
Toxicity and the Consuming Subject
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In October 2006, National Geographic Magazine featured an article and 
photographic spread entitled “Pollution Within.” Reporter David Ewing 
Duncan had himself tested for 320 toxic chemicals and found that 165 of 
them lurked within his body, including PCBs, DDT, dioxin, mercury, and 
PBDEs (polybrominated diphenyl ethers) found in flame retardants. In fact, 
Duncan’s level of one particularly toxic PBDE was ten times the estimated 
average in U.S. citizens, and two hundred times the estimated average in 
Sweden, where the chemical is banned. PBDEs are found in, among other 
things, “mattresses, carpets, the plastic casing of televisions, electronic cir-
cuit boards, automobiles,” and the “plastic and fabric interiors” of airplanes. 
While it is common knowledge that we all have a body burden of numerous 
chemicals that come to us through air, water, and the commodities we utilize 
daily, only recently have a few laboratories developed sophisticated testing 
apparatuses that can ascertain the presence or absence of so many different 
compounds in trace amounts, generating detailed new knowledge about the 
self.

National Geographic Magazine’s shifting attention signals a broad-based 
new anxiety about globalization and its perils, one that holds multiple politi-
cal and scholarly possibilities for rethinking self and society. From the maga-
zine’s historic emphasis on the exotic natural environment and customs of 
imperialism’s “other,” National Geographic turns its gaze to the toxic debris 
that has migrated to and is deposited in a U.S. citizen’s body from transna-
tionally circulating commodities. U.S. readers of National Geographic no 
longer imagine the global “out there,” but, disturbingly, the global “within 
us.” This shift in scale redefines the geoscape, not only including the United 
States — a move National Geographic made some time ago — but replacing 
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the exotic body of the “foreigner” with the interior, biochemical body of a 
U.S. citizen. National Geographic paired its in-depth interior gaze on Dun-
can’s body with photos and prose about people who have experienced acute 
toxic exposures: women in Richmond, California, who attribute their breast 
cancer to the many factories and oil refineries there; tobacco farm work-
ers in Nicaragua exposed daily to pesticides; and children in Vietnam with 
birth defects attributable to Agent Orange.1 National Geographic’s gaze, at 
once encompassing the biochemical self and the transnational, reflects broad 
shifts in our political and ecological reality.2 I suggest that considering toxic-
ity might open up a new critical engagement with subjectivity, commodity 
consumption, and transnational capitalism.

Changing directions in my own work have led me to these concerns. My 
prior work examined clothing and dime novels as items of collective and 
personal consumption that both shaped workers’ imaginations according to 
the logics of capital and provided them with narratives and tropes that they 
could utilize in the larger process of forming oppositional politicized subjec-
tivities. My current project similarly looks at the collective consumption of a 
highly personalized commodity — cigarettes. Here, however, I find it impos-
sible to focus exclusively on style, pleasure, and sexuality, though those are all 
clearly essential aspects of cigarettes’ meanings. Cigarettes’ toxicity — their 
remarkably efficient carcinogen-delivery system — caused a global health 
disaster in the twentieth century.3 A cultural history of cigarette consump-
tion would have to confront toxicity; such an endeavor offers an opportu-
nity to link personal experience — the very construction of the body and 
the self — with corporate decision making at the highest level. Cigarettes 
demand a broader view of consumption, one that engages the global and the 
cellular, the moment of product use and its unintended consequences, and 
the ways the eventual knowledge of cigarettes’ toxicity changes the story we 
tell.

