


Introduction

I think of globalization like a light which shines brighter and 
brighter on a few people and the rest are in darkness, wiped out. 
They simply can’t be seen. Once you get used to not seeing some-
thing, then, slowly, it’s no longer possible to see it.

—Arundhati Roy

I think the economic logic behind dumping a load of toxic waste 
in the lowest-wage country is impeccable and we should face up 
to that. . . . I’ve always thought that countries in Africa are vastly 
under polluted; their air quality is probably vastly ineffi ciently low 
compared to Los Angeles. . . . Just between you and me, shouldn’t 
the World Bank be encouraging more migration of the dirty indus-
tries to the Least Developed Countries?

—Lawrence Summers, confi dential World Bank memo, 
December 12, 1991

When Lawrence Summers, then president of the World 
Bank, advocated that the bank develop a scheme to export rich nation gar-
bage, toxic waste, and heavily polluting industries to Africa, he did so in 
the calm voice of global managerial reasoning.1 Such a scheme, Summers 
elaborated, would help correct an ineffi cient global imbalance in toxicity. 
Underlying his plan is an overlooked but crucial subsidiary benefi t that he 
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outlined: offl oading rich-nation toxins onto the world’s poorest continent 
would help ease the growing pressure from rich-nation environmentalists 
who were campaigning against garbage dumps and industrial effl uent that 
they condemned as health threats and found aesthetically offensive. Sum-
mers thus rationalized his poison-redistribution ethic as offering a double 
gain: it would benefi t the United States and Europe economically, while 
helping appease the rising discontent of rich-nation environmentalists. 
Summers’ arguments assumed a direct link between aesthetically unsightly 
waste and Africa as an out-of-sight continent, a place remote from green 
activists’ terrain of concern. In Summers’ win-win scenario for the global 
North, the African recipients of his plan were triply discounted: discounted 
as political agents, discounted as long-term casualties of what I call in this 
book “slow violence,” and discounted as cultures possessing environmental 
practices and concerns of their own. I begin with Summers’ extraordinary 
proposal because it captures the strategic and representational challenges 
posed by slow violence as it impacts the environments—and the environ-
mentalism—of the poor.

Three primary concerns animate this book, chief among them my con-
viction that we urgently need to rethink—politically, imaginatively, and 
theoretically—what I call “slow violence.” By slow violence I mean a vio-
lence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruc-
tion that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is 
typically not viewed as violence at all. Violence is customarily conceived as 
an event or action that is immediate in time, explosive and spectacular in 
space, and as erupting into instant sensational visibility. We need, I believe, 
to engage a different kind of violence, a violence that is neither spectacu-
lar nor instantaneous, but rather incremental and accretive, its calamitous 
repercussions playing out across a range of temporal scales. In so doing, 
we also need to engage the representational, narrative, and strategic chal-
lenges posed by the relative invisibility of slow violence. Climate change, 
the thawing cryosphere, toxic drift, biomagnifi cation, deforestation, the 
radioactive aftermaths of wars, acidifying oceans, and a host of other 
slowly unfolding environmental catastrophes present formidable represen-
tational obstacles that can hinder our efforts to mobilize and act decisively. 
The long dyings—the staggered and staggeringly discounted casualties, 
both human and ecological that result from war’s toxic aftermaths or 
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climate change—are underrepresented in strategic planning as well as in 
human memory.

Had Summers advocated invading Africa with weapons of mass 
destruction, his proposal would have fallen under conventional defi nitions 
of violence and been perceived as a military or even an imperial invasion. 
Advocating invading countries with mass forms of slow-motion toxic-
ity, however, requires rethinking our accepted assumptions of violence to 
include slow violence. Such a rethinking requires that we complicate conven-
tional assumptions about violence as a highly visible act that is newsworthy 
because it is event focused, time bound, and body bound. We need to account 
for how the temporal dispersion of slow violence affects the way we per-
ceive and respond to a variety of social affl ictions—from domestic abuse to 
posttraumatic stress and, in particular, environmental calamities. A major 
challenge is representational: how to devise arresting stories, images, and 
symbols adequate to the pervasive but elusive violence of delayed effects. 
Crucially, slow violence is often not just attritional but also exponential, 
operating as a major threat multiplier; it can fuel long-term, proliferat-
ing confl icts in situations where the conditions for sustaining life become 
increasingly but gradually degraded.

