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Abstract

Based on research in Matamoros (Mexico) and Naples (Italy), this article critically
deconstructs embodiments and social histories of toxicity, addressing uneven
power relations and health inequalities generated through late capitalism of the
Anthropocene. By focusing on food and water consumption in regions at the
margins of borders and defined as toxic wastelands, it sheds light on the
multidimensional power structures of the global economy. Whether through
reference to the illegal dumping of toxic waste by mafia-structured organised crime
groups, or the contamination caused by foreign-owned assembly plants, the article
illustrates how mechanisms taking place in the individual realm are ‘subsumed’
(Breinhl 2019, 33) within more complex historical, economic, and environmental
processes. These two case studies are the point of departure to reflect upon the
undisclosed but powerful impact that commercial determinants of health have on
individuals’ wellbeing, feeding profound north—south inequalities.
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Toxic Legacies and Health Inequalities of the Anthropocene

Introduction

The 21st century has witnessed an increasing interest being paid towards ‘the
Anthropocene’. Multiple contested debates about the term and around this epoch
have been generated across different disciplines, including anthropology, with a
particular emphasis on human activity and how this has produced profound
alterations to our planet. As Chua and Fair (2019, 3) write, ‘These impacts include
anthropogenic climate change, biodiversity loss leading to mass extinction, and
the ubiquity of microplastics in terrestrial and marine ecosystems’. Jason Moore
recognises that the Anthropocene has ‘two lives’ (2016a, 80): one embedded in
the geological debate around its scientific concept and the other often addressed
in the public space and within social sciences revolving on the relationship(s)
between human beings and ‘nature’. Although different anthropological
approaches have emerged that consider this term and epoch, in this article | will,
following Chua and Fair, ‘treat the Anthropocene as a political and socio-economic
problem and symptom of global inequalities and injustices’ (2019, 2).

| am interested in particular in deconstructing the past and present relationships
between capitalism, power, and inequality, and how these relationships lead to
health inequalities, which in turn have profound implications for today’s global
politics (Sayre 2012). In this critique, the Anthropocene is a ‘sociogenic’
phenomenon (Malm and Hornborg 2014, 66), emerging from uneven distribution
of power and social relations. When taking power into consideration, Moore
(2016a) asks whether we should call this epoch the ‘Capitalocene’, emphasising
in this way the impact capitalism has on our planet through world markets, empires,
modern states, and systems of social class. In this article, | engage with
perspectives from critical medical anthropology, which imply that research has to
focus on ‘the capitalist and colonial relations through which the elite access healthy
foods while the poor consume poor-quality diets’ (Gaber 2020, 3). Human health
depends on the integrity of local ecosystems, and the stories of health in the
Anthropocene provide a means to engage on analyses of the multiple forces at
stake in an unequal, changing world (Zywert and Quilley 2020).

As Paula Ebron and Anna Tsing point out, ‘the Anthropocene require[s] stories—
not just any stories, but those that identify dangers and show us how to navigate
challenges’ (2017, 658). This article focuses on two main stories: a woman and a
man from different countries and continents. In doing so it pays particular attention
to food and water consumption in regions that are defined as toxic wastelands.
Based on ethnographic research, the first story was collected in Matamoros,
located on the U.S.—Mexico border, in the north-eastern part of the state of
Tamaulipas, across Brownsville (Texas), and along the Rio Grande River. The
second story comes from the city of Naples, in southern Italy.
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Interestingly, Matamoros is in the north of the global south and Naples is in the
south of the global north; parallels can be drawn between these two examples in
the context of my work when looking at north-south relationships. Matamoros and
Naples are both at the margin of borders (whether real ones like that separating
the US and Mexico, or imaginary and constructed ones, as in the case of Italy).
Lancione (2016, 3) writes that:

[Bleing at the margin means to be situated on the other side of a border, while
someone else is on the “inside” somewhere more towards the “centre”.
Borders render the margins at the same time possible and visible, tangible and
effective, embodied and felt ... To say that the practice of bordering — of
delineating what is right and what is wrong, what is in and what is out —
produces margins, means essentially to state that through bordering specific
spaces and people are produced as well.

In this article, | argue that a way to materialise these margins is through waste and,
in particular, through its circulation and social life (Appadurai 1988). Hecht has
defined the Anthropocene ‘as the apotheosis of waste’ (2018, 111). The period
after World War Il has been described as the ‘great acceleration’ (Steffen et al.
2015) for the exponential rise of resource use. Capitalist production and
consumption have also grown exponentially, and with such growth there has been
an increase in the quantity and durability of waste—two examples of such durable
waste being microplastics and radioactive waste (Hecht 2018). Recent
anthropological literature on waste has shown that a reading of it as simply ‘matter
out of place’ (Douglas 1966, 44) may not tell a complete story as ‘in reality it is
unavoidably entangled with multiple life forms and forms of life’ (Reno 2014, 22).

