Military as an Institution and Militarization as a Process: Theorizing the U.S. Military and
Environmental Justice

Camila H. Alvarez', Nicholas G. Theis', and Daniel A. Shtob'

ACCEPTED TO ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE

ABSTRACT

State reactions to Black Lives Matter demonstrations include heavily militarized domestic police
responses and the deployment of the National Guard. These events place emphasis on
understanding the U.S. military as an institution and militarization as a process; as well as their
corresponding environmental justice consequences. Here, we integrate critical race theory,
decolonial thought, carceral geography, and military and environmental sociology to theorize the
military and militarization as potentially important and overlooked sources of environmental
injustice that ought to concern scholars and activists. We use an interdisciplinary framework to
highlight: the historical role of the military in the creation and maintenance of racialized and
colonized difference, how the U.S. militarization is connected to localized and national
overpolicing and environmental harm, and how the environmental risks of warfare may be
transferred from combat zones to civilian environmental justice communities and sites, both
domestically and abroad. We stress that the production of colonized and racialized space—and
the criminalization of Black, Indigenous, and other bodies of color—happens within the context
of militarization as a process and the U.S. military as an institution so future critical analysis
should look to these levels. Our goal is to urge scholars and activists to recognize the military as
a potentially significant contributor to environmental injustice and outline avenues for future
work.

Keywords: military, environmental justice, critical race theory, decolonial thought, carceral
geography, environmental sociology



Military as an Institution and Militarization as a Process: Theorizing the U.S. Military and
Environmental Justice

Introduction

State reactions to Black Lives Matter (BLM) demonstrations—a movement focused on
eradicating state-sanctioned violence in Black communities—have included heavily militarized
police responses as well as the deployment of the National Guard. These and other events
showcase the increased entanglement among the state, militarization, policing, race, and
environmental issues. Important work in critical environmental justice connects the
criminalization of Black bodies and communities to environmental racism. !> ? Although these
connections were initially developed in the context of policing in communities of color, here we
extend them to the U.S. military as an institution and militarization as a process. Previous
research demonstrates that negative environmental, health, and social effects have arisen from
military action in, for example, Indigenous communities in the United States® * > ¢ and
communities abroad that are near and distant from combat.” ® © This suggests that the military
represents an important and possibly overlooked institutional source of environmental injustice
as a form of state-sanctioned violence. It also suggests the need for research at the intersection of
military, militarization, and environmental justice concerns.

To address this need, we draw on the literatures of critical race theory, decolonial
thought, carceral geography, and military and environmental sociology to theorize some

environmental justice consequences of military activity, as a product of the acceleration and
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propagation of militarization across realms of U.S. society. Decolonial and critical race scholars
view the military as a source of state-sanctioned violence against racialized groups, and uses the
military to protect white land ownership and resources.'® ' 12 In carceral geography, the
militarization of domestic police departments and the U.S.-Mexico border is directly tied to
processes of institutional militarization on behalf of the Department of Defense.!* 14 15
Meanwhile, a line of thinking at the intersection of military and environmental sociology stresses
the contemporary trend in which the environmental risks of warfare are transferred from active
combat zones to civilian communities, primarily in the Global South.'® 17 Based on a synthesis
of ideas from these fields, we argue for extending this logic of this trend—known as risk-transfer
militarism—across scales to the domestic context. In this way it serves to inform emergent

18, 19 a5 well as more traditional

debates about the role of the state in environmental justice
environmental justice scholarship on the distributive and procedural effects of public and private
activity.

Towards this goal, we draw upon these traditions to develop a theoretical frame that
provides the following: examines the critical and historical grounding for the role of the military
in the creation and maintenance of racialized and colonized difference, links expanding U.S.
militarization through localized and national overpolicing to environmental harm, and transfers
the risks of military overdevelopment and action to environmental justice communities

domestically and abroad. We stress that the production of colonized and racialized space and the

criminalization of Black and Brown bodies happens in the context of militarization as a process
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and the U.S. military as an institution, and among those facing the greatest environmental risks
may be military personnel themselves.
The Military as an Institution: A Critical Race Theory and Settler Colonialism Perspective

As an institution, the U.S. military enacts racial political projects, mainly through the
construction of racialized and colonized spaces and the criminalization and separation of Black,
Native, Latinx, and Asian people. Critical environmental justice studies builds on the insights of
critical race theory to position environmental inequalities as part of state-sanctioned violence.?
The state regulates racial differentiation and devaluation, effectively defining, regulating, and
controlling certain marginalized populations.?' As an integral arm of the empire-state, the U.S.
military enforces racial and colonial projects with colonized people, as the case of Native
Americans, Puerto Ricans and Guamanians, and other racialized groups, including Black and
immigrant people.??> Renowned psychoanalyst of the colonial subject Frantz Fanon stressed the
police and military constrain colonized populations through “proximate and frequent, direct
intervention” thereby causing physical and psychological violence.?

