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The Pit as a Sacrifice Zone: Environmental Injustice
in Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones
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ABSTRACT

This study explores Jesmyn Ward’s novel Salvage the Bones (2011) through an ecocritical and ecofeminist
lens, with a focus on the critique of environmental and social injustice in the American South preceding and
following Hurricane Katrina in 2005. By exploring Eschs experience during Hurricane Katrina, the literary
analysis highlights the intersection of environmental racism, animalization or dehumanization, as well as the
politics of disposability. Central to this discussion is the symbolic significance of “the Pit,” the land of Esch and
her family, and its connection to the historical and ongoing exploitation of the marginalized community in Bois
Sauvage and in the American South as such. The article also employs ecofeminist and ecocritical perspectives to
investigate Esch’s journey as a young African American woman, emphasizing her resilience and agency amidst
neglect and dehumanization.
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Introduction

Jesmyn Ward published her second novel, Salvage the Bones, in 2011, six years after Hurricane
Katrina brought devastation to the coast and land of the American Southwest, particularly the
states of Louisiana and Mississippi. Forcing hundreds of thousands of people and animals into
(often permanent) relocation and destroying communities — including tribal communities, cities,
and natural landscapes beyond recognition — Katrina is still regarded as one of the deadliest
environmental disasters to ever take place in the United States. Simultaneously, Katrina became
the first environmental tragedy to be broadcast live on TV, with 24/7 coverage often displaying two
contrasting “views” of the affected communities. While white communities were predominantly
shown in despair following the catastrophe, trying to find family members, pets, or other belongings,
African American communities were mostly shown looting abandoned locations, despite the
fact that African American communities in New Orleans, Louisiana — the location where the
hurricane hit first and therefore the hardest — as well as the Mississippi Gulf Coast, were the most
affected due to pre-existing environmental racism, mostly but not exclusively related to poor and
disadvantageous urban planning.! This was especially evident during the breaking of the poorly
engineered levees located in the poorest neighbourhood of New Orleans, the Lower Ninth Ward,
and by the fact that vulnerable communities, predominantly consisting of people of colour who had

1 Avis A. Jones-Deweever and Heidi Hartmann, “Abandoned Before the Storms: The Glaring Disaster of Gender, Race,
and Class Disparities in the Gulf;” in There is No Such Thing as a Natural Disaster: Race, Class, and Hurricane Katrina,
ed. Chester Hartman and Gregory D. Squires (Routledge, 2006), 87-95.
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long suffered from the impacts of environmental and social injustice, were less likely to have the
resources to relocate in time or to prepare their homes and themselves for the hurricane’s landfall.?

These social aspects of the environmental disaster — meaning the social and environmental
injustices that preceded and then followed Katrina like an unshakable tick — are essential to
understanding not only the background of Ward’s novel but also the reasoning behind the writer’s
choice to situate her story right in the eye of the hurricane.

Born and living in Mississippi, Ward herself experienced the hurricane and its aftermath.
While discussing the upcoming publication of her 2023 novel, Let Us Descend, in an online interview
with Tracie D. Hall in June 2023, Ward explained that after seeing the stereotypical way African
American people were depicted during the live coverage of the hurricane, she “wanted to write
about [her] people” and that “Hurricane Katrina made [her] more sure about that”* However,
Ward’s persistence in depicting a story “on the inside” of Hurricane Katrina — and her own home
— rather than using it as “the background” also relates to the quick dismissal of the disaster’s extent
and impact by the general American public® and the ignorance of the issues uncovered in the Deep
South following the hurricane, such as the aforementioned contrast in “how certain human lives
are valued more than others™

When compared to the literature produced following other widely covered American
disasters, such as the “proliferated” 9/11 novels that deal with the aftermath of the terrorist attack
on the lives of predominantly upper-class communities in New York City’s Manhattan, Ward’s
novel depicts an event that, in her own words, “had receded from public consciousness.”” ® It is
this gap in literature, as well as the unjust depiction of the disaster’s impact on African American
communities in the South, that Ward’s novels, and Salvage the Bones in particular, confront.

This study critically explores how Ward’s Salvage the Bones underscores systemic
environmental and social injustices through the novel’s portrayal of environmental racism,
animalization, and the politics of disposability. By examining the Batiste family’s experiences
during Hurricane Katrina, with a focus on the symbolic significance of “the Pit,” the land of
Esch and her family, the first part of the literary analysis highlights the intersection of social
injustice, environmental degradation, and racialized neglect. Drawing on concepts such as Rob
Nixon’s “slow violence” and Steve Lerner’s “sacrifice zones,” the study situates Ward’s novel within

2 Jones-Deweever and Hartmann, “Abandoned Before the Storms: The Glaring Disaster of Gender, Race, and Class
Disparities in the Gulf;” 87.

3 Joni Adamson and Scott Slovic, “Guest Editors” Introduction: The Shoulders We Stand On: An Introduction to Ethnicity
and Ecocriticism,” MELUS: Multi-Ethnic Literature of the U.S. 34, no. 2 (2009): 5, <https://doi.org/10.1353/mel.0.0019>.

4 Jesmyn Ward and Tracie D. Hall, “Navigate Your Stars: Jesmyn Ward in Conversation with Tracie D. Hall,” Online event,
hosted by Lake Forest Library, June 15, 2023, <www.lakeforestlibrary.org/event/navigate-your-stars-conversation-
jesmyn-ward>.

5 In her interview with Dwyer Murphy, Ward comments that she “was hearing that people were tired of Katrina, that
there was Katrina fatigue,” stressing the importance of and her own reasons for writing about the hurricane years after
it struck the Mississippi Gulf Coast (in Dwyer Murphy, “Jesmyn Ward: Beating the Drum”).

6 Dwyer Murphy, “Jesmyn Ward: Beating the Drum,” Guernica, March 17, 2014, <www.guernicamag.com/beating-the-
drum/>.

7 Holly Cade Brown, “Figuring Giorgio Agamben’s ‘Bare Life’ in the Post-Katrina Works of Jesmyn Ward and Kara
Walker;” Journal of American Studies 51, no. 1 (2016): 2, <https://doi.org/10.1017/s0021875816000566>.