As | will show through these two stories, waste has economic value (Nguyen
2018), but it also has profound implications for health. Hazardous waste is
expensive to dismantle safely, and its illegal trafficking and dumping has become
a hugely profitable national and international business for organised crime groups.
As David Williams writes (2010, 132):

Since the late 1970s, the waste disposal industry has become a lucrative
context in an extreme form of gangster capitalism, in which toxic materials are
dispersed illegally and with devastating effects. Bernardo Provenzano, former
boss of bosses in the Sicilian Cosa Nostra [Sicilian Mafia], wrote in one of his
smuggled notes, with a Midas-like boast: “It's easy, it goes out shit, and comes
back gold.” In ltaly, investigators suggest that millions of tonnes of industrial
waste “disappear” every year, of which about 300,000 tonnes are highly toxic.
An estimated 500 tonnes a day go missing from the province of Milan alone,
almost 40 per cent of its daily total.
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Since the post-World War Il period, waste has been commodified on a large scale
(Field 1998) and transferred from Europe, the United States and Japan to countries
and regions considered to be on the ‘periphery’ (Wallerstein 1976), such as Latin
America, the Caribbean, Africa, and south and Southeast Asia (White 2018).

As Banks at al. powerfully summarise, ‘environmental crime is currently one of the
most profitable forms of criminal activity and it is no surprise that organised criminal
groups are attracted to its high profit margins’ (2008, 2). In his book on
transnational environmental crime, White (2018) explores eco-global criminology,
especially when it comes to illegal transportation and dumping of toxic waste. From
a global political economy perspective, four connected social processes affect
transnational environmental crime: resource depletion, disposal problems,
corporate colonisation of nature, and species decline (White 2010). The
businesses of waste disposal have become sources of profit within the capitalist
system. In particular, research has shown the role of organised criminal cartels in
the dumping of hazardous waste (Block 2002) and the inequalities associated with
the location of disadvantaged communities near toxic waste sites (Saha and Mohai
2005; Pellow 2007). Recent research has also shown how fillicit economies are
more than transnational organised criminal organisations’ (Gregson and Crang
2017, 216) and how they are often embedded within the mainstream economy.
Discussing these issues, Ray Hudson (2014, 775) states that:

Links between the legal and illegal are critical to the dynamic trajectory and
spatiality of accumulation globally. Legal and illegal practices can be seen as
genetically entwined and encoded in the DNA and ‘normal’ operations of
contemporary capitalism, integral to the workings of the capitalist economy
rather than a marginal and unusual anomaly.

Although my ethnographic subjects are located in different countries and
continents, their stories are woven together to critically deconstruct embodiments
and social histories of toxicity from the margins, addressing uneven power
relations and health inequalities generated through late capitalism of the
Anthropocene. By focusing on food and water consumption in regions defined as
toxic wastelands, the article will shed light on how social inequalities become
embodied through complex biosocial processes (Singer et al. 2019; Swinburn et
al. 2019; Garcia and Bermudez 2021). These two case studies will be the point of
departure to reflect upon the undisclosed but powerful impact that commercial
determinants of health have on individuals’ wellbeing. Moreover, it will discuss how
this approach of commercial determinants in the Anthropocene becomes even
more meaningful to deconstruct health inequalities at the margins.
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Commercial determinants of health

2021 marked the 30th anniversary of the Dahlgren and Whitehead model of the
main determinants of health or ‘The Rainbow Model’ (Dahlgren and Whitehead
2021). Although this framework aims to include the wider determinants of health,
the model does not explicitly address or include the commercial determinants of
health (Maani et al. 2020). Nevertheless, as John S. Millar points out, ‘the business
sector has an enormous effect on population health, health inequities and health
care expenditures’ (2013, e327).

In this article, | define commercial determinants of health as ‘strategies and
approaches used by the private sector to promote products and choices that are
detrimental to health’ (Kickbusch, Allen, and Franz 2016, €895). In particular, |
examine health inequalities caused by multinational companies, following scholars
like John Millar (2013), who has explored ‘ugly corporations, motivated entirely by
profits, that sell products at prices that are far below market value because they
have been allowed to shift responsibility for the negative effects of their products
(so-called “externalities”) to society (€328). He continues his argument by
analysing how the food and beverage sector have grown according to the
prototype set by the tobacco industry.

Similarly, in her analysis of commercial determinants of health, Juliette McHardy
recognises that there are direct and indirect harms, ‘unprevented or permitted due
to a political failure—whether because of incapacity, incomprehension or complicity’
(2021, i40). Within this context, negative health outcomes are often constructed as
the result of individual choices, ignoring the long-term structural ‘forces behind the
conditions of life’ (Strother Ratcliff 2017, 7) or the ‘drivers’ (Marmot and Allen 2014)
that cause specific health effects. Therefore, looking upstream (Strother Ratcliff
2017) means engaging with a variety of determinants of health, from the social to
the commercial and political. As Kickbusch writes (2015, 1):

Health is a political choice, and politics is a continuous struggle for power
among competing interests. Looking at health through the lens of political
determinants means analysing how different power constellations, institutions,
processes, interests, and ideological positions affect health within different
political systems and cultures and at different levels of governance. Bambra et
al. provide three arguments why health is political: health is unevenly
distributed, many health determinants are dependent on political action, and
health is a critical dimension of human rights and citizenship.