Politically and emotionally, different kinds of disaster possess unequal 
heft. Falling bodies, burning towers, exploding heads, avalanches, volca-
noes, and tsunamis have a visceral, eye-catching and page-turning power 
that tales of slow violence, unfolding over years, decades, even centuries, 
cannot match. Stories of toxic buildup, massing greenhouse gases, and 
accelerated species loss due to ravaged habitats are all cataclysmic, but they 
are scientifi cally convoluted cataclysms in which casualties are postponed, 
often for generations. In an age when the media venerate the spectacular, 
when public policy is shaped primarily around perceived immediate need, a 
central question is strategic and representational: how can we convert into 
image and narrative the disasters that are slow moving and long in the mak-
ing, disasters that are anonymous and that star nobody, disasters that are 
attritional and of indifferent interest to the sensation-driven technologies of 
our image-world? How can we turn the long emergencies of slow violence 
into stories dramatic enough to rouse public sentiment and warrant politi-
cal intervention, these emergencies whose repercussions have given rise to 
some of the most critical challenges of our time?
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This book’s second, related focus concerns the environmentalism of the 
poor, for it is those people lacking resources who are the principal casual-
ties of slow violence. Their unseen poverty is compounded by the invisibil-
ity of the slow violence that permeates so many of their lives. Our media 
bias toward spectacular violence exacerbates the vulnerability of ecosys-
tems treated as disposable by turbo-capitalism while simultaneously exac-
erbating the vulnerability of those whom Kevin Bale, in another context, 
has called “disposable people.”2 It is against such conjoined ecological and 
human disposability that we have witnessed a resurgent environmentalism 
of the poor, particularly (though not exclusively) across the so-called global 
South. So a central issue that emerges is strategic: if the neoliberal era has 
intensifi ed assaults on resources, it has also intensifi ed resistance, whether 
through isolated site-specifi c struggles or through activism that has reached 
across national boundaries in an effort to build translocal alliances.

“The poor” is a compendious category subject to almost infi nite local 
variation as well as to fracture along fault lines of ethnicity, gender, race, 
class, region, religion, and generation. Confronted with the militarization 
of both commerce and development, impoverished communities are often 
assailed by coercion and bribery that test their cohesive resilience. How 
much control will, say, a poor hardwood forest community have over the 
mix of subsistence and market strategies it deploys in attempts at adaptive 
survival? How will that community negotiate competing defi nitions of its 
own poverty and long-term wealth when the guns, the bulldozers, and 
the moneymen arrive? Such communities typically have to patch together 
threadbare improvised alliances against vastly superior military, corporate, 
and media forces. As such, impoverished resource rebels can seldom afford 
to be single-issue activists: their green commitments are seamed through 
with other economic and cultural causes as they experience environmental 
threat not as a planetary abstraction but as a set of inhabited risks, some 
imminent, others obscurely long term.

The status of environmental activism among the poor in the global 
South has shifted signifi cantly in recent years. Where green or environmen-
tal discourses were once frequently regarded with skepticism as neocolo-
nial, Western impositions inimical to the resource priorities of the poor in 
the global South, such attitudes have been tempered by the gathering vis-
ibility and credibility of environmental justice movements that have pushed 
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back against an antihuman environmentalism that too often sought (under 
the banner of universalism) to impose green agendas dominated by rich 
nations and Western NGOs. Among those who inhabit the frontlines of the 
global resource wars, suspicions that environmentalism is another guise of 
what Andrew Ross calls “planetary management” have not, of course, been 
wholly allayed.3 But those suspicions have eased somewhat as the spectrum 
of what counts as environmentalism has broadened. Western activists are 
now more prone to recognize, engage, and learn from resource insurrec-
tions among the global poor that might previously have been discounted 
as not properly environmental.4 Indeed, I believe that the fate of environ-
mentalism—and more decisively, the character of the biosphere itself—will 
be shaped signifi cantly in decades to come by the tension between what 
Ramachandra Guha and Joan Martinez-Alier have called “full-stomach” 
and “empty-belly” environmentalism.5