8 Elizabeth Hoover, “Jesmyn Ward on Salvage the Bones,” The Paris Review, August 30, 2011, <https://www.
theparisreview.org/blog/2011/08/30/jesmyn-ward-on-salvage-the-bones/>.
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broader conversations on environmental justice, illustrating how marginalized communities
disproportionately bear the brunt of ecological and social crises.

The second part of the study shifts focus to Esch, the novel’s protagonist, and her position
as a young African American woman in the American South, evaluating Esch’s disposability and
her connection to animality through an ecofeminist and ecocritical lens. This section examines how
Esch’s experiences of neglect and exploitation, as well as her resilience, parallel the environmental
abuse of the land, especially “the Pit;” emphasizing the link between the devaluation of African
American women’s bodies and the degradation of nature. By analysing Ward’s use of animal imagery
and Esch’s evolving sense of agency, the study underscores how Salvage the Bones reclaims narratives
of disposability to highlight resilience and resistance within both human and ecological contexts.

The Sacrificed Land and Disposable Bodies

Ward’s second published novel is narrated by a fourteen-year-old African American girl, Esch
Batiste. The teenager lives with her brothers, her widowed father, and her brother’s pregnant dog,
China, on their property in the fictional city of Bois Sauvage, Mississippi.” Esch takes readers on
a twelve-day journey through her everyday life, encompassing the preparation for, climax, and
immediate aftermath of the 2005 Hurricane Katrina. Interwoven with this central narrative are
pivotal moments in Esch’s and her family’s lives, such as the birth of China’s puppies, Esch’s discovery
of her teenage pregnancy, her father’s injury, and her brother Skeetah’s exhaustive efforts to save
China’s puppies as a means of securing much-needed income.

This intimate portrayal of Esch’s family life is set against the backdrop of the Pit, a space
deeply symbolic of both personal loss and environmental degradation. While the family’s struggles
intensified after the death of Esch’s mother — whose presence was closely tied to nurture and
land productivity — the Pit’s deterioration began long before, marked by systemic neglect and
exploitation. Esch’s recollections of her mother teaching her to find eggs evoke a yard that “was
never clean,” filled with the remnants of stripped cars and debris “sitting there like picked-over
animal bones”'° These images of disarray starkly contrast with Esch’s memories of the more idyllic
beach area of the Gulf Coast, underlining how the family’s land, despite their efforts, reflects the
broader environmental abuse and systemic neglect endured by marginalized communities.

This destruction is further confirmed through Esch’s description of the more distant
history of the Pit. She reveals that her grandparents were the ones who “originally owned all this
land: around fifteen acres in all” and that “[it] was Papa Joseph [who] nicknamed it all the Pit, Papa
Joseph [who] let the white men he work with dig for clay that they used to lay the foundations for
houses”"! If this history of the Pit is taken into account, it is clear that the land, which used to be
cared for by Esch’s grandparents, is only deemed valuable by white people as a source of building
material for their own communities. In addition, as Esch notes in the story while discussing the
location of their house and the surrounding African American community of Bois Sauvage, these

9 Bois Sauvage is, although fictional in Ward’s novels, based on Ward’s own hometown DeLisle in Mississippi.
10 Jesmyn Ward, Salvage the Bones (Bloomsbury, 2011), 21.
11 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 15-16.
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newly built communities for white inhabitants are isolated from the African American community.
This means that the building material extracted from the Pit serves only the white community,
which otherwise overlooks “the black heart of Bois Sauvage.”* Possibly in hopes of becoming
more economically stable within the Mississippian community, Esch’s grandfather sold the land
where he used to “plant corn for feed””* Consequently, the family’s ability to be self-sufficient and
produce their own food was taken away by the white community. This extraction of land by white
inhabitants continued until the Pit — the family’s land, much like any ordinary (post-)mining
landscape — began crumbling and filling with water:

Papa Joseph let them take all the dirt they wanted until their digging had created a cliff over a dry
lake in the backyard, and the small stream that had run around and down the hill had diverted and
pooled into the dry lake, making it into a pond, and then Papa Joseph thought the earth would give
under the water, that the pond would spread and gobble up the property and make it a swamp, so he
stopped selling earth for money."*

Because of this land extraction, Esch’s family lost its valuable land, while the white
community was able to prosper in a space now unattainable by Esch and others from their
community of Bois Sauvage. This process of environmental racism — and/or slow violence — is
what Rob Nixon calls “displacement without moving” and describes as “the loss of the land and
resources beneath them, a loss that leaves communities stranded in a place stripped of the very
characteristics that made it inhabitable”'® In this sense, the Pit and the story of the Batiste family
are clear examples of slow violence as they demonstrate the gradual and largely invisible (to the
world) decline in safety and habitability which takes place over years before any storm even occurs.
For Esch and her family, the abused land they live on and have inherited serves as a reminder not
only of the death of Esch’s mother but also of the exploitation and racist practices that African
American people have been subjected to in the South throughout history. Esch and her family
become, to use Nixon’s vocabulary, “stranded” — both figuratively and literally — where land
has been transformed by white people into “inhabitable,” a local “sacrifice zone,” and where their
environment, as a result of this exploitation, is inextricably linked to the trauma caused by this loss.

A “sacrifice zone” is one of three popular terms used to describe a geographical, usually
inhabited or populated, area that is polluted and negatively impacted by heavy industry or toxic waste
located in or near the area, often affecting predominantly minority or low-income communities.'¢
As Steve Lerner notes in the introduction to his book Sacrifice Zone: The Front Lines of Toxic
Chemical Exposure in the United States (2010), the use of the term “sacrifice zone,” as opposed to
less familiar terms such as “fenceline communities” or “hot spots,” highlights the often-emphasized
fact — especially by environmental justice activists — that these areas and communities are, much

12 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 75.

13 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 16.

14 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 16.