This short essay, then, is a meditation on the ramifications of studying 
toxicity for newly refracting our categories of global and local, consumer 
culture, subjectivity, and the formation of knowledge. Because it is based in 
my own work and interests, this essay is idiosyncratic rather than compre-
hensive. Although it begins with my own work, it gestures outward to the 
broader endeavor of American studies scholarship to indicate some salient 
points of scholarly possibility. While my first book drew me to study film 
theory, British cultural studies, and gender theory, this question propels me 
to consult scholars who study environmental history, environmental justice, 
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and illness narratives. Many of these scholars already participate in American 
studies conversations, so I do not intend to introduce strangers but rather 
to weave connections that may prove provocative in an American studies 
context. American studies scholars specialize in creating narratives of pos-
sibility: through story and critique, American studies participates in envi-
sioning what democracy and justice look like. I draw attention, therefore, 
to the tethers between epistemologies and politics to suggest possible open-
ings to change where American studies scholars might work. In choosing the 
essay format for my ideas, I have necessarily opted against the comprehensive 
literature review format; however, notes do point to excellent sources that 
might provide a starting point for further reading in the interdisciplinary 
study of toxicity. My own interest in toxicity, however, begins with the global 
corporation’s triumph in the twentieth century and capitalism’s remarkable 
success at infusing lives and bodies around the world with its products and 
by-products.

As manifest ways in which capitalism becomes part of our bodies, toxic 
chemicals seem to fulfill the utopian and fantastical promises of globaliza-
tion more than any other aspect of multinational corporate capitalism, albeit 
in a dark and clandestine way. Global capitalism promises mobility, flexible 
accumulation, and wealth to stockholders while generating an ever-rising 
economic tide. Toxic chemicals realize many of these promises: they move 
silently with a giddy freedom from place to place, exceeding the mobility of 
physical plants and workers as well as commodities and advertisements. Col-
lectively, they are present at every stage of the process of production, distri-
bution, and consumption. If the goal and methods of contemporary global 
capitalism are flexible accumulation as opposed to Fordist mass production, 
then the effortless and almost magical flexible accumulation of toxins by the 
body exceeds even the most utopian beliefs in the “invisible hand” of the 
market. We can see toxicity in our bodies, then, as a sneaky triumph of capi-
talist logics at the most daily and personal level. Capitalism is not “out there,” 
it is “within us.”

While all of us, including polar bears in the Arctic, are products of this 
form of bodily globalization, the process is by no means equal or democratic. 
Indeed, the inequities of global capitalism also have become part of our 
bodies. The environmental justice movement, including both activists and 
scholars, has demonstrated that people of color are more likely to find that 
their neighborhoods have been chosen for toxic waste dumps. The unequal 
distribution along lines of class and race of hazardous workplaces, high-risk 
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jobs, housing near manufacturing or processing plants, and toxic disposal sites 
means that poor people and people of color can reasonably expect to have a 
greater share of toxic body burden.4 Likewise, the movement of industry to 
“developing” countries, differential national environmental protections, and 
global corporations’ ability to set working and environmental conditions 
have meant that people in the developing world tend to find themselves in 
more toxic environments than do people elsewhere. Toxins themselves do 
not recognize national boundaries or discriminate among subjects, but cor-
porations and governments do, and they have long endeavored to delimit 
some exposures and protect certain people, with varying degrees of sincerity 
and success. Studying toxicity can reveal how the venture of global capitalism 
has literally produced us and thereby incorporated us into a shared story; 
such study can simultaneously provide a way of tracking the deadly inequi-
ties that are integral, not incidental, to capitalism’s development.