The challenge of visibility that links slow violence to the environmen-
talism of the poor connects directly to this book’s third circulating con-
cern—the complex, often vexed fi gure of the environmental writer-activist. 
In the chapters that follow I address not just literary but more broadly rhe-
torical and visual challenges posed by slow violence; however, I place par-
ticular emphasis on combative writers who have deployed their imaginative 
agility and worldly ardor to help amplify the media-marginalized causes 
of the environmentally dispossessed. I have sought to stress those places 
where writers and social movements, often in complicated tandem, have 
strategized against attritional disasters that affl ict embattled communities. 
The writers I engage are geographically wide ranging—from various parts 
of the African continent, from the Middle East, India, the Caribbean, the 
United States, and Britain—and work across a variety of forms. Figures like 
Wangari Maathai, Arundhati Roy, Indra Sinha, Ken Saro-Wiwa, Abdulrah-
man Munif, Njabulo Ndebele, Nadine Gordimer, Jamaica Kincaid, Rachel 
Carson, and June Jordan are alive to the inhabited impact of corrosive trans-
national forces, including petro-imperialism, the megadam industry, out-
sourced toxicity, neocolonial tourism, antihuman conservation practices, 
corporate and environmental deregulation, and the militarization of com-
merce, forces that disproportionately jeopardize the livelihoods, prospects, 
and memory banks of the global poor. Among the writers I consider, some 
have testifi ed in relative isolation, some have helped instigate movements 
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for environmental justice, and yet others, in aligning themselves with pre-
existing movements, have given imaginative defi nition to the issues at stake 
while enhancing the public visibility of the cause.

Relations between movements and writers are often fraught and fric-
tional, not least because such movements themselves are susceptible to 
fracture from both external and internal pressures.6 That said, the writers 
I consider are enraged by injustices they wish to see redressed, injustices 
they believe they can help expose, silences they can help dismantle through 
testimonial protest, rhetorical inventiveness, and counterhistories in the 
face of formidable odds. Most are restless, versatile writers ready to pit their 
energies against what Edward Said called “the normalized quiet of unseen 
power.”7 This normalized quiet is of particular pertinence to the hushed 
havoc and injurious invisibility that trail slow violence.

Slow Violence

In this book, I have sought to address our inattention to calamities that are 
slow and long lasting, calamities that patiently dispense their devastation 
while remaining outside our fl ickering attention spans—and outside the 
purview of a spectacle-driven corporate media. The insidious workings of 
slow violence derive largely from the unequal attention given to spectacular 
and unspectacular time. In an age that venerates instant spectacle, slow vio-
lence is defi cient in the recognizable special effects that fi ll movie theaters 
and boost ratings on TV. Chemical and radiological violence, for example, 
is driven inward, somatized into cellular dramas of mutation that—particu-
larly in the bodies of the poor—remain largely unobserved, undiagnosed, 
and untreated. From a narrative perspective, such invisible, mutagenic the-
ater is slow paced and open ended, eluding the tidy closure, the contain-
ment, imposed by the visual orthodoxies of victory and defeat.

Let me ground this point by referring, in conjunction, to Rachel Car-
son’s Silent Spring and Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth. In 1962 Silent 
Spring jolted a broad international public into an awareness of the protracted, 
cryptic, and indiscriminate casualties infl icted by dichlorodiphenyltrichlo-
roethane (DDT). Yet, just one year earlier, Fanon, in the opening pages of 
Wretched of the Earth, had comfortably invoked DDT as an affi rmative meta-
phor for anticolonial violence: he called for a DDT-fi lled spray gun to be 
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wielded as a weapon against the “parasites” spread by the colonials’ Chris-
tian church.8 Fanon’s drama of decolonization is, of course, studded with 
the overt weaponry whereby subjugation is maintained (“by dint of a great 
array of bayonets and cannons”) or overthrown (“by the searing bullets and 
bloodstained knives”) after “a murderous and decisive struggle between the 
two protagonists.”9 Yet his temporal vision of violence—and of what Aimé 
Césaire called “the rendezvous of victory”—was uncomplicated by the con-
cerns that an as-yet inchoate environmental justice movement (catalyzed 
in part by Silent Spring) would raise about lopsided risks that permeate the 
land long term, blurring the clean lines between defeat and victory, between 
colonial dispossession and offi cial national self-determination.10 We can cer-
tainly read Fanon, in his concern with land as property and as fount of native 
dignity, retrospectively with an environmental eye. But our theories of vio-
lence today must be informed by a science unavailable to Fanon, a science 
that addresses environmentally embedded violence that is often diffi cult to 
source, oppose, and once set in motion, to reverse.