15 Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Harvard University Press, 2011), 19.

16 Steve Lerner, Sacrifice Zones: The Front Lines of Toxic Chemical Exposure in the United States (MIT Press, 2010), 3.
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like the Batiste family and their land, “sacrificed” for the prosperity of economically and socially
privileged communities or even the state itself."”

Although Lerner uses this term predominantly in relation to communities which are
exposed to toxic chemical industries (such as the sacrifice zone “Cancer Alley” stretching between
Baton Rouge and New Orleans), I suggest here that the Pit invites an expansion of the concept.
Instead of neatly falling into the definition of a classic industrial “hot spot,” the Pit can be defined
as a rural landscape which is in a state of post-extraction and whose depletion, flooding risk or
slow abandonment result from the same logics of environmental injustice and racism that Lerner
identifies in more obviously toxic zones.*® In different words, the clay extracted from the Pit adds
to the white, middle-class and upper middle-class prosperity elsewhere, which aligns with what
theorists emphasize when it comes to sacrifice zones — that they exist in structural relation to
zones of prosperity. This, like in the case of the Pit, means that those who prosper (and extract)
cannot do so without the losses of sacrificed communities.

From the perspective of environmental (in)justice, this loss of land affecting the Pit
already creates a harmful situation for the family, preventing them from, for instance, continuing
farming and cultivating the land as Esch’s grandfather, Papa Joseph, once did. When Hurricane
Katrina arrives, however, the situation even turns deadly — the Pit is flooded with water, and the
family is physically stranded on the roof of their house." Van Dyk discusses this loss of land and
the transformation of the Pit in her chapter “Climate Crisis and Marginalised Bodies” (2023). Dyk
argues that the Pit, as Esch knows it today, “came into being through the loss of land and resources
to white buyers, who — upon using up anything of ‘value’ on the land — promptly forgot about its
existence”? This further confirms the status of the land as a sacrifice zone and depicts the Batiste
family as already displaced even before Katrina arrives and destroys their home.

Brian Railsback, in his article “A Twenty-First-Century Grapes of Wrath: Jesmyn Ward’s
Salvage the Bones” (2016), explores the contrasts and similarities between Ward’s novel and John
SteinbecK’s The Grapes of Wrath (1939). He highlights the connection between the displaced Joad
family and their exploited farmland and the Batiste family’s Pit, whose exploiters Railsback calls
“white developers? SteinbecK’s novel documents how the environmental and social catastrophe of
the 1930s (the Great Depression years) resulted in thousands of deaths, massive displacement and
migration from the Dust Bowl to the West of the United States. Although the term “Dust Bowl”
was first used in 1935 to describe “a tremendous dust storm that drifted across Colorado, Kansas,
Oklahoma, and Texas,” the term was rapidly embraced to specifically denote the geographical area
in the southern Plains of the United States which was plagued by frequent and severe dust storms,

17 Lerner, Sacrifice Zones: The Front Lines of Toxic Chemical Exposure in the United States, 3.
18 Lerner, Sacrifice Zones: The Front Lines of Toxic Chemical Exposure in the United States, 3.

19 AsEsch narrates: “It is the water, swirling and gathering and spreading on all sides, brown with an undercurrent of red
to it, the clay of the Pit like a cut that won't stop leaking” (Ward, Salvage the Bones, 181).

20 Leah Van Dyk, “Salvaging Vulnerabilities: Climate Crisis and Marginalised Bodies in Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the
Bones,” in Jesmyn Ward: New Critical Essays, ed. Sheri-Marie Harrison, Arin Keeble, and Maria Elena Torres-Quevedo
(Edinburgh University Press, 2023), 97, <https://doi.org/10.1515/9781399510639-008>.

Brian Railsback, “A Twenty-First-Century Grapes of Wrath: Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones,” Steinbeck Review 13, no.
2 (2016): 190, <https://muse.jhu.edu/article/640920>.
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as well as notable soil erosion.?? According to John Claborn, this environmental catastrophe was
“partly the product of drought, more the bad karma of decades of poor farming practices that
depleted the soil”>* However, as Steinbeck highlights (and criticizes) in his book, the severity of
the catastrophe’s impacts on the population were influenced by social and political factors as in
the case of Hurricane Katrina.

Therefore, much like the Dust Bowl revealed the economic disparities and inequalities
among people in the affected regions and the United States as a whole — displacing thousands of
families like SteinbecKk’s (fictional) Joads — Hurricane Katrina demonstrated that “[t]hose who
were marginalized before the storm’s arrival (through entrenched poverty and structural racism)
were further marginalized after it”** In other words, the home of Esch’s family, as Railsback further
argues, “has been destroyed,” and their land, specifically the post-extraction Pit, is “susceptible
to flooding and vulnerable to the destruction Hurricane Katrina has in store for it”?* The white
community’s development brought lasting social and environmental consequences to the Batiste
family, leaving them with almost no chance of survival during Hurricane Katrina or any other
environmental disaster and its aftermath. Consequently, the Black community of Bois Sauvage is
treated not only as a sacrifice zone, as discussed earlier, but also as disposable.

The scholarship on the disposability of Black bodies in the South, and specifically in the
areas affected by Katrina, is quite extensive. This may be, among other reasons, due to the often-
repeated fact that Katrina was one of the first — if not the very first — “natural” disasters in the
United States whose extensive and deadly aftermath was streamed 24/7 on live TV, showing people
across the country the effects of climate change.?® Although disasters such as Katrina are rapid®
and therefore not examples of slow violence, they render spectacularly visible and impossible to
ignore the previously overlooked injustices that, over time, have made Black communities in the
area vulnerable to hurricanes.

As Slavoj Zizek highlights in his book Violence (2008), and as Christopher Lloyd expands
on in Corporeal Legacies in the US South: Memory and Embodiment in Contemporary Culture
(2018), there was a clear prejudice in the portrayal and treatment of African American people
following the disaster.®” This exposed not only how Louisiana (and subsequently Mississippi)
“is often designated as the ‘US banana republic, the Third World within the US;” which Zizek
identifies as “the irony”, but also that “the hurricane itself was not the most significant part of the

22 Robert A. McLeman et al., “What We Learned from the Dust Bowl: Lessons in Science, Policy, and Adaptation,”
Population and Environment 35, no. 4 (2014): 419, <https://doi.org/10.1007/s11111-013-0190-z>.