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), noncommunicable diseases
kill 41 million people each year—equivalent to 71 per cent of all deaths globally—
with 77 per cent of these deaths happening in low- and middle-income countries
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(WHO 2021). The urgency of addressing this epidemic was voiced by the then
WHO Director-General Margaret Chan, who discussed how ‘efforts to prevent
noncommunicable diseases go against the business interests of powerful
economic operators’ (2014, i10). Corporations have increasingly been shaping
global patterns of health and disease, with food, tobacco, and alcohol industries
producing harmful products. In addition, governments have shifted their
responsibility for public health, weakening regulations, and making individuals
more responsible for their health (Freudenberg 2014) through unhelpful public
health policies which focus on ‘healthy lifestyles’ (Seeberg and Meinert 2015). With
a global rise in chronic diseases, policies have focused on the individual rather
than the structural level of health, translating into commercial determinants of
health being strategically hidden and unaddressed.

Public health scholars and activists developed the new concept of the ‘commercial
determinants of health’ at the beginning of the 21st century; however, Freudenberg
et al. (2021) recognise in a recent publication that there are multiple challenges
when it comes to defining said commercial determinants of health and determining
the metrics to quantify their impact on human health. The authors continue by
adding that some of the reasons for the underdevelopment of this concept are
connected to limited funding for research on their role, the supremacy of
biomedical and behavioural paradigms, and increasing pressures exerted by
corporations on those conducting research in this area. However, Freudenberg et
al. (2021) do suggest a framework for the future study of these determinants,
identifying influences that are structural and those linked with actors. Structural
influences include political and economic systems, stratification (social class
systems and mobility), and organisations (including business and institutional
ones, governance and norms); those related to actors include market-oriented, and
policy and politically-oriented practices. Ultimately, the authors conclude that these
factors produce ‘living conditions, lifestyles, environments, services, and norms
that shape patterns and distribution of human and planetary health’ (idem, 2204).
Starting from these structural and systemic forces, this article will focus on food
and water consumption in Matamoros and Naples, looking at the influence of the
political economic system and the different types of (il)legal organisations and
institutions acting within it in order to discuss stratification and market-oriented
practices, such as the disposal of hazardous waste. Whether we talk about ugly
corporations or illegal dumping of toxic waste by organised criminal groups, these
are market-oriented practices that should not be obscured. Therefore, their
relevance should be made visible when discussing the impact of commercial
determinants of health on the health inequalities of the Anthropocene.
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Two stories of the Anthropocene

‘Ethnography is a way of thinking oneself through in the place of another’ (Jackson
2011, 196). Individual stories in toxic wastelands provide insights into the
commercial determinants of health, revealing the theoretical limitations of
hypothetical models of health based on direct ‘casual’ or abstracted relations. By
shedding light on uneven toxic embodiments and entanglements, ethnography can
help ‘to uncover the most salient lived experiences and environmental conditions
experienced by communities’ (Lock, Argentieri, and Shields 2021, 1772),
especially when it comes to health inequalities in the Anthropocene.

The next two sections are based on ethnographic research carried out in
Matamoros and Naples in 2008 and 2009, which involved multi-sited ethnography
(Falzon 2016; Marcus 1995) in different locations in Europe and Texas (US) to
follow the ships and waste produced during the process of their dismantling. As
explained by P. Wenzel Geissler and Ruth Prince, ‘ethnographic work on toxic
worldings may start from objects, materials, assemblages, relations, policies or
practices, to generate perspectives on ways of seeing, sensing and knowing
toxicity’ (2010, 4).

The ethnographic fieldwork lasted for eighteen months and was carried out in
shipbreaking yards and their surrounding communities, involving repeated visits to
the field sites. During fieldwork, | was in contact with different local and
international environmental organisations, which were particularly active in those
areas.

While in the US, | carried out research in a shipbreaking yard in Brownsville, Texas
(Matamoros’ sister city; the two are separated by the Rio Grande). It was through
environmental activists who were based in Brownsville and who had been working
in NGOs to improve the living conditions of communities living along the border for
several years that | met my informants in Matamoros. The US environmental
activists’ introduction and my fluency in Spanish helped me to gain the trust of local
neighbourhood residents, who were happy to share their stories. Ana’s story was
selected for this article as she had both worked as a factory worker and a
scavenger (two common professions in the local area), providing insightful
reflections on local factories, landfills and waste. The environmental conditions and
her lived experience were central to provide a picture from below and from above,
interconnecting different scales (micro and macro) and power dynamics.
Ethnography then made visible those commercial forces that were often obscured
or subsumed, linking together individual and structural biosocial processes.

In Naples, while doing research in a shipbreaking yard, | also met my research
participants through grassroots and environmental NGOs active in the region. As
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someone who was born and raised in a small village in northern Italy, my
background had implications for the forging of relations at the beginning of my
fieldwork because of my informants’ initial assumptions. However, spending time
with them allowed for an exchange of ideas on the north—south divide in Italy. My
political stance and historical analysis of this divide were welcomed and provided
an opportunity to build rapport and then trust.

In both places—Mexico and Italy—research participants were keen on telling me
their stories as they were inspired by their environmental activism and their
urgency to denounce what was happening in their places of residence. They hoped
| could tell their story in a publication. Over the years after this research was
completed, | have always felt guilty that, due to personal and family circumstances,
| have not managed to publish more. | am pleased to be able to tell this story now.
This feeling is not, however, uncomplicated.