Attritional catastrophes that overspill clear boundaries in time and space 
are marked above all by displacements—temporal, geographical, rhetorical, 
and technological displacements that simplify violence and underestimate, 
in advance and in retrospect, the human and environmental costs. Such dis-
placements smooth the way for amnesia, as places are rendered irretrievable 
to those who once inhabited them, places that ordinarily pass unmourned 
in the corporate media. Places like the Marshall Islands, subjected between 
1948 and 1958 to sixty-seven American atmospheric nuclear “tests,” the 
largest of them equal in force to 1,000 Hiroshima-sized bombs. In 1956 the 
Atomic Energy Commission declared the Marshall Islands “by far the most 
contaminated place in the world,” a condition that would compromise inde-
pendence in the long term, despite the islands’ formal ascent in 1979 into 
the ranks of self-governing nations.11 The island republic was still in part 
governed by an irradiated past: well into the 1980s its history of nuclear colo-
nialism, long forgotten by the colonizers, was still delivering into the world 
“ jellyfi sh babies”—headless, eyeless, limbless human infants who would live 
for just a few hours.12

If, as Said notes, struggles over geography are never reducible to armed 
struggle but have a profound symbolic and narrative component as well, 
and if, as Michael Watts insists, we must attend to the “violent geographies 
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of fast capitalism,” we need to supplement both these injunctions with a 
deeper understanding of the slow violence of delayed effects that structures 
so many of our most consequential forgettings.13 Violence, above all envi-
ronmental violence, needs to be seen—and deeply considered—as a contest 
not only over space, or bodies, or labor, or resources, but also over time. We 
need to bear in mind Faulkner’s dictum that “the past is never dead. It’s not 
even past.” His words resonate with particular force across landscapes per-
meated by slow violence, landscapes of temporal overspill that elude rhetori-
cal cleanup operations with their sanitary beginnings and endings.14

Kwame Anthony Appiah famously asked, “Is the ‘Post-’ in ‘Postcolonial’ 
the ‘Post-’ in ‘Postmodern’?” As environmentalists we might ask similarly 
searching questions of the “post” in postindustrial, post–Cold War, and post-
confl ict.15 For if the past of slow violence is never past, so too the post is never 
fully post: industrial particulates and effl uents live on in the environmental 
elements we inhabit and in our very bodies, which epidemiologically and eco-
logically are never our simple contemporaries.16 Something similar applies to 
so-called postconfl ict societies whose leaders may annually commemorate, 
as marked on the calendar, the offi cial cessation of hostilities, while ongoing 
intergenerational slow violence (infl icted by, say, unexploded landmines or 
carcinogens from an arms dump) may continue hostilities by other means.

Ours is an age of onrushing turbo-capitalism, wherein the present feels 
more abbreviated than it used to—at least for the world’s privileged classes 
who live surrounded by technological time-savers that often compound 
the sensation of not having enough time. Consequently, one of the most 
pressing challenges of our age is how to adjust our rapidly eroding attention 
spans to the slow erosions of environmental justice. If, under neoliberalism, 
the gulf between enclaved rich and outcast poor has become ever more pro-
nounced, ours is also an era of enclaved time wherein for many speed has 
become a self-justifying, propulsive ethic that renders “uneventful” violence 
(to those who live remote from its attritional lethality) a weak claimant on 
our time. The attosecond pace of our age, with its restless technologies of 
infi nite promise and infi nite disappointment, prompts us to keep fl icking 
and clicking distractedly in an insatiable—and often insensate—quest for 
quicker sensation.

The oxymoronic notion of slow violence poses a number of challenges: 
scientifi c, legal, political, and representational. In the long arc between the 
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emergence of slow violence and its delayed effects, both the causes and the 
memory of catastrophe readily fade from view as the casualties incurred 
typically pass untallied and unremembered. Such discounting in turn makes 
it far more diffi cult to secure effective legal measures for prevention, restitu-
tion, and redress. Casualties from slow violence are, moreover, out of sync 
not only with our narrative and media expectations but also with the swift 
seasons of electoral change. Politicians routinely adopt a “last in, fi rst out” 
stance toward environmental issues, admitting them when times are fl ush, 
dumping them as soon as times get tight. Because preventative or remedial 
environmental legislation typically targets slow violence, it cannot deliver 
dependable electoral cycle results, even though those results may ultimately 
be life saving. Relative to bankable pocketbook actions—there’ll be a tax 
rebate check in the mail next August—environmental payouts seem to lurk 
on a distant horizon. Many politicians—and indeed many voters—routinely 
treat environmental action as critical yet not urgent. And so generation after 
generation of two- or four-year cycle politicians add to the pileup of defer-
rable actions deferred. With rare exceptions, in the domain of slow violence 
“yes, but not now, not yet” becomes the modus operandi.