23 John Claborn, “From Black Marxism to Industrial Ecosystem: Racial and Ecological Crisis in William Attaway’s Blood
on the Forge,” Modern Fiction Studies 55, no. 4 (2009): 569.

24 Christopher Lloyd, Corporeal Legacies in the US South: Memory and Embodiment in Contemporary Culture (Palgrave
Macmillan, 2019), 141.

25 Railsback, “A Twenty-First-Century Grapes of Wrath: Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones,” 190.

26 Adamson and Slovic, “Guest Editors’ Introduction: The Shoulders We Stand On: An Introduction to Ethnicity and
Ecocriticism,” 5.
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It should be noted that it is increasingly debatable whether disasters such as hurricanes in regions repeatedly exposed
to them, or already shaped by slow violence, can still be understood as rapid events.

28 Slavoj Zizek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections (Picador, 2008), 73.
29 Lloyd, Corporeal Legacies in the US South: Memory and Embodiment in Contemporary Culture, 139.
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disaster”* Instead, it was the social catastrophe that followed and the human failures that caused
or exacerbated the severity of these catastrophes, both over the short and long term, that proved
most damaging.”! In terms of treating Louisiana as a Third World country, Zizek adds that it was
“probably one of the reasons the reaction of the authorities came too late”* This delayed response
by US authorities continues to haunt Louisiana and the Mississippi Gulf Coast during present
environmental disasters — whether in the harmful impacts of the petrochemical industry (such
as the previously mentioned Cancer Alley) or in the aftermath of natural disasters. More recently,
Hurricane Ida, which arrived — ironically — on the sixteenth anniversary of Hurricane Katrina,
once again exposed how socially marginalized groups were simply left behind, with no accessible
evacuation routes.”

What must also be made clear here, as Zizek extensively discusses in his book, is that
the right-wing media in the United States unjustly dehumanized African American communities
struggling to survive after the hurricane. They went so far as to invent false stories portraying
African American people as animalistic — or, as Lloyd terms it, “as non/in/un-human animals”
or “as not fully homo sapiens* For the right-wing media and conservatives in the United States,
African American people taking necessary food in an emergency was labelled as “looting,” but
for people stranded on a bridge for days without any assistance from the authorities (not even for
babies), it was, without doubt, “survival”*

Although this work does not attempt a comprehensive study of Hurricane Katrina and its
impacts, the hurricane plays a significant role in the family’s connection to their land — which, in
turn, showcases, above all, the influences shaping Esch’s relationship with the land and reveals how
she and the African American community of Bois Sauvage are treated as “disposable bodies.”** While
Lloyd, following critics such as Henry Giroux, discusses disposable communities in the context
of United States society, Patricia Yaeger explores in her book Dirt and Desire (2000) “disposable
bodies” in 20th-century Southern literature written by women. Using examples from Southern
literature, Yaeger defines the disposable body as “the body that is neither symbolically nor socially
central, that is intended to be discarded after use”?”

For Yaeger, Southern literature is “littered” with these disposable, “throwaway” bodies,
and more often than not, it is Black bodies—Black characters’ bodies—that bear this doomed
fate. For instance, while discussing Ellen Gilchrist’s short story “President of the Louisiana Live
Oak Society” (1978), particularly the Black “character” Gus, Yaeger highlights how differently the

30 Slavoj Zizek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, 73.
3
32 Slavoj Zizek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, 73.

33 Marlene Lenthang, “How New Orleans Handled Hurricane Ida After Post-Katrina Changes,” ABC News, September
3, 2021, <https://abcnews.go.com/US/orleans-handled-hurricane-ida-post-katrina/story?id=79743061>.

34 Lloyd, Corporeal Legacies in the US South: Memory and Embodiment in Contemporary Culture, 140.
35 Big Freedia, God Save the Queen Diva! (Gallery Books, 2015), 151.

36 Patricia Yaeger, Dirt and Desire: Reconstructing Southern Women’s Writing, 1930-1990 (University of Chicago Press,
2000), 15.

37 Yaeger, Dirt and Desire: Reconstructing Southern Women’s Writing, 69.
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bodies of “literary characters who submerge themselves in water or earth” are treated in 20th-
century Southern literature:*

Extraordinary numbers of women, men, and children fall into the landscape and disappear. It is as
if the foundation or basis for this world is made out of repudiated, throwaway bodies that mire the
earth: a landscape built over and upon the melancholic detritus, the disposable bodies denied by
white culture.”

A similar, if not identical, phenomenon of falling, disappearing bodies, which seem to be
swallowed by the landscape, can be seen in Ward’s Salvage the Bones. Esch herself first points to
her disposability when she notes, “I am small, dark: invisible. I could be Eurydice walking through
the underworld to dissolve, unseen”* While Ward, as Jim Coby highlights in his chapter “Rural
Spaces and (In)Disposable Bodies in Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones” (2019), “breaks down
the orders of Southern literature, to deconstruct the idea that undomesticated rural spaces are
inhabited only by adventurous young, white men,” she also highlights Esch’s status as a disposable,
throwaway body by “submerging” her in water and earth.*' At the same time, both instances when
Esch is submerged in water or earth, have a sexual and violent character. While describing her first
intercourse with her brother’s friend Marquise (at the age of twelve), Esch discusses, for example,
the connection between sex and swimming. Although she says that sex was “like swimming
through water” for her, she also reveals that she was taught swimming by being thrown into the
water by her father.* She then relates successfully overcoming this first shocking, de facto violent,
experience of swimming to sex:

Daddy taught every one of us to swim by picking us up when we was little, around six or so, and
flinging us in the water. I'd taken to it fast, hadn’t coughed up the muddy pit water, hadn’t cried or
flailed; I'd bobbed back up and cut the surface of the water and splashed my way back to where Daddy
was standing in the shallows. I'd pulled the water with my hands, kicked it with my feet, let it push
me forward. That was sex.”