When it comes to ethical considerations, | also recognise that | have always felt |
was in a privileged position in comparison with my informants, as | was able to
leave the toxic wastelands. | have often struggled to make peace with this
uncomfortable truth and questioned whether | could have done more to help those
communities and groups. As a researcher that embraced a critical theory paradigm
and was inspired by social justice, | have always wondered whether it was enough
to tell their stories.

Further ethical considerations led me to change all the names of the people that
appear in these pages and to protect research participants’ identities. Names of
neighbourhoods have also been omitted due to issues of safety and the risk of
informants being identified. Moreover, it is important to emphasise that | did not
conduct research with organised crime groups. The information on organised
crime is based on sources and publications that have previously researched the
illegal dumping of toxic waste in these two areas.

Of local factories, landfill and waste-related labour in
Matamoros

Since the last decades of the 20th century, the U.S.—Mexico border has been the
centre of profound social, economic, and environmental changes (Johnson and
Niemeyer, 2008). With the 1965 Border Industrial Program in Mexico,
maquiladoras were built in urban industrial parks along the border: as foreign-
owned assembly plants, maquiladoras were allowed to import tariff-free raw
materials, machinery, and equipment into Mexico and export their finished
products duty-free, with Mexican workers receiving a fraction of the wages earned
by similar employees in the US (Ruiz 1998). Working conditions in these factories
have been described as unsafe and extremely difficult (Lugo 2008). However,
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many workers moved to the border in search of a better life and their migration
from other parts of Mexico increased during the 1980s due to the impact of
neoliberal policies and of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).
This produced a population boom in the cities along the border, with half of
Matamoros’ inhabitants living in colonias populares. As Johnson and Niemeyer
write (2008, 371):

The term colonia simply means neighbourhood, a colonia popular is a
neighbourhood of the people, or a poor people’s neighbourhood — typically the
unannexed shantytowns that ring all of Mexico’s cities. In the US, the term
colonia by itself refers to shantytowns found on the US side of the border.

Anthropologist Maria Eugenia De la O Martinez (2006, 97) defines ‘la frontera
histérica’ (the historic border; my translation) as represented by the five cities
where the first assembly plants were installed on the U.S.—Mexico border. These
were Tijuana and Mexicali, in the state of Baja California; Ciudad Juarez, in the
state of Chihuahua; Nogales, in the state of Sonora; and Matamoros, in the state
of Tamaulipas. These cities developed quickly due to the industrialisation of the
border.

The expansion of Matamoros, due to the rapid industrial growth, led to the
emergence of at least 182 colonias populares (De la O Martinez and Flores Avila
2012), with many lacking basic infrastructure and access to water and/or electricity.
This has meant that new neighbourhoods with limited services expanded next to
unregulated factories, and industrial contamination seriously affected public health
in the region (Johnson and Niemeyer 2008). Valerie Cass explored this issue in
her work and defined it as a ‘toxic tragedy’ (1996, 99). She noted that ‘the disposal
of hazardous wastes by maquiladora plants in Mexico ... and the transport of
wastes across the US/Mexico border’ are the main causes of illegal dumping in
northern Mexico (idem, 100). In 1990, the U.S.-based National Toxic Campaign
Fund (NTCF) sampled four waterways along the US—Mexico border and found
high level of toxic substance contamination (NTCF 1991). Matamoros has been
identified as one of the most polluted areas in Mexico, with discharges greater than
6,000 times allowable US standards (Cass 1996). In addition, illegal transboundary
dumping of hazardous waste coming from the US has also been transported to
Mexico through ‘sophisticated corporate officials’ (Maes 1987, 42) in order to avoid
strict US environmental regulation and higher disposal costs.

It is in this context of toxic wastelands that the first story of the Anthropocene takes
place. It is about Ana, a resident of a colonia popular in Matamoros. Ana was a
scavenger (a pepenadora) for over 20 years before she died seven years ago. In
the 1980s, she illegally crossed the US—Mexico border with her two children and
her husband. They lived in California, close to Sacramento, for four years,
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harvesting tomatoes, grapes, and apples. However, she did not like living in the
US, so Ana and her family decided to return to Matamoros. Once back in Mexico,
she became a factory worker in two maquiladoras and remained active in this role
for eight years.

When we first met in 2008, Ana was a community leader of her colonia,
collaborating with environmental activists based in Brownsville. She was fighting
against the contamination of her neighbourhood, trying to create a better future for
her grandchildren. She was moved by an urgency to improve the living conditions
of her neighbourhood residents and was vocal about socioeconomic and health
inequalities.

One morning, she took me to the open-air dump where she worked, not far away
from her neighbourhood. On the dirty road leading to the dump, plastic bags were
blowing in the wind, flying over the open sewage canal that bordered the road. All
the fields were covered in sprawling mountains of rubbish. A mountain of cows’
skulls suddenly caught my attention. The smell was omnipresent and flocks of
birds were everywhere, covering the horizon.

‘Scavenging can be better than working in a factory. You can make much more
money’, Ana told me. When this research was carried out, this form of scavenging
was informal and not connected to official municipal activities. Then Ana went on,
listing how much she could get from selling copper, plastics, aluminium, iron, steel,
and bronze. These materials could all be found in the open-air dump, although
their origin is difficult to pin down. She continued by adding that prices fluctuated
according to demand for goods and their availability and that these materials, once
sold, were sent to Monterrey, where there were many steel mills. She then added:
‘Waste is life, it's our daily bread.” She preferred to be a scavenger rather than a
factory worker. She spoke extensively about the working conditions she
experienced in the maquiladoras; workers inhaled toxic fumes and felt sick after a
while. Some experienced lung diseases, cancer, allergies, skin rashes, general
respiratory problems. Ana had so many headaches linked with what she was
inhaling that, in the end, she decided to quit her factory job.