How can leaders be goaded to avert catastrophe when the political 
rewards of their actions will not accrue to them but will be reaped on 
someone else’s watch decades, even centuries, from now? How can envi-
ronmental activists and storytellers work to counter the potent political, 
corporate, and even scientifi c forces invested in immediate self-interest, 
procrastination, and dissembling? We see such dissembling at work, for 
instance, in the afterword to Michael Crichton’s 2004 environmental con-
spiracy novel, State of Fear, wherein he argued that we needed twenty more 
years of data gathering on climate change before any policy decisions could 
be ventured.17 Although the National Academy of Sciences had assured 
former president George W. Bush that humans were indeed causing the 
earth to warm, Bush shopped around for views that accorded with his own 
skepticism and found them in a private meeting with Crichton, whom he 
described as “an expert scientist.”

To address the challenges of slow violence is to confront the dilemma 
Rachel Carson faced almost half a century ago as she sought to dramatize 
what she eloquently called “death by indirection.”18 Carson’s subjects were 
biomagnifi cation and toxic drift, forms of oblique, slow-acting violence that, 
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like climate change, pose formidable imaginative diffi culties for writers and 
activists alike. In struggling to give shape to amorphous menace, both Car-
son and reviewers of Silent Spring resorted to a narrative vocabulary: one 
reviewer portrayed the book as exposing “the new, unplotted and myste-
rious dangers we insist upon creating all around us,”19 while Carson her-
self wrote of “a shadow that is no less ominous because it is formless and 
obscure.”20 To confront slow violence requires, then, that we plot and give 
fi gurative shape to formless threats whose fatal repercussions are dispersed 
across space and time. The representational challenges are acute, requiring 
creative ways of drawing public attention to catastrophic acts that are low in 
instant spectacle but high in long-term effects. To intervene representation-
ally entails devising iconic symbols that embody amorphous calamities as 
well as narrative forms that infuse those symbols with dramatic urgency.

Slow Violence and Structural Violence

Seven years after Rachel Carson turned our attention to the lethal mecha-
nisms of “death by indirection,” Johan Galtung, the infl uential Norwegian 
mathematician and sociologist, coined the term “indirect or structural vio-
lence.”21 Galtung’s theory of structural violence is pertinent here because 
some of his concerns overlap with the concerns that animate this book, 
while others help throw into relief the rather different features I have sought 
to highlight by introducing the term “slow violence.” Structural violence, 
for Galtung, stands in opposition to the more familiar personal violence that 
dominates our conceptions of what counts as violence per se.22 Galtung was 
concerned, as I am, with widening the fi eld of what constitutes violence. He 
sought to foreground the vast structures that can give rise to acts of per-
sonal violence and constitute forms of violence in and of themselves. Such 
structural violence may range from the unequal morbidity that results from 
a commodifi ed health care system, to racism itself. What I share with Gal-
tung’s line of thought is a concern with social justice, hidden agency, and 
certain forms of violence that are imperceptible.

In these terms, for example, we can recognize that the structural vio-
lence embodied by a neoliberal order of austerity measures, structural 
adjustment, rampant deregulation, corporate megamergers, and a widen-
ing gulf between rich and poor is a form of covert violence in its own right 
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that is often a catalyst for more recognizably overt violence. For an expressly 
environmental example of structural violence, one might cite Wangari 
Maathai’s insistence that the systemic burdens of national debt to the IMF 
and World Bank borne by many so-called developing nations constitute a 
major impediment to environmental sustainability.23 So, too, feminist earth 
scientist Jill Schneiderman, one of our fi nest thinkers about environmental 
time, has written about the way in which environmental degradation may 
“masquerade as inevitable.”24