While critical race theory focuses on structural racism and how it shapes historical and
contemporary social life, settler colonial studies?* in the United States context specifically
highlights the United States’ use of organized armed forces to carry out physical, cultural, and
political subjugation towards Native American communities. This includes the attempted
genocide of Indigenous populations which contributes to a tradition of racial and spatial
oppression. Settler colonialism—a unique form of colonization—focuses on settlers’ violent
pursuit of land that displaced Native populations, enforced cultural assimilation, and coerced
Indigenous populations onto reservations. To be clear, the settler state and settler ideologies
racialize Native populations, however, specific Native tribes do not constitute a racial

classification but instead are sovereign governmental entities. This clarification illuminates how
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and why the development and infringement of treaties between the settler state and Natives tribes
is integral to U.S. state formation and settler political and economic expansion. Today, many
military bases are named after forts used in the Indian Wars.?® The settler state used boarding
schools to implement cultural erasure by banning Indigenous languages or Native cultural
practices and punishing any physical trait or practice that was “too Indian.”?® Centering land as
part of colonial violence is key because land-based practices are significant in Native cultures.
Thus, infringement of treaty rights or land-based cultural practices, and settler occupation are
distinct environmental injustices for Indigenous communities, as ongoing settler colonial
relations not only degrade Native lands, but also Native ways of life.?” 28 As such, Indigenous
resistance often involves not only the deconstruction of the existing social order predicated on
settler colonialism, but the construction of a way of life that embodies “the dual move of
defending and caretaking relational life.”?® This is reflected in The Principles of Environmental
Justice, adopted by the 1991 First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit.
The eleventh principle states that: “Environmental Justice must recognize a special legal and
natural relationship of Native Peoples to the U.S. government through treaties, agreements,
compacts, and covenants affirming sovereignty and self-determination.” Moreover, the fifteenth
principle declares: “Environmental Justice opposes military occupation, repression and
exploitation of lands, peoples, and cultures, and other life forms.” The implications of ongoing
settler colonialism also have tensions with the struggles of Global South decolonizations, as this
“ambiguate[s] First Nations with Third World migrants,” overlooking each’s particular
challenges and historical relations with colonialism.3°

Militarized responses to Indigenous populations within North America continued as part
of the enforcement of the U.S. settler state. Water dam infrastructural projects flooded
Indigenous lands, displacing Native families and putting pressures on cultural continuance.

Indeed, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has explicitly ignored Indigenous treaty and water
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rights in their construction plans, building infrastructure that benefitted predominantly white
border towns while flooding Indigenous communities and lands throughout the 20" Century.3! 32
In the mid-20" Century, the U.S. military pursued nuclear weapons development and testing,
heavily influencing the southwestern landscapes of the U.S. and the health of Indigenous
inhabitants therein.?* Moreover, technologically intensive military installations following World
War Two put Native/Indigenous communities more at risk.>* In 2014, the conflict at Standing
Rock showcased how Indigenous water protectors resisting fossil fuels and potential water
pollution are met with militarized law enforcement, tactics, and equipment.>?

The history of the U.S. military can be understood, in part, through its relation to
colonized and racialized spaces, including the displacement of Indigenous peoples, slave patrols,
segregation, and targeted recruitment efforts resembling a poverty draft. Southern slave patrols
served as a mechanism of social control against slaves to preserve the interests of white land
ownership and also were an important precursor to modern policing in the U.S..*° Thereby
showing historical linkages between military and police forces in the U.S., as well as racialized
efforts toward social control. In the post-Civil War era, Black Americans joined the United
States military to achieve honor and recognition, since these opportunities were scarce in the
civilian labor force.” In response, Black veterans were often met with racial intimidation and
violence upon return.® Segregation in the armed forces perpetuated until 1948, with “a general
separation” between white and nonwhite servicemembers in general and Black and white

servicemembers in particular.?® Mexican and Native Americans were classified as “white,” with
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over a third of Indigenous men serving in the armed forces during World War I1.4 #! In the late
1990s and early 2000s, the army actively targeted Latinx youth for recruitment.*?