Considering toxicity allows us to bridge the analytical polarization of 
global and local by placing the body in the picture. Toxicity calls for new 
attention to the problem of scale. Are we to study a chemical, invisible to the 
naked eye; a body; a particular human or animal population; a geographic 
location of consumption and/or production; a global economic network?5
How do we take on the challenge of connecting the intimate and personal 
with the global and bureaucratic? We know that capitalism is heterogeneous 
and contingent, yet, as anthropologist Anna Tsing has pointed out, a dichot-
omy between global and local tends to reappear. We regularly “invoke dis-
tinctions between local reactions and global forces, local consumption and 
global circulation, local resistance and global structures of capitalism. . . . Yet 
we know that these dichotomies . . . draw us into an imagery in which the 
global is homogeneous precisely because we oppose it to the heterogeneity 
we identify as locality.”6 “Toxin” is by definition a relational term: a chemical 
is categorized as a toxin because of its activity in human or animal bodies. 
Toxins form bonds with or alter the cells in our bodies; they become part 
of us and change us. The concept of toxicity ties the body to the chemical 
world it encounters and vice versa and can therefore be a way of considering 
the effects of global capitalism without losing track of globalization’s con-
tingent manifestations, its instantiation in particular times and places. The 
toxicity of our workplaces, our homes, and our commodities references the 
bodily molecular activity we experience or wish to prevent. Asking questions 
about the history and geography of toxicity’s flow necessarily raises questions 
about decision making on various levels and may allow us to see the global 
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as it works within national regulations, corporate priorities, advertising cam-
paigns, and social movements.

The idea of a commodity chain, for instance, might be revised by con-
sidering toxicity in ways that bring out bodily vulnerability at all levels of 
the global economy, including the vulnerability of workers, consumers, and 
business executives. The model of a commodity chain — tracking the move-
ment of commodities through production, distribution, sales, and consump-
tion — has offered scholars a way to isolate particular locations of study 
within globalization’s sprawl. Social scientists have tended to see the links in 
a commodity chain as economic in nature, bringing cultural analysis in only 
at the point of consumption. However, as Tsing has noted, all links along a 
commodity chain are sites of cultural production.7 We might add to that 
insight the idea that all of the links can be (depending on the toxin) sites 
of exposure, bringing the human element of risk and vulnerability to our 
inquiry. Scholars have certainly already begun studying sites of production 
and consumption as points of exposure, but they are usually studied in isola-
tion from each other. Considering the history of toxicity’s flow may raise 
significant new questions about decision making and the allocation of risk 
at all levels of capitalist production, from the body to the highest levels of 
corporate organization. In particular, attention to toxicity may open the cor-
poration to cultural analysis. High levels of production or bureaucracy, in 
our studies, too easily appear overrationalized or depersonalized. We tend to 
believe businesspeople overmuch that decisions are made rationally in order 
to maximize profits, as though “profit” is independent of cultural definitions 
and assumptions. Likewise, we tend to assume that business cultures operate 
dispassionately and effectively.8 Following the toxins would not have exactly 
the same impact as following the money or the commodity. The boundaries 
of our scholarly stories may need to change to accommodate this chemical 
activity.

Time, like space, looks different when toxicity is considered. Global-
ization, as has been often noted, promises to compress time, and lessen 
its significance. The digital age, for example, means financial transactions 
across continents can be completed almost instantaneously. In the United 
States, we seem to live in a world in which goods are bought, consumed, 
and quickly discarded. While the nation relies on the past for its claim to a 
particular set of borders and founding myths, globalization’s strongest com-
mitment to time appears to be in a utopian futurism that escapes past limi-
tations. Toxins belie this fantasy of time’s lessening hold on us. Indeed, if 
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one considers toxicity as part of consumption, then we need to significantly 
revise and extend over time our conception of the events of consumption. 
Long after the cigarette was purchased and has disappeared into ash, the 
moment of lighting the cigarette and inhaling its smoke echoes in the body 
when one becomes ill. Illness, including when specific environmental cause 
is hard to pinpoint, may be moments or decades after exposure, and it often 
dramatically changes one’s relationship to consumption and the memories 
of it. How do we address this aspect of consumption that is rooted in his-
tory and memory? How does this change the experience of a “consumer 
culture”?