For all the continuing pertinence of the theory of structural violence 
and for all the modifi cations the theory has undergone, the notion bears 
the impress of its genesis during the high era of structuralist thinking that 
tended toward a static determinism. We see this, for example, in Galtung’s 
insistence that “structural violence is silent, it does not show—its is essen-
tially static, it is the tranquil waters.”25 In contrast to the static connotations 
of structural violence, I have sought, through the notion of slow violence, 
to foreground questions of time, movement, and change, however gradual. 
The explicitly temporal emphasis of slow violence allows us to keep front 
and center the representational challenges and imaginative dilemmas posed 
not just by imperceptible violence but by imperceptible change whereby vio-
lence is decoupled from its original causes by the workings of time. Time 
becomes an actor in complicated ways, not least because the temporal tem-
plates of our spectacle-driven, 24/7 media life have shifted massively since 
Galtung fi rst advanced his theory of structural violence some forty years 
ago. To talk about slow violence, then, is to engage directly with our con-
temporary politics of speed.

Simply put, structural violence is a theory that entails rethinking dif-
ferent notions of causation and agency with respect to violent effects. Slow 
violence, by contrast, might well include forms of structural violence, but 
has a wider descriptive range in calling attention, not simply to questions 
of agency, but to broader, more complex descriptive categories of violence 
enacted slowly over time. The shift in the relationship between human 
agency and time is most dramatically evident in our enhanced under-
standing of the accelerated changes occurring at two scalar extremes—in 
the life-sustaining circuits of planetary biophysics and in the wired brain’s 
neural circuitry. The idea of structural violence predated both sophisti-
cated contemporary ice-core sampling methods and the emergence of cyber 
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technology. My concept of slow violence thus seeks to respond both to 
recent, radical changes in our geological perception and our changing tech-
nological experiences of time.

Let me address the geological aspect fi rst. In 2000, Paul Crutzen, the Nobel 
Prize–winning atmospheric chemist, introduced the term “the Anthropo-
cene Age” (which he dated to James Watt’s invention of the steam engine). 
Through the notion of “the Anthropocene Age,” Crutzen sought to theorize 
an unprecedented epochal effect: the massive impact by the human species, 
from the industrial era onward, on our planet’s life systems, an impact that, 
as his term suggests, is geomorphic, equal in force and in long-term implica-
tions to a major geological event.26 Crutzen’s attempt to capture the epochal 
scale of human activity’s impact on the planet was followed by Will Steffen’s 
elaboration, in conjunction with Crutzen and John McNeill, of what they 
dubbed the Great Acceleration, a second stage of the Anthropocene Age that 
they dated to the mid-twentieth century. Writing in 2007, Steffen et al. noted 
how “nearly three-quarters of the anthropogenically driven rise in CO2 con-
centration has occurred since 1950 (from about 310 to 380 ppm), and about 
half of the total rise (48 ppm) has occurred in just the last 30 years.”27 The 
Australian environmental historian Libby Robin has put the case succinctly: 
“We have recently entered a new geological epoch, the Anthropocene. There 
is now considerable evidence that humanity has altered the biophysical sys-
tems of Earth, not just the carbon cycle . . . but also the nitrogen cycle and 
ultimately the atmosphere and climate of the whole globe.”28 What, then, are 
the consequences for our experience of time of this newfound recognition 
that we have inadvertently, through our unprecedented biophysical species 
power, inaugurated an Anthropocene Age and are now engaged in (and sub-
ject to) the hurtling changes of the Great Acceleration?

Over the past two decades, this high-speed planetary modifi cation has 
been accompanied (at least for those increasing billions who have access to 
the Internet) by rapid modifi cations to the human cortex. It is diffi cult, but 
necessary, to consider simultaneously a geologically-paced plasticity, how-
ever relatively rapid, and the plasticity of brain circuits reprogrammed by 
a digital world that threatens to “info-whelm” us into a state of perpetual 
distraction. If an awareness of the Great Acceleration is (to put it mildly) 
unevenly distributed, the experience of accelerated connectivity (and the 
paradoxical disconnects that can accompany it) is increasingly widespread. 
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In an age of degraded attention spans it becomes doubly diffi cult yet increas-
ingly urgent that we focus on the toll exacted, over time, by the slow vio-
lence of ecological degradation. We live, writes Cory Doctorow, in an era 
when the electronic screen has become an “ecosystem of interruption tech-
nologies.”29 Or as former Microsoft executive Linda Stone puts it, we now 
live in an age of “continuous partial attention.”30 Fast is faster than it used 
to be, and story units have become concomitantly shorter. In this cultural 
milieu of digitally speeded up time, and foreshortened narrative, the inter-
generational aftermath becomes a harder sell. So to render slow violence 
visible entails, among other things, redefi ning speed: we see such efforts 
in talk of accelerated species loss, rapid climate change, and in attempts 
to recast “glacial”—once a dead metaphor for “slow”—as a rousing, iconic 
image of unacceptably fast loss.