Her colonia was ‘also very contaminated’, she told me. Water pollution was
particularly striking, with open sewage canals bordering the roads and displaying
colourful liquids. The pollution of water sources created different health hazards
for residents, including not only viral, bacterial, and protozoal pathogens, but also
skin diseases, birth defects, and cancers (Loue 1998; Owens and Niemeyer 2006).
Walking around Ana’s colonia, | was struck by the lack of trees, which apparently
had all died.

10



Toxic Legacies and Health Inequalities of the Anthropocene

Ana explained to me that residents tried not to drink tap water, but they used it to
wash and bathe, which could still be very dangerous. They bought soft drinks or
bottled water, although the former were often cheaper than the latter, as is the
case in many other countries in Latin America, including Bolivia, where | also
conducted fieldwork. Mexico is the world’s largest soft drink consumer (Cahuana-
Hurtado et al. 2015), and high intake of soft drinks has been associated with
multiple public health issues, obesity among them (Bawa 2005). There has for
decades been a global epidemic of chronic conditions which has been exacerbated
by the consumption of cheap and unhealthy food and drinks, high in sugar or salt
(Freudenberg 2014). This epidemic has particularly impacted low- and middle-
income countries, where drinkable water is not available or too expensive to
consume.

Ana also commented on the multiple respiratory problems residents in her colonia
had reported, and how she and other residents tried to consume imported foods.
They did not trust local fish or meat—which, in any case, was scarce in their diets.
On the few occasions when they could afford meat, this came from the US. Ana’s
narrative provided insights into embodiments and social histories of toxicity. In her
case, her health was not only determined by the environmental contamination and
surrounding degradation caused by industrial factories and US corporations’ illegal
dumping of toxic waste but was also affected by her consumption of imported food
and soda drinks, which reinforced corporate interests, profit, and hegemony (Baer,
Singer, and Susser 2003; Castro and Singer 2004; Singer and Baer 2008;
Freudenberg 2014). This case study and other ethnographic research
emphasising similar lived experiences provide a powerful critique of public health
approaches that too easily focus their health promotion on changing individual
lifestyles and choices. Ana’s story demonstrates how ‘entanglement allows us to
understand how outsides and insides are constantly co-constituted across different
lifeworlds’ (Roberts 2017, 594). This provides insights into the complexity of issues
emerging when taking into consideration environmental and social factors, and
how commercial and political determinants of health in toxic wastelands determine
some of the stories of health in the Anthropocene. In the next section, | will look at
similar issues happening in Naples.

Of tomatoes and buffalo mozzarella: A history of
contamination

Following the Unification of Italy in 1861 and the emergence of regional
inequalities, the south of the country was described as a distinctive reality in
comparison to the northern regions. Hostility towards the south was constructed
around discourses of ‘backwardness’ associated with social, cultural, and even
racial traits; on the other hand, the north was described as ‘more modern, more

11
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European and more governed by law and order’ (Schneider 2020, 70). This has
been analysed as a form of orientalism (Said 1985) within one country (Schneider
2020); people from the south were defined as the ultimate ‘other’ by their northern
fellow citizens (Capussotti 2010), as alterity was constructed within national
political imaginaries.

The problem of the south (known in Italian as la questione meridionale) has been
debated since the end of the 19th century, with some maintaining that the south
was exploited by the northern elites and entrepreneurs (Felice 2011). Today,
employment rates in northern and central regions of ltaly are in line with those of
the main European countries; on the other hand, ‘the rates of employment in
Southern Italy are among the lowest in the world’ (Algieri and Aquino 2011, 411).

The region of Campania is in the southwest of Italy and Naples, its capital, is one
of the main cities in this area. llenia lengo (2022, 343) writes that:

Campania is a sacrifice zone of capitalist accumulation, where neoliberal
defunding policies in public health care intersect with a decades-long
environmental emergency regime and a chronic absence of dignified living
conditions for working-class communities.

She continues by talking about how the inhabitants of Campania have experienced
processes of racialisation and environmental violence through the illegal dumping
of toxic waste coming from northern industrial Italy and other countries in Europe.
Similarly, another scholar describes democracy in Naples as ‘obscured by the so-
called ecomafia’, which ‘stands for a number of environmental crimes’ (lovino
2009, 339) that have contaminated this region and have become a threat to its
inhabitants’ health.

In their work on the effects of dioxin on sheep and humans in Campania, Armiero
and Fava (2016) write about how the accumulation of toxins in bodies and places
provides a window on environmental burdens that are happening at the margins,
where subaltern human and non-human communities are entangled together in
toxic ecologies of the ‘Wasteocene’, rather than the Anthropocene (Armiero
2021a). Capitalism then produces accumulation through the contamination of
people and places (Armiero 2021b).