The chemical activity of toxins offers us an opportunity to reconsider 
questions of agency and subjectivity in relationship to the myriad possessions 
that capitalism has bestowed upon us. Cultural critic Bill Brown has argued 
that the way things constitute selves and society “is something stranger than 
the history of a culture of consumption.”9 While the study of a culture of 
consumption highlights the construction of desire for commodities, style, 
and identity (either condemning these practices as politically vacuous or 
finding contradictions and possibilities within them), Brown urges us to see 
commodities themselves as having agency and acting upon people. He calls 
upon us to explore “how inanimate objects construct human subjects, how 
they move them, how they threaten them, how they facilitate or threaten 
their relation to other subjects.”10 Of course, the meanings of commodities 
are culturally constructed and shift; they are not inherent in the object. That 
insight, however, has perhaps obscured the degree to which we confront a 
world saturated with commodities whose meanings are not entirely of our 
own individual making and that act upon us, sometimes quite apart from our 
“use” of them.

Seen from this angle, the proliferation of commodities has a broad impact 
on subjectivities, conceptions of gender and race (as well as gender and race 
identity formations), and constructions of social life and politics. For exam-
ple, historian Lizabeth Cohen has demonstrated that twentieth-century U.S. 
political subjectivities are not just about things but are shaped and reshaped 
via the consumer marketplace and its reformulation of human relationships 
and languages of entitlements.11 Brown writes, “The question is less about 
‘what things are for a given society’ than what claims on your attention and 
on your action are made on behalf of things.”12 How toxins act upon and con-
stitute subjects is both biological and cultural. Making toxicity an object of 
study in American studies allows us to consider how commodities act upon 
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us at a molecular level in unanticipated ways. When we become ill or become 
aware of the threat of illness, we find new claims have been made on our 
attention and our action. Integrating a consideration of toxicity with stud-
ies of consumption, then, can deepen the ongoing theoretical and empirical 
project of understanding our world of goods.

In particular, environmental studies scholars have shown that growing 
awareness of toxicity sometimes challenges modernist notions of the body 
and shifts the political terrain. The claims made on our attention by a new 
awareness of toxicity are often discomfiting. “Now I’m learning more than I 
really want to know,” Duncan writes at one point in his National Geographic
article. Nevertheless, such knowledge — the recognition of the intimacy of 
our relationship with our mattress covers and carpets, our circuit boards and 
cigarettes — revises the notion of the body as an autonomous vessel that is 
relatively impermeable. Historian Linda Nash argues that modern medi-
cine’s model of the body was short lived: it emerged only with the consolida-
tion of the medical profession in the late nineteenth century and has consis-
tently confronted contradictions and alternative models of understanding. 
The modern vision of medical healing focused not on achieving a balance 
between the body and its environment, as had earlier models, but on ridding 
the body of foreign germs that threatened it from without. This was a view 
of the body as autonomous, clearly boundaried, and sovereign unless threat-
ened by foreign entities.13

The emergence of an environmental movement focused on pesticides at 
midcentury signaled a challenge to this medical model of the self and gen-
erated new political responses. The publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent 
Spring and the emergence of California Latino and Filipino farm workers’ 
activism against the use of pesticides both drew national attention to envi-
ronmental health concerns in the 1960s. An environmental movement de-
veloped in the 1970s that took preservation of “wilderness” and curtailing 
pollution as twin (if competing) concerns. In the 1980s, people of color in 
various places responded to the toxicity of their neighborhoods, publiciz-
ing some gross deeds of corporate irresponsibility (such as the intentional 
dispensing of PCBs from trucks along rural North Carolina highways) and 
made environmental justice part of a larger civil rights vision.14 These move-
ments had diverse (and sometimes incompatible) politics and not all chal-
lenged the modern notion of the autonomous body. For example, the pres-
ervation of wilderness could be motivated in part by a belief that individual 
autonomy could be renewed through an encounter with pristine “nature.”15
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Nevertheless, the environmental movement writ large created a language 
with which to critique “cancer clusters” and other ways we find ourselves vul-
nerable to toxicity.16