Efforts to make forms of slow violence more urgently visible suffered 
a setback in the United States in the aftermath of 9/11, which reinforced a 
spectacular, immediately sensational, and instantly hyper-visible image of 
what constitutes a violent threat. The fi ery spectacle of the collapsing towers 
was burned into the national psyche as the defi nitive image of violence, set-
ting back by years attempts to rally public sentiment against climate change, 
a threat that is incremental, exponential, and far less sensationally visible. 
Condoleezza Rice’s strategic fantasy of a mushroom cloud looming over 
America if the United States failed to invade Iraq gave further visual defi ni-
tion to cataclysmic violence as something explosive and instantaneous, a 
recognizably cinematic, immediately sensational, pyrotechnic event.

The representational bias against slow violence has, furthermore, a 
critically dangerous impact on what counts as a casualty in the fi rst place. 
Casualties of slow violence—human and environmental—are the casualties 
most likely not to be seen, not to be counted. Casualties of slow violence 
become light-weight, disposable casualties, with dire consequences for the 
ways wars are remembered, which in turn has dire consequences for the 
projected casualties from future wars. We can observe this bias at work in 
the way wars, whose lethal repercussions spread across space and time, are 
tidily bookended in the historical record. Thus, for instance, a 2003 New York 
Times editorial on Vietnam declared that “during our dozen years there, the 
U.S. killed and helped kill at least 1.5 million people.”31 But that simple phrase 
“during our dozen years there” shrinks the toll, foreshortening the ongoing 
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slow-motion slaughter: hundreds of thousands survived the offi cial war 
years, only to slowly lose their lives later to Agent Orange. In a 2002 study, 
the environmental scientist Arnold Schecter recorded dioxin levels in the 
bloodstreams of Bien Hoa residents at 135 times the levels of Hanoi’s inhabit-
ants, who lived far north of the spraying.32 The affl icted include thousands 
of children born decades after the war’s end. More than thirty years after 
the last spray run, Agent Orange continues to wreak havoc as, through bio-
magnifi cation, dioxins build up in the fatty tissues of pivotal foods such as 
duck and fi sh and pass from the natural world into the cooking pot and from 
there to ensuing human generations. An Institute of Medicine committee 
has by now linked seventeen medical conditions to Agent Orange; indeed, 
as recently as 2009 it uncovered fresh evidence that exposure to the chemi-
cal increases the likelihood of developing Parkinson’s disease and ischemic 
heart disease.33 Under such circumstances, wherein long-term risks con-
tinue to emerge, to bookend a war’s casualties with the phrase “during our 
dozen years there” is misleading: that small, seemingly innocent phrase is 
a powerful reminder of how our rhetorical conventions for bracketing vio-
lence routinely ignore ongoing, belated casualties.

Slow Violence and Strategies of 
Representation: Writer-Activism

How do we bring home—and bring emotionally to life—threats that take 
time to wreak their havoc, threats that never materialize in one spectacular, 
explosive, cinematic scene? Apprehension is a critical word here, a crossover 
term that draws together the domains of perception, emotion, and action. To 
engage slow violence is to confront layered predicaments of apprehension: 
to apprehend—to arrest, or at least mitigate—often imperceptible threats 
requires rendering them apprehensible to the senses through the work of sci-
entifi c and imaginative testimony. An infl uential lineage of environmental 
thought gives primacy to immediate sensory apprehension, to sight above 
all, as foundational for any environmental ethics of place. George Perkins 
Marsh, the mid-nineteenth-century environmental pioneer, argued in Man 
and Nature that “the power most important to cultivate, and, at the same 
time, hardest to acquire, is that of seeing what is before him.”34 Aldo Leopold 
similarly insisted that “we can be ethical only toward what we can see.”35 But 
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