Since water plays a significant role in the novel, whether it is the water flooding the Pit
and surrounding the house or the water flooding the Pit during the hurricane, Esch’s comparison
should not be overlooked. The act of being violently thrown into the water, of falling “into the
landscape,” while connected with Esch’s experience and understanding of sex, accentuates Esch’s
invisibility and disposability as a young Black girl from the South — denied not only by white
culture but also by men of her own community. Both sex and swimming are then described by
Esch as things that are easy for her, but upon closer reading, it is clear that what she finds easy
is, in fact, an act of survival — for Esch, sex is like having to learn to swim to save herself from
drowning. As she describes: “[I]t was easier to let him keep on touching me than ask him to stop,

38 Yaeger, Dirt and Desire: Reconstructing Southern Women’s Writing, 15.
39 Yaeger, Dirt and Desire: Reconstructing Southern Women's Writing, 15.
40 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 32.

41 Jim Coby, “Rural Spaces and (In)Disposable Bodies in Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones,” in Representing Rural Women,
ed. Lexington Books (2019), 136.

42 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 21.
43 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 22.
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easier to let him inside than push him away, easier than hearing him ask me, Why not? It was
easier to keep quiet and take it than to give him an answer”* Indeed, for Esch, it was easier to
“swim” — rather than to say “no”

Together with her family and China, Esch is once more immersed in water during the
climactic end when the Pit is flooded as Hurricane Katrina arrives in Bois Sauvage. While the
violent impact of Katrina will be properly evaluated later, it is important to note how, even in this
case, Esch’s submersion in water is, understandably, violent and tied to her status as a disposable
body. In contrast to the earlier scene where Esch is thrown into the water by her father, when
Katrina truly strikes, Esch is unable to “[pull] the water with [her] hands, [kick] it with [her] feet,
let it push [her] forward” as she did when learning to swim. In this instance, swimming is not easy
for Esch. This not only emphasizes that even experienced swimmers do not stand a chance in the
thunderous floodwaters of a hurricane but, following Yaeger’s theory of disposable bodies, also
illustrates how Esch almost disappears into the landscape. As Esch narrates:

The water swallows, and I scream. My head goes under and I am tasting it, fresh and cold and salt
somehow, the way tears taste in the rain. The babies, I think. I kick extra hard, like I am running a
race, and my head bobs above the water but the hand of the hurricane pushes it down, down again.
Who will deliver me? And the hurricane says sssssssshhhhhhhh.*

Moving from one flooded part of the Pit to another, specifically to Esch’s grandparents’
house, which stands on higher ground, Esch nearly drowns as “[t]he water swallows” and her “head
goes under.” For a moment, she disappears into the flooded landscape — or, more concretely, she
is pushed under the water by “the hand of the hurricane” Katrina is not only personified but also
becomes a woman who “shushes [Esch] through the water, with a voice muffled and deep”* While
this portrays the realistic experience of the hurricane, shifting attention from New Orleanians
(who received most of the media’s focus, albeit not necessarily in a positive way) to the forgotten
rural communities of the Mississippi Gulf Coast, it can also be interpreted as a metaphor for slow
violence or environmental racism. Its impact, much like the floodwaters caused by radical soil
extraction, silently creeps upon the structures of communities, progressively weakening them
until they are rendered helpless in the face of the many calamities resulting from climate change.

Although forgotten by the white community of Bois Sauvage, by her father, invisible to her
peers, betrayed by the father of her child, and left to perish in the aftermath of both environmental
injustice and the hurricane, Esch is ultimately saved from drowning — from complete disappearance
— by her brother Skeetah, who lets go of his beloved dog China, in order to rescue her. This moment
becomes defining for Esch. Upon realizing she is holding “[t]he babies,” China’s puppies, she is
driven to “kick extra hard” to keep herself above the water. While the act of saving a human life is
prioritized over an animal’s — in this case, China’s — this moment of survival allows Esch to break
free from her status as a “throwaway” body and, simultaneously, to affirm her role as a mother.

44 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 22.
45 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 184.
46 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 184.
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Disposability Turned into Animality

In his article “Agency and Environment in the Work of Jesmyn Ward, Response to Anna Hartnell,
‘When Cars Become Churches™ (2016), Rick Crownshaw highlights “the structural failures of the
state” following Hurricane Katrina by employing Henry Giroux’s term “disposable lives*” Giroux,
the author of Stormy Weather: Katrina and the Politics of Disposability (2006), describes how Katrina
“lays bare” not only the long decades of institutionalized and deeply entrenched racism but also
demonstrates how the state “increasingly renders” its citizens — “entire groups of people” — as
“disposable”*® As Giroux explains:

The bodies that repeatedly appeared all over New Orleans days and weeks after it was struck by
Hurricane Katrina also revealed the emergence of a new kind of politics, one in which entire populations
are now considered disposable, an unnecessary burden on state coffers, and consigned to fend for
themselves.”” (“The Politics of Disposability”)

According to Crownshaw, Ward follows Giroux’s above-explained theory of disposable
lives as her “characters ... are described and perceive themselves in bestial terms: the distinction
between their humanity and the surrounding animal life is blurred; their bodies are experienced
as caught in an interminable process of evisceration revealing the animal within”*® This politics
of disposability also connects to Giorgio Agamben’s notion of “bare/naked life” (“nuda vita”) —
where people are reduced to their mere biological existence and, if found as expendable, can be
exposed to death or be abandoned without ever being fully recognized as political subjects.”!
Holly Cade Brown, for instance, shows that after Katrina, Black bodies in the work of Ward and
Kara Walker (and the slow violence and environmental injustices they have been subjected to)
are made hypervisible but are still treated as politically expendable, turning the Gulf Coast into
a key site of biopolitical control.* In stories like Salvage, the survivors of Katrina — stranded on
rooftops, labelled as “looters” and left to fend for themselves — reveal how bare life and long-term
environmental violence, such as sacrifice zones, come together.