This resulted, in part, in the overrepresentation of military personnel of color. A recent
report by the Council of Foreign Relations analyzed racial/ethnic and gender statistics across
enlisted personnel and found Black personnel are overrepresented in the Army, Latinx personnel
are overrepresented in Marines, and Black women personnel are overrepresented in Navy and
Air Force.* The report also notes that among higher ranking personnel (i.e., officers and
generals/flag officials), the amount of racial and ethnic diversity declines. The lack of racial and
ethnic diversity likely has consequences for power differentials and distributive justice.

Examining the military as an institution through a critical race perspective and settler
colonial studies demonstrates how the U.S. military has played a major role in colonial and racial
political projects throughout history. In the following sections, we explore the importance of
militarization as a process in regard to the militarization of domestic institutions and the U.S.
military’s activities, both domestically and abroad. We then draw environmental injustice
connections among these policies, practices, and processes.

Militarization as a Process: A Carceral Geography Connection

One arena in which the consequential environmental impacts of militarization and the
U.S. military become evident is within carceral geographies—a nexus of work examining the
spaces and practices of incarceration, the racialized and gendered processes criminalizing
communities, the prison and immigrant industrial complexes, and the effects of prisons on spaces
and their neighboring communities.** It is important to evaluate the overlooked role of the
military and militarization within carceral geographies, especially through examples of the
militarization of domestic police departments in state responses to protests including the

Indigenous water protectors at Standing Rock and BLM demonstrations against police
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violence.*>* Beyond these specific examples of the infiltration of militarization into civilian
policing, there is a more general cause for critical environmental justice concern at the nexus of
the military and carceral geographies.

The military industrial complex is connected to the prison and immigrant industrial
complexes and shares similar characteristics. An “industrial complex” is an institution that
focuses on profit while performing its administrative purpose. Specifically, the military industrial
complex represents the close working relationship of “self-serving accommodation between
corporate elites, government bureaucrats, and the military hierarchy” to fulfill its military
mission while serving capital interests and gaining political power.*” Alternatively, the prison
industrial complex describes the network of politicians, penal officials, and corporate interests
that use the rhetoric of crime reduction to serve economic interests through prison construction,
administration, and prisoner labor.*® Moreover, the immigrant industrial complex represents the
connections between the criminalization of undocumented people through policies and
institutions and profiteering from immigration enforcement policies.*’ Besides similar names,
these industrial complexes share “a) a rhetoric of fear; b) the confluence of powerful interests;
and c) a discourse of other-ization.”>® Scholars and activists note the rhetoric of fear and
discourse of other-ization is fueled by racialized rhetoric of the wars on crime, drugs, and terror,
thereby criminalizing Black and Brown communities.’' The convergence of powerful interests to
carry out these policies and programs are representatives of the state and corporate elite. Given

the unequal nature of these processes, they also have significant environmental injustices.
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In Golden Gulag, Gilmore explains the rise of prisons as a political economic
restructuring after World War Two and their disproportionate impact on communities of color in
California during and after the 1980s.? The rise of the prison industrial complex in California is
historically situated as a result of massive Cold War spending on the military industrial complex.
For example, the Federal Penitentiary in Atwater, California sits directly on the decommissioned
Castle Air Force Base and is registered as an EPA Superfund site due to that legacy of soil and
water contamination. The immigrant industrial complex is also evident at this intersection
because the U.S. has a history of housing migrants and refugees at military bases.>* Between
2012 and 2017, almost 17,000 unaccompanied minor migrants were housed in military bases.>*
In response to the Trump administration plans to build a new immigrant detention center on Fort
Bliss Base in El Paso, Texas, Earthjustice published an investigation demonstrating numerous
hazardous contaminants on the site and a nearby toxic landfill.>> 3 These events illustrate just
some of the intersections among prisons, detention centers, and military Superfund sites®’ and
hint at the potential risk for military personnel and staff located on current bases, as well as
prisoners, detainees, and inmates on toxic sites. Militarized policing and the rise of militarized
immigration enforcement has criminalized non-white people and has led to a wildly
disproportionate number of Black and Brown people in prisons and detention centers. There,
they may suffer greater environmental exposure to risk, in part because of military and
militarized actions.