The concept of ‘place’ occupies a central role in the literature on agri-food. Its
‘multiple layers of meaning’ (Harvey 1996) make it ambiguous, and it is commonly
used to define the ‘territoriality’ of a food chain, embedding the relationship
between a food system and its context of production. In the literature, a distinction
is often made between globalised (or conventional) food systems, which are
constructed and imagined as de-territorialised or detached from a specific place,

12
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and localised (or alternative) food systems, which are conversely assumed to be
closely connected to a territoriality, with a circumscribed production context
(Sonnino 2007). Italy has often been described as a country where food products
are rooted within specific places, such as local regions and provinces. Historically,
Italian food has often been represented as ‘peasant food’, simple and organic
(Helstosky 2004). For instance, the Slow Food movement arose in Italy in 1986 as
a critique of the domination of fast-food chains, supermarkets, and agribusiness
(Andrews 2008). The classic Mediterranean diet in ltaly is still very popular
nowadays and consumers are happy to pay more for locally produced olive oil and
vegetables—if they can afford it (Helstosky 2004). An analysis of local food
products cannot treat them as separate from their social and political contexts. It
has to take into consideration the ‘territoriality’ of the food chain, engaging with the
ecology of the area, which is often affected by local and national politics.

Two food products often invoked as national symbols and embedded in a specific
territoriality are tomatoes and buffalo mozzarella, both produced in the Campania
region. These were often mentioned in my informants’ narratives in Naples as
examples of when ‘the local is bad, unhealthy, polluted’. Cirillo et al. (2008, 136)
write that:

Buffalo milk and mozzarella cheese produced in the Caserta and Salerno
areas in Campania region have been investigated on the presence and the
levels of polychlorobiphenyls (PCBs). Seven congeners, six non-dioxin-like
(NDL-PCBs nos. 28, 52, 101, 138, 153 and 180) and one dioxin-like (DL-PCB
n. 118), were detected. PCBs were found at detectable levels in the 83% of
the buffalo milk and in the 100% of the mozzarella cheese samples from
Caserta; in those from Salerno the prevalence of contamination was 77% for
milk and 73% for mozzarellas, respectively. The NDL-PCB content of
mozzarellas collected in Caserta was significantly higher than that found in
those from Salerno.

Exposure to polychlorobiphenyls (PCBs) can provoke a number of health issues,
such as cancer, alteration of thyroid and reproductive functioning, and an
increased risk of developing cardiovascular and liver disease, and diabetes (Ross
2004). The same study has also shown that women and birthing people are at a
higher risk of giving birth to infants of low birth weight, with consequent future
health issues. lllegal waste dumping and open air burning of plastic waste for
several years have caused the release of PCBs in the Campania region (Ferrante
et al. 2020).

Different authors have documented the illegal trafficking of hazardous waste in this
region, which is often dumped on the land or in the sea by local organised criminal
groups in exchange for huge financial gains (Saviano 2006; Liddick 2010; Massari
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and Monzini 2004; Osservatorio Nazionale Ambiente e Legalita di Legambiente
2016), with dramatic consequences for the local food chain. It is estimated that ten
million tonnes of toxic waste have been illegally dumped in the ‘Land of Fires’,
situated between the provinces of Naples and Caserta—so called because of the
burning of waste (Legambiente 2013).

In the post-war period, different forms of organised crime began to become more
prominent in southern Italy (Cosa Nostra in Sicily, Camorra in Campania and
N’drangheta in Calabria). These organisations have managed to infiltrate both the
state and society, in business, cultural, and voluntary institutions. Local Mafias
have affected micro- and macro-political, and economic processes. This activity is
taking place in what is considered to be the ‘peripheral’ area of ltaly—the south—
while financial transaction and accumulation happen in the north.

There are many differences between the various types of organised crime. The
Sicilian Mafia, for example, emerged from the nineteenth-century transformation
of the agrarian structure that saw the armed guards of the old estates as the
mediator category between the peasantry and the wider society (Gledhill 1994,
128). More specifically, these intermediaries carried out work dealing with poor
peasants in the /atifundia (large, landed estates), while the landlords lived in
Palermo, Rome, Paris, or other European cities. While the Sicilian Mafia was born
as a rural phenomenon and as an alternative to the state—a state within the
state—the Neapolitan Camorra’s origins lay in the city of Naples (Allum 2006).

However, there also are important parallels between the Mafioso and the
Camorrista. In both cases they are entrepreneurs who try to affirm their economic
and political powers in the capitalist system. They exploit the gap between the local
and national levels of government, controlling ‘paths linking the infrastructure of
the village to the superstructure of the larger society’ (Block 1974, 7, quoted in
Schneider and Schneider 2013, 9). Thanks to these relations, the Sicilian Mafia or
the Neapolitan Camorra could affirm pre-eminent positions in the world drug
system and in the illegal sector of the international economy (Arlacchi and Ryle
1986), succeeding in the illegal trafficking of waste (Saviano 2006). Mafiosi and
Camorristi have devoted themselves to capital accumulation and innovation to
create new productive combinations that allow for competitive advantages over
other entrepreneurs. Having economic power allowed the Mafia to perpetuate
control over the territory. Several criminal investigations have proved that
industrialists, mainly from northern lItaly, have employed the Camorra to dispose
of their toxic waste (De Rosa 2017). Armiero (2019, 4) powerfully writes:

Toxic waste leaking into the aquifers, travelling across species (Armiero and
Fava 2016), saturating the sky with pestilent smoke, penetrating into the cells
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of human bodies (lengo and Armiero 2017) is the invisible and yet so material
ghost at the very root of the story.