This biopolitical exposure is also inseparable from the novel’s continuous engagement
with animality and more-than-human life. While the connection between Ward’s characters and
the animals, or more-than-human lives in the novel, is indisputable — as Lloyd demonstrates when
he argues that the characters, along with their house, “are figured through animal associations” —
Crownshaw’s previously mentioned comment that the characters “perceive themselves in bestial
terms” brings forth the following: the characters, having to live in a state of both natural and

47 Richard Crownshaw. “Agency and Environment in the Work of Jesmyn Ward Response to Anna Hartnell, ‘When Cars
Become Churches.” Journal of American Studies 50, no. 1 (2016): 228.

48 Henry A. Giroux, “The Politics of Disposability,” McMaster University, <https://www.humanities.mcmaster.ca/~girouxh/
online_articles/Pol_Disposibility.htm>.

49 Giroux, “The Politics of Disposability.”

50 Crownshaw, “Agency and Environment in the Work of Jesmyn Ward Response to Anna Hartnell, ‘When Cars Become
Churches,” 228.

51 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford University Press,
1998), 11-12, 80-83.

52 Brown, “Figuring Giorgio Agamben’s ‘Bare Life’ in the Post-Katrina Works of Jesmyn Ward and Kara Walker,” 4-5.
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man-made wilderness, are forced to confront the wildness that Bois Sauvage and life in the South
surrounds them with.” The characters’ disposability, their reduction to mere biological existence,
is therefore exposed through this process of animalization.

Bringing these strands together, Ward’s Salvage demonstrates that the Pit’s status as a
sacrifice zone, the treatment of the characters as disposable, and the animalization of Esch as
a young woman of colour, are not separate phenomena. Rather than being separate, they work
together and reinforce one another. The Pit is extracted from and then left behind much like
the rest of Esch’s community, which is thereafter overlooked and treated as expendable. The
government’s slow and insufficient response to Hurricane Katrina later exposes exactly how the
Black residents of Gulf Coast are treated as politically disposable, in Giroux’s terms. Finally, Esch’s
animalization and her closeness to the pit bull China and the puppies illustrate how these forces
shape the Black female body, while also creating moments of resistance. Her “sacrifices” — the
unwanted pregnancy, breaking away from Manny, as well as risking her life for China’s puppies —
all reveal and confront the logic of sacrifice (or, being sacrificed) that governs both the land and
the community of Bois Sauvage.

It is precisely within this logic of sacrifice and disposability that Ward’s shifting treatment
of animality becomes legible. Moreover, Ward continuously shifts between dehumanizing animality
— turning male bodies into beast-like creatures, which shows Esch as controlled by the animal
within others — and an animality that, in contrast, guides Esch towards self-empowerment. This
dynamic is well demonstrated through another important moment when Esch disappears into
the landscape, and it is no coincidence that this occurs as Esch describes her intercourse with
Manny, her lover and the father of her child. This moment is narrated by Esch as part of one of
her memories, which enters the storyline as China gives birth to her puppies — a puppy that “is
pure white,” like China, “her mother in miniature”** Unlike the other puppies, this one struggles to
breathe, and it almost seems that the puppy will not survive. In the end, however, Esch writes, “[h]er
mouth opens and her belly inflates. She is her mother’s daughter. She is a fighter. She breathes.”*

This is one of the first moments when Esch not only humanizes China — and her puppies
— but also reveals that she sees herself in both China and her puppies, much as she sees her mother
(in China) and herself (in China’s puppies). Although the intercourse does not occur immediately
afterward, Esch’s description of the violent yet tender labour of China’s puppies, along with her
proclamation that “[s]he is a fighter,” sets the mood for the content of Esch’s memory. This memory
introduces the history of the Pit and their home and concludes with Esch having sex with Manny.

In this often-overlooked final passage of the memory, Esch first explains the difference
between Manny and her previous lovers. While Esch acknowledges that all the boys, including
Manny, are only after her “girly heart,” meaning that they desire only her body, she admits that
Manny is the one she truly loves and desires for reasons beyond becoming “Psyche or Eurydice or
Daphne” or being “beloved.”*® After Manny approaches her and Esch is undressed, the surrounding
landscape of the pine forest spins in Esch’s vision, and she falls, right into the earth:

53 Lloyd, Corporeal Legacies in the US South: Memory and Embodiment in Contemporary Culture, 151.
54 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 15.
55 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 15.
56 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 17.
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The pines seemed to circle like a ring-a-rosy, and I fell. It will be quick, I thought. He will bury his
face in my hair. He will growl when he comes. I dug my heels into the backs of his thighs. Even though
I knew all the other boys, I knew him and his body best: I loved him best. I showed him with my
hips. My hair my pillow in the red dirt. My breasts hurt. I wanted him to lean down, to touch me
everywhere. He wouldn’t, but his hips would. China barked, knife sharp. I was bold as a Greek; I was
making him hot with love, and Manny was loving me.”

Eschss fall is an interlude to the rough intercourse that follows; her body disappears and
for a moment it is not clear where Esch is, not until she states “[m]y hair my pillow in the red
dirt,” which reveals that Esch has, indeed, fallen into the earth. This is a key moment which ties
Esch to the land — to “the red dirt” of the Pit that she knows so intimately. In the passages which
precede this intercourse, Esch discusses “red dirt” and “red earth” multiple times.® Apart from
explaining the history of the pit, including the land extraction, therefore discussing earth/dirt, she
also describes one of China’s puppies as having “the color of the red earth after someone has dug
in it to plant a field or pull up stones or put in a body. It is Mississippi red.”** At the same time, it is
this moment, this sexual intercourse, in which Ward animalizes both Esch and her lover. Manny,
who is already described as someone who exploits Esch, overpowers the protagonist in this scene,
becoming the animal that causes Esch’s fall by dragging her body to the red dirt. He does not look
at Esch who already knows, based on their previous encounters, that Manny “will bury his face
in [Esch’s] hair” and “will growl when he comes” — a showcase of animalistic behaviour wherein
Esch not only feels hurt physically (“[m]y breasts hurt”) but feels emotionally unfulfilled (“I wanted
him to lean down, to touch me everywhere”).

