Norco and similar locales 
(Woods 2002), we are compelled to grapple with the question of what comes next. This 
question is anything but abstract. As Norco-native and geographer Darin Acosta has shown, 
Shell’s buying out of properties in Diamond and elsewhere in Norco has led to “industrial 
levee monopolization” whereby Shell now owns 73% of “the town’s most flood-resistant 
land” leaving most residents precarious to future climate change-induced floods (Acosta 
2010, 4) while Shell consolidates its regional petrochemical facilities in Norco as it turns 
to new synthetic and hydrogen fuels amid the global COVID-19 pandemic (“Shell to Close 
Louisiana Oil Refinery” 2020).

To return to the question poised at the outset, what are the conditions of possibility for not only 
shifting our relations to land and labor but to dismantle and transform the divisions sowed by racial 
capitalism in our work for just transition? As the ecological justice organization Movement 
Generation reminds us, “transition is inevitable. Justice is not” (n.d., 3). Which is to say shifts 
can happen with or without intention and care—because one has decided to deliberately move 
away from extractive economies or because resource extraction and refinement has become 
unprofitable to the point of abruptly closing up shop. For a transition to be just requires moving 
away from capital and state abandonment, which have marked deindustrialization, and instead 

FIGURE 13 Local hair salon in the center of Norco. Photo 
by Aubrey Edwards, printed with permission.

FIGURE 14 Norco Discount gas station and food store. 
Photo by Aubrey Edwards, printed with permission.
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demands the linking of collective and decolonial self-determination with public investments in the 
very people and places produced as disposable under racial capitalism.

While there are many forms such investments might take—from collective resettlement to 
remediation to reparations—I suggest that we consider what Black Reconstruction, or abolition 
democracy (Du Bois 1998), might offer us as guideposts for thinking about the work of just transition. 
The work of Black Reconstruction is based in the dismantling of the plantation and the racial capitalist 
logics that give rise to its regime in tandem with the creation of new kinds of political, economic, and 
social relations and institutions across scales. That the future of Norco is intertwined with the successes 
of protests against pipelines in Southeast Louisiana (Pember 2019) just as much as it is tied to 
organizing against the dispossessions and exploitations of extractive capitalism across the globe. 
And at the same time, a politics of reconstruction compels us to plan and materialize other futures. 
How do we envision and enact regenerative or solidarity economies (Akuno and Nangwaya 2017; 
Movement Generation n.d.) that are predicated on a recognition of people’s inherent interdependence 
with each other and our ecosystem and the negation of ideologies and practices of supremacy and 
domination? While there may be no easy answers for Norco or anywhere else petrochemical capital 
has wrecked havoc, making just futures real means moving beyond a politics of resilience to 
demanding that the political economy be transformed into a system that invests in life over death.
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NOTES

1. My attention to the interrelationship between the ordinary and extraordinary landscapes of Norco while primarily 
focused on how it can reveal the productions and contradictions of racial capitalist regimes, is also indebted to 
scholarship seeking to disrupt the visual over-determination and esthetic fetishization of hazardous site represen-
tations to more fully comprehend the processes through which toxic geographies are made, and therefore how they 
might be unmade (Balayannis 2019; Davies 2019; Rosenfeld et al. 2018).

2. Throughout this essay, “Black” is capitalized to denote the that this identity category is not a given but an 
explicitly politicized subject formation in the Black radical tradition.

3. Movement Generation defines just transition as a “shift to an economy that is ecologically sustainable, equitable, 
and just for all its members” (3).
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