Naples is where the second story of the Anthropocene takes place. The main
character is Marco, a young ltalian man in his early thirties. Marco was an
environmental activist, and a history and philosophy high school teacher, born and
bred in Naples. Marco was part of an environmental group and became a key
informant while | was in Naples. One evening, after a group meeting, we went out
to eat pizza. | ordered a margherita with local buffalo mozzarella and tomatoes.
When | exclaimed how delicious it was, Marco added: ‘Yes, and it’s full of dioxin,
Melania! Unfortunately,” he added, ‘the illegal trafficking of toxic waste had
inexorably affected the food chain’.

As happened in Ana’s story, Marco and his friends tried to consume imported
products and bottled water to avoid becoming ‘a concentration of dioxin’, as they
told me. Local food and water were therefore imagined as poison and described
as ‘dioxin’. The results of this environmental disaster have been an increasing rise
in cancer cases as well as in congenital anomalies (Martuzzi et al. 2009; Comba
et al. 2006; Senior and Mazza 2004), despite the fact that the Campania region (of
which Naples is the capital) has never been a major industrial area and its
population is the youngest in the country. The consequences for its environment,
livestock—many animals have also been dying because of cancer caused by high
concentrations of dioxin—and population have been tragic. A doctor | interviewed
and who worked at the Institute for Cancer Research told me: ‘l am a concentration
of dioxin. If we survive, the rest of the world will survive’. He also alluded to the fact
that the Campania region had become ‘a laboratory’ for pharmaceutical companies
to test out their medicines aimed to cure cancer. Research in anthropology has
revealed specific biosocial mechanisms of how industrial waste, PCBs, and dioxins
influence human health; chemicals have been connected to non-communicable
diseases and conditions, such as obesity, cancers, diabetes, changes in the
microbiome, and metabolic disease (Nading 2020). Despite the unveiling of these
biosocial mechanisms, individual responsibility is often seen as the main cause of
non-communicable diseases rather than looking at larger social and economic
structural issues.

Local food products are supposed to trigger our symbolic representations of ‘good,
healthy, fair’ food, connected with a place and a local production context. On the
other hand, ‘local’ in this case study becomes a synonym of ‘bad, unhealthy, unfair,
unjust’. | remember the words of Luigi, another young man | met in Naples during
my fieldwork. He told me that he carefully selected the food he was buying. He
was only consuming foreign products, such as Spanish tomatoes. He said that this
was the only possibility he had of avoiding becoming ‘a concentration of dioxin’.
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Luigi was a middle-class young professional and he could afford to buy imported
goods. Yet, class distinction in Naples emerged as a new boundary created
through food consumption: educated and affluent people could afford to buy more
expensive, imported foods, but this was not the case with those from lower social
classes.

Rachel Black writes that ‘what is rubbish and what is good to eat are often culturally
determined’ (2009, 141), although she also argues that what is considered edible
is also often shaped by economic circumstances. The situation of the Campania
region is reminiscent of what has happened in other toxic wastelands; see, for
example, Chernobyl. Phillips (2002), writing about food contamination following the
nuclear disaster in Chernobyl, mentions that buyers could ask vendors to see their
certificates and feel confident that they were buying ‘clean’ foods. In Chernobyl,
residents limited their food intake and tried to consume food that had been canned
or produced before the disaster. In Naples, on the other hand, people tried to buy
food that came from other European countries. There was a need to develop
consumption strategies to overcome the contamination of the territory, a place that
had become alien and corrupted, as had the food on the table. It was in this context
that the role of the state was negatively perceived by locals; citizens felt
abandoned, while their health and wellbeing was affected by the corruption of
entrepreneurs, politicians, and Camorristi implicated in illegal waste trafficking. As
described in the introduction to this article, commercial and political determinants
of health play a fundamental role when it comes to positive or negative health
outcomes. | consider the activities of organised crime groups and their involvement
in the illegal dumping of hazardous waste as a form of commercial determinants
of health.

During my time in Naples, | managed to approach the representatives of different
organisations. They explained to me that the waste emergency in the region had
been going on for over thirty years. Furthermore, they also spoke of other southern
regions and their contamination. For instance, the N’drangheta organised crime
group in the Calabria region has made huge profits by receiving nuclear waste
from a number of countries in Europe (Parini 2010; Liddick 2010; Herring et al.
2020).

Conclusion

As Sidney W. Mintz and Christine M. Du Bois put it, ‘Next to breathing, eating is
perhaps the most essential of all human activities, and one with which much of
social life is entwined’ (2002, 102). Nowadays there is an important public debate
about food policy, food security, and biodiversity, as well as about dieting, physical
activity, and health (Waxman 2004). This article tries to shed light on the
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complexity of biosocial issues and processes surrounding wastelands, toxic
legacies, and health inequalities.