This is further accentuated by China, who, just before the memory concludes, re-enters the
storyline. Her bark, “knife sharp,” slices through Esch’s memory as though it is intentionally meant
to cut through her monologue, disrupting Esch’s attempt to romanticize her intense encounter
with Manny. Additionally, the sudden mention of China serves as a reminder of the present animal
metaphor. While Esch, from her position as a young woman in love, perceives the frenzied, nearly
aggressive intercourse as an act of love, China’ fierce bark interrupts her thoughts, bringing back
the ‘animal’ that growls and possesses Esch’s body.

As highlighted above, however, while Manny becomes the animal — or is animalized
— in this passage, Esch, through her connection to the land and her fall into the red dirt, is also
naturalized. Esch represents the land, the earth, which is possessed by the masculine, beastly
forces embodied by Manny. Like the red dirt of the Pit, which is extracted and misused by more
privileged groups, she is taken advantage of. She is, to use Delores S. Williams’ words from her
chapter “Sin, Nature, and Black Women’s Bodies” (1993), “controlled and tamed like the rest of
the natural environment”® It is important to note that Williams discusses this topic in relation
to the treatment of Black people in 19th-century United States, specifically commenting on the
Antebellum period when “slave owner consciousness imaged black people as belonging to a lower
order of nature than white people”® While Williams makes these points to emphasize the link

57 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 17.

58 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 17, 11.

59 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 11.

60 Delores S. Williams, “Sin, Nature, and Black Women’s Bodies,” in Ecofeminism and the Sacred (1995), 24.
61 Williams, “Sin, Nature, and Black Women’s Bodies,” 24.
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between the exploitation of nature in the United States and the abuse of Black women’s bodies,*
I argue that Ward highlights this connection in this passage — not only through the way Esch’s
body is linked to nature and then controlled in a manner similar to the disposable land of the Pit,
but also through the way Manny is animalized and becomes beast-like in his treatment of Esch.

In addition to being connected to the disposable land (and her disposable community),
Esch also becomes disposable to Manny. Not only does he reject Esch’s feelings, but he also refuses
to acknowledge their unborn child. His treatment of Esch as disposable is evident even in this
passage, in the way Esch, as a human being, disappears for Manny — he refuses to see her, let
alone touch or kiss her. In this sense, Esch becomes an absent referent through Manny’s treatment
of her: for him, she is merely an object, a body to be claimed. Esch herself is aware of this, which
is why she decides not to remain passive during the intercourse, noting that she “was bold as a
Greek?” This determination to be “bold as a Greek” ultimately transforms into Esch linking herself
to Medea, a maternal figure whose fate in love Esch finds similar to her own but whose story she
refuses to emulate.

However, there is another maternal figure that Esch looks up to for self-empowerment
and resilience — China. As discussed above, China’s bark reminds us of her presence, but it is the
nature of the intercourse itself that links this passage to China. Ward, skilfully creating connections
across memories and the present throughout the story, references an event where China was bred
in a labour-focused passage preceding this memory. At first, Esch describes one of China’s newborn
puppies. The puppy has “the color of the red earth after someone has dug in it to plant a field or
pull up stones or put in a body”; according to Esch, the colour is “Mississippi red”®* The next time
this “Mississippi red” dirt or earth is mentioned is during the previously analysed intercourse. In
the earlier passage describing China’s labour, Esch also reflects on the father of China’s puppies:

The daddy was that color: he was short and looked like a big red muscle. He had chunks of skin and
flesh crusted over to scabby sores from fighting. When he and China had sex, there was blood on
their jaws, on her coat, and instead of loving, it looked like they were fighting.®*

China, being a fighter dog herself, is bred with another dog like her. This introduces
another connection to the Mississippi red — the colour of the father of China’s puppies. What is
significant about this excerpt, however, is how Esch describes the breeding process itself: blood is
present, “and instead of loving, it looked like they were fighting” There is a clear parallel between
China’s fight-like mating with the father of her puppies and Esch’s sexual relationship with Manny,
which, rather than resembling lovemaking, is charged with an animalistic and combative intensity.
Moreover, since Esch looks up to China as both a mother figure and a fighter — qualities that Esch
herself, thanks to her mother and other maternal figures, perceives as inherently female — China
is viewed by Esch as more than just an animal. Esch finds empowerment in the way she perceives

62 Williams goes even further when she states that “the assault upon the natural environment today is but an extension
of the assault upon black women’s bodies in the nineteenth century;” in “Sin, Nature, and Black Women’s Bodies,” in
Ecofeminism and the Sacred (1995), 25.

63 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 11.
64 Ward, Salvage the Bones, 11.
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China’s ability to fight back and allows this to shape her understanding of how she also has to
survive life on a sacrificed land and in a disposable community like Bois Sauvage.

These scenes, and Esch’s connection to China, make it harder to consider animalization
as something that is purely dehumanizing. While Crownshaw and Lloyd read Ward’s characters
in Salvage as tigured, disposable and even bestial, Esch’s own identification with China also recalls
what Donna Haraway terms as “companion species,” cross-species kinships that reorient the
human/animal boundaries and thus create alternative forms of agency.® Read through such a lens,
it is possible to see Esch as someone who does not simply fall into a degraded, animalised state
— instead, she asserts more-than-human resilience which disrupts the idea that humans are only
vulnerable while nature is inherently hostile. Similarly, Mel Y. Chen’s notion of “animacies” helps
to understand in which ways Ward destabilises hierarchies of life.*® Esch’s connection to China, to
Katrina or the Pit, blurs the line between animalization and political subjectivity by giving agency
to both human and nonhuman bodies.