The transformations in models of the body are far from complete, both 
in environmental science and in political and scholarly discourses. Despite 
new measurement systems noted by National Geographic, scientifically dem-
onstrating the nature of bodily transformations due to toxins is still difficult. 
Smoking guns have proved to be the easiest to address: the statistical rele-
vance of a cancer cluster near a toxic waste site and the demonstrable role of 
cigarette smoking in the etiology of lung cancer satisfied scientific criteria for 
proof and made political and legal claims more convincing. A deeper chal-
lenge has been to create claims within the realm of scientific uncertainty. If 
the molecular activity of chemicals occurs partly in combination, or through 
genetic mutations that occur through different, disconnected exposures over 
time, how do scientists determine what is a safe body burden for a particu-
lar chemical? And how do they prove disease etiologies? As environmental 
science and epidemiology struggle to create models that move beyond the 
germ-theory model of the body, political and humanities-based scholarly 
responses likewise hinge on shifting notions of bodily vulnerability or im-
perviousness. What is undeniable is that the modern medical model of the 
body has been shaken to its core; what model(s) of the body will replace it 
continues to be deeply contested.

The political ramifications of this incomplete shift are multiple and are still 
being played out. We can see some of the tensions in the National Geographic
feature on toxicity. The article finely delineating Duncan’s body burden is the 
central and longest piece in the series and is the hook that engages the readers 
into the topic. Pictures broaden out the scope and both precede and follow 
the piece about Duncan, providing viewers with an x-ray of a girl’s abdomen 
laced with lead particles, the women from Richmond, Nicaraguan tobacco 
workers, and a child with birth defects attributed to Agent Orange. A short 
piece subtitled, “A World of Hurt,” follows delineating acute toxic exposures 
and their effects. National Geographic explicitly draws a connection between 
Duncan and the other people pictured (“the known horrors inflicted by high 
doses of chemicals make the small amounts among each of us even more un-
settling”), but it does not lead readers to one political response or another; 
the ethical relationship of our individual, or class, or national vulnerability 
to a larger collectivity remains open and unexplored.
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It would be possible for a reader to see the pieces of the National Geo-
graphic spread as versions of the same story: four ways that transnationally 
migrant toxins can become manifest in pervious human bodies and cultures. 
This reading would break down the dichotomy between self and global 
“other” in which National Geographic has historically traded and invite new, 
transnational identifications and politics. We see just such identifications 
and politics emerging globally in the environmental movement, including in 
consumer-based movements.17

Another reading of the National Geographic articles is possible, however. 
The spread leads with Duncan’s self-described “journey of chemical self-
discovery.” We learn that he lives in Berkeley, California, and travels in the 
capacity of his professional job as a journalist. Though he is geographically 
situated, he is presented as typical and representative, a U.S. everyman. He is 
the Emersonian self, reappearing with disturbing chemical baggage and de-
manding a reconsideration of individualism and autonomy. This challenge to 
the Emersonian self, however, stands in tension with the way Duncan serves 
as counterpoint to the other examples pictured: most are nonwhite, all expe-
rience more disturbing exposures, and none receive nearly as much attention 
as Duncan, who remains the main character. Duncan may appear as the “uni-
versal” U.S. body in contrast to “others” in an echo of National Geographic’s 
historical practice.

This sort of modernist reading of the individual body imperiled by toxins 
might invite a reinvigorated effort to sanitize one’s own environment, before 
it is too late. One might respond reasonably with fear at the uncertainty of 
the effects of these exposures and the loss of the modernist dream of a safe 
body boundary. As in the politics surrounding immigration and terrorism, 
one might attempt to shore up modernism’s crumbled defenses, despite the 
dubious effectiveness of the results. Nationalist solutions, such as a fence be-
tween the United States and Mexico to oppose immigration or new com-
modity import laws to stem the flow of toxic chemicals, do not address the 
global nature of the problems at hand; they offer distinctly nineteenth-
century solutions to twenty-first-century problems. Likewise, utilizing class 
privilege to attempt an individualized quarantine through the purchase of 
safe food, water, and other goods denies the ways our economies and en-
vironments are connected and are at best only partially successful even for 
the privileged.18 While legislation and consumer movements might play a 
positive and crucial role in collective solutions, they can also reinforce an 