In both stories, Ana, Marco, and their families and friends bought imported goods
and bottled water (or, in Ana’s case, soft drinks). Whether it was the illegal dumping
of toxic waste by local organised crime or US corporations, or the unregulated
contamination caused by maquiladoras on the border, a reflection that clearly
emerges is that ‘big business has placed humanity at the edge of a social and
environmental abyss ... [submitting] communities to dependent, alienating and
subordinate modes of living’ (Breiln 2019, 42), deeply affecting life, work, and
consumption patterns. Multinational food and beverage corporations also make a
profit throughout this process of environmental poisoning, since their markets are
able to expand thanks to local toxic food and water.

These ethnographic case studies are helpful to understand how ‘simpler processes
taking place in the individual, psychological, and biological (phenotypic and
genotypic) realm are shaped (or subsumed) by more complex social processes’
(idem, 33). Food and water cannot simply be expressed as social determinants;
as we have seen, they become contested concepts too. ‘We are what we eat’
(Twiss 2007, 1) and drink, but what we eat and drink is metaphorically ‘waste’ in
these two stories—whether because of environmental contamination or ugly
corporations. Therefore, structural and systemic processes are connected to
individual ones, entangling outsides and insides (Roberts 2017). Research has
shown how the biological subsumption in the social (Levins and Lewontin 1985;
Samaja 1993, 1996; Breilh 2019) is incarnated or expressed in forms of
embodiment in individual bodies (Krieger 2011).

Ana and Marco’s stories have also opened up an opportunity to think about the
impact that commercial and political determinants of health can have on
individuals’ health and wellbeing, especially when thinking about the role played
by multinational food and beverage corporations in feeding already uneven power
relations and health inequalities. There are therefore different micro and macro
layers of socioeconomic interactions that may influence free will and individual
lifestyles.

Similarly, White highlights (2018, 73) that there has been a ‘commodification of all
types of human activity and human requirements (e.g., water, food, entertainment,
recreation)’. Indeed, this has happened with large quantities of toxic waste, too;
gangster capitalism, whether through organised crime or US corporations, has
generated huge profits through waste disposal. This opens up new ways to think
about the boundaries between licit and illicit economic flows and activities, and
how they have been inextricably intertwined during late capitalism. White also adds
that ‘particular firms and companies create risks and problems and reap the
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economic rewards from their activities. However, it is the public in general who
suffer the health consequences (e.g., of air and water pollution, toxic landfill, loss
of biodiversity, atmospheric changes)’ (idem, 77).

When it comes to toxic waste in the Italian south, Armerio (2019, 15) defines it as
‘environmental racism’, recognising categories of ‘subaltern identity’ and ‘colonial
otherness’ in the narratives of his informants. Discussing the work of sociologist
Antonello Petrillo, he adds that ‘the framing of Southern Italians as an inferior race
is part of a historical path that since the unification of the country in 1861 has
produced its own provincial orientalism’ (idem, 16). This resonates with Jennie
Gamlin’s analysis of the impact of globalisation and neoliberalism in Ciudad Juarez
on the US—Mexico border, where ‘the continuity of North—-South (coloniser vs
colonised) relationality’ (2022, 522) produces profound inequalities. As
globalisation is enforced through ‘violent borders’ (Jones 2016), ‘borders cut
through the increasingly integrated world in a way that exposes the inside-outside
logic of contemporary capitalism’ (Turhan and Armiero 2019, 363). As the
narratives of this article have shown, the flow of toxic waste through borders, both
real (across countries like the US and Mexico) and imaginary (as in the case of
Italy), magnifies the north—south divide. This divide is constructed through
processes of racialisation (Rattansi 2005) and unequal classification systems of
superiority and inferiority.

The Anthropocene, then, is a political and socioeconomic problem, fuelled by the
global inequalities and injustices perpetrated by late capitalism, where ‘food,
energy, raw material and human life’ can be defined as ‘the Four Cheaps’ (Moore
2016a, 11). The fact that they are so cheap means that they can be easily exploited
and that they are not worthy of protection. Moore powerfully describes this by
writing (2016b):

Capitalism was built on excluding most humans from Humanity — indigenous
peoples, enslaved Africans, nearly all women, and even many white-skinned
men (Slavs, Jews, the Irish). From the perspective of imperial administrators,
merchants, planters, and conquistadores, these humans were not Human at
all. They were regarded as part of Nature, along with trees and soils and rivers
— and treated accordingly.

Therefore, analyses of the social determinants of health, like food and water,
cannot be disentangled from political and commercial determinants of health
(including illicit flows and activities of toxic waste). Saying that people do not have
access to clean tap water or safe food is not enough; it ignores the causes of the
causes, the obscured capitalist forces behind the social determination of health.
Finally, Hecht (2018, 12) suggests that ‘we must never forget that the violence
associated with the Anthropocenic apotheosis of waste is not merely planetary — it
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also has particular, differential manifestations’, embodied in individual and
structural biosocial processes. Going back to Ebron and Tsing (2017), the
Anthropocene requires stories, like those of Ana and Marco, to unpack lived
experiences, and these differential manifestations of health inequalities which are
socially determined by the multidimensional power structure of the global
economy. ‘We need stories (and theories) that are just big enough to gather up the
complexities and keep the edges open and greedy for surprising new and old
connections’ (Haraway 2015, 160)—showing how (il)legal capitalist forces (the
commercial determinants of health of ugly corporations and organised crime) are
subsumed into the undeserving and disposable bodies (Karim 2014; Bauman
2013) of those living at the margins.
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