Although Ward does not explicitly employ a rape metaphor here, it is important to
consider whether Esch’s linkage to the land — through her status of disposability and the abuse
and exploitation both she and the land endure — suggests an indirect reference to what can be
termed the rape of the earth, or ecorape. Ecofeminist scholars have long discussed the explanatory
power and limits of such rape metaphors. While some scholars argue that the use of rape metaphors
may highlight (and criticize) the parallels between sexual and ecological violence, others see these
metaphors as potentially harmful as they may alienate rape survivors by translating their lived
experiences into detached abstractions.®’*® Framed differently, if rape metaphors are used in order
to cast women or nature (or both) as victims which are passive, rather than “figures of power,
resilient survivors,” to use Sigridur Gudmarsdottir’s words, then such use may be criticized for
it trivialises the experiences of rape survivors and casts both women and nature as objects to be
conquered by men.®” In ecofeminist literary criticism, this means that the rape of nature trope
can be understood as indicating a structural, rather than experiential, similarity between colonial,
ecological and sexual violence — and thus not as a conflation or erasure of their distinct historical
and lived dimensions.”

While the extraction of resources from the Pit can be viewed in such terms, as the rape
of nature, drawing a similar conclusion regarding Esch is less straightforward. Despite inhabiting
a landscape that, as Crownshaw notes, is “symbolic ... of the socio-economically and racially
marginalized” and thus an “extension of a twentieth-century tradition of the literature of the

65 Donna Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Significant Otherness (Prickly Paradigm Press,
2003), 15-16.

66 Chen, Mel Y. Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and Queer Affect (Duke University Press, 2012), 2-4.
67 Greta Gaard. “Toward a Queer Ecofeminism.” Hypatia 12, no. 1 (1997): 130-132.

68 Angela Sue Sawyer, “Comfort the Waste Places, Defend the Violated Earth: An Ecofeminist Reading of Isaiah 51:1-52:6
and Tracy Chapman’s Song “The Rape of the World,” Journal of Religion, Film and Media 6, no. 2 (2020): 23-25.

69 Sigridur Gudmarsdottir, “Rapes of Earth and Grapes of Wrath: Steinbeck, Ecofeminism and the Metaphor of Rape;”
Feminist Theology 18, no. 2 (2010): 220.

70 Gaard, “Toward a Queer Ecofeminism,” 130-132.
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American South that deals in figures of waste, trash and dirt,” Esch is not a passive victim.”> My
reading of this excerpt of Salvage here as “ecorape” is then understandably careful and limited.
Instead of trivialising sexual violence, however, I argue that Ward draws a parallel between the abuse
of Esch (the female body) and the ecological violence of the Pit. By doing so, the novel exposes
the shared structures of racialised or gendered domination and ecological violence. At the same
time, Ward does not create a female protagonist who is a mere metaphor for the land. Instead,
Esch emerges as a survivor, reclaiming her agency and refusing to be a simple reenactment of
Medea’s story. Her insistence on this survival — on her and the community’s rebirth — confirms
that the novel illustrates Black women not as sacrificial stand-ins for environmental harm, but as
active subjects who interrupt narratives of both environmental devastation and sexual violence.
Ward may engage with the familiar phenomena she herself has studied in American
Southern literature, but her protagonist defies the stereotypes against all odds. From an ecofeminist
perspective, Ward aligns with what Sigridur Gudmarsdottir describes as the necessity to “construct
women not as absent referents, but rather as figures of power, resilient survivors, and transgressors

of dualistic dichotomies no less than victims of abuse””?

Conclusion

As has been demonstrated in this study, Jesmyn Ward’s novel Salvage the Bones exposes the complex
layers of environmental and social injustice, offering a powerful critique of how these systemic
inequalities intricately weave through the lives of marginalized communities, especially in the
American South. Through the vivid portrayal of Esch, her family and their deep connection to
the Pit — a desolate landscape marked by neglect — Ward illustrates the far-reaching effects of
environmental racism and demonstrates how the historical exploitation and systemic neglect in the
American South turn land — and the people tied to it — into “sacrifice zones,” places where lives
and livelihoods are deemed expendable. The gradually thunderous and, for Esch and her family,
nearly deadly arrival of 2005 Hurricane Katrina serves as a dramatic catalyst that lays bare these
deeply entrenched injustices, compelling us to grapple with the dark reality of the vulnerability
and the status of disposability of Esch, her family and African American communities such as the
one in Mississippi’s Bois Sauvage. In doing so, Ward also invites us to perceive the interconnected
struggles of survival and resilience faced by those living in the shadows of environmental and
societal breakdowns.

In the second half of this study, Esch’s journey as a pregnant teenage African American
woman in the American South is explored. By analysing Esch and her family’s experiences of
environmental and social injustice, as well as Esch’s determination to survive, the narrative of
disposability that is present in the novel and that affects Esch disproportionately more than her
brothers, is examined. Using ecofeminist and ecocritical perspectives, the study critically evaluates
how the devaluation of womens bodies, and especially Black women's bodies, mirrors the exploitation

72 Rick Crownshaw, “A Natural History of Testimony?” In The Future of Testimony: Interdisciplinary Perspectives on
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of the Pit. It also showcases how these experiences facilitate agency and resistance, as illustrated
by Esch’s story. Her evolving and deep understanding of her identity — as a young woman but
also as someone who comes from a marginalized community — and her connection to the land,
especially the Pit, confronts the narrative of disposability, suggesting that even in the most hostile
conditions, survival and reclamation are possible.

Salvage the Bones is not merely Ward’s reflection on Hurricane Katrina but a call to
recognize and dismantle the historically entrenched structures that cause certain lives to be deemed
as expendable. Through Esch’s story, Ward masterfully weaves together poignant personal stories
and critiques of environmental and social injustices, skilfully reflecting on the intersections of race,
gender, and ecological vulnerability that is present in the American South even today. The power
of Ward’s novel, therefore, lies in its deep exploration — and possibly also celebration — of Esch’s
resilience in overcoming challenges and in transforming grief and exploitation into empowering
stories of survival.
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