States of Emergency : The Object of American Studies, edited by Russ Castronovo, and Susan Gillman, University
         of North Carolina Press, 2014. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wisc/detail.action?docID=475158.
Created from wisc on 2017-09-05 20:01:39.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

4.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f N

or
th

 C
ar

ol
in

a 
P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



64

nan ens tad

individualist politics of privilege and fear. American studies scholars have 
particular skills at analyzing imperial and neo-imperial traditions and may 
apply those skills to promoting collectively successful environmental politics 
in a global context.

Equally compelling, however, is the charge to discuss and theorize emer-
gent models of the body and toxicity and their epistemological and politi-
cal implications. Environmental historian Michelle Murphy has found that 
people who experience multiple chemical sensitivity (MCS) face skepti-
cism from doctors trained to isolate disease causalities and manifestations. 
Nevertheless, people with MCS rematerialize their new self-understandings 
in Internet chats, blogs, journals, and health food stores. Although these 
understandings, just as those expressed in accepted medical models, may 
be contradictory or problematic, they offer insight into new ways of under-
standing the self and society.19 Medical sociologist Arthur Frank argues that 
we, as a society, need to hear the stories of ill people, precisely because so 
many of them are rejecting modern notions of the body and are, therefore, 
theorizing “post-modern times” through the telling of their own experiences. 
For Frank, new epistemologies and new ethics can emerge from listening to 
the stories of those whom he refers to as the “remission society” — the grow-
ing numbers of people who have received a life-threatening diagnosis but 
who negotiate with the medical system and come to know themselves in an 
ill and undeniably pervious and vulnerable body.20 Environmental justice 
movements constitute new publics and develop new strategies in working 
for positive change. Just what kinds of understandings of subjectivity and 
politics might emerge from specific locations in this large-scale shift deserve 
our scholarly attention.

In short, considering toxicity calls for renewed attention to the relation-
ships between the body and the economy and requires us to transform our 
way of studying the spatiality and temporality of “consumption.” The ways 
we, as American studies scholars, narrate these relationships have possible 
political ramifications across issues of environment, health, and the future 
of the global economy. New interdisciplinary influx may be one intellectual 
benefit of such an endeavor, not just in the fields I cite here but also pos-
sibly in public health, epidemiology, history of medicine, economics, and 
geography. Such expansive study would further our time-honored tradition 
of shifting the object and disciplinary mix of our American studies work as 
required in order to respond effectively to current states of emergency.
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Notes

Thanks to Andrew Case, Anne Enke, T. V. Reed, and the editors of this volume for helpful 
suggestions regarding this essay. Thanks to Elspeth Brown for organizing the American 
Studies Association roundtable where I presented my first take on these musings.

1. David Ewing Duncan, “The Pollution Within,” National Geographic 210, no. 4 (Oc-
tober 2006): 116–43 (pictures by Peter Essick). National Geographic included U.S. sub-
jects from the first days of its publication but usually in foreign settings. By the 1970s the 
magazine regularly reported on environmental issues. In addition, it began covering U.S. 
locations and included more controversial subject matter. It retained, however, a valida-
tion of its U.S. readership as rational and generous and created a humanism that rendered 
others “just like us,” obscuring difference. Catherine A. Lutz and Jane L. Collins, Reading 
National Geographic (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 45–46, 280.

2. As a popular magazine, National Geographic does not lead scientific or scholarly 
change but rather refracts it for a general U.S. readership. Its changing gaze is thus reflec-
tive of the larger shifting attention of scientists who have developed new technologies for 
measuring trace chemicals in the body, as well as scholars who study toxicity in various 
disciplines. For excellent analyses of this shift in attention and its implications, see the 
recent forum “Toxic Bodies/Toxic Environments: An Interdisciplinary Forum,” edited by 
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