The influence of the military in the prison industrial complex is also evident in the
increased militarization of tactics and gear of domestic police departments. Rahall outlines a
“green to blue pipeline” where federal military programs and grants (as well as heavy lobbying
efforts from defense contractors) fund the transfer of military equipment including vehicles,

firearms, and protective gear to police departments. As part of the war on drugs, the Department
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of Defense (DoD) provided gear and training to combat illegal drug operations.>® For example,
the 1997 National Defense Authorization Act—also known as 1033 Program—authorized the
transfer of surplus military gear from the DoD, including armored vehicles and body armor, to
domestic police departments at no cost. The transfers involve little to no oversight on usage of
this equipment, yet there were nearly two million transfers valued at $1.5 billion between 2006
and 2013 alone.>® Of special concern is that the green to blue pipeline “threatens to further erode
what was once a clear delineation between military and domestic police”®® because the influence
of military and processes of militarization have seeped into domestic policing. Similarly, we see
the impact of the military in the immigrant industrial complex with the militarization of the
border.®! Moreover, the justification of these federal programs—and increasing entanglements
between the military and civilian policing—through the wars on crime, drugs, and terrorism each
represent a set of racialized policies that manifest in intensive policing in non-white communities
and racial profiling.%% ©3

These dimensions intersect with environmental justice concerns because most military
equipment is industrial grade and may inhere significant environmental consequences for local
ecosystems.® For example, equipment like the heavy armored vehicles that have been used by
domestic police departments during BLM protests are known to deteriorate ecosystems abroad.®
Domestically, their usage contributes to air and water pollution through emissions and runoff.
Another important example is “tear gas,” a chemical deployed in World War One that is now
used in domestic demonstrations®® and causes health effects, ranging from skin, throat, and eye
irritation to blindness, glaucoma, and respiratory problems.®’ In short, decommissioned domestic

military sites with environmental problems are used to house inmates, and demonstrations for
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racial justice are met with militarized police presence and “decommissioned” military
technology. This provides direct evidence of entanglements between policing, incarceration, and
militarization that have racialized consequences for environmental exposure. Taken together, this
suggests that the U.S. military has taken part in state-sanctioned environmental violence through
the militarization of domestic institutions such as police departments and border control.

Demonstrating the links of the U.S. military to carceral geography highlights how
militarization manifests in domestic institutions and partakes in the production of racialized
spaces through the criminalization of Black and Brown communities as well as forming
environmental injustices. Having illustrated the importance of the military as an institution and
militarization as a process, we now theorize unique aspects of the U.S. military as environmental
justice issues.
Militarization and Environmental Justice: Insights from Military and Environmental Sociology

Environmental justice focuses on every community’s right to clean and healthy
environments, including equity in distribution, procedure, and recognition.®® Here we turn to
environmental injustice related to the military and militarization that manifests across scales
because it connects “the militarized oppression of African-American bodies and communities to
the U.S. military’s oppression of people of color elsewhere in the world...where the U.S. uses
military force directly or by proxy to protect its interests.® ’° We recognize that military action
differs from domestic policing because while it often operates locally at military bases, it does so
in pursuit of global goals.”"7? It is across these scales—domestic and foreign, local and global—
that the military takes part in producing racialized and colonized spaces.

One way of conceptualizing this form of contemporary environmental injustice is through
what is known as risk-transfer militarism.”> 7* Put simply, risk-transfer militarism implies the

transfer of the risk of armed conflict away from combatants and battlefields and towards civilians
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in zones where secondary military activity takes place.” 7% 77- 78 7 Risk-transfer militarism is
usually ascribed to the technological intensification and tactical development of the military over
the course of the past century: innovations that protect combatants while exposing civilians to
greater risk. One set of mechanisms focuses on the use of aerial bombardment from afar,
involving airplanes, missiles and other projectiles, and the use of remote control drones that
keeps operators far from open conflict but may nevertheless endanger civilians, 3% 81> 82 83. 84 A
second set is more specifically environmental, and focuses on activities including the use of
aerial herbicides in proximity to Colombian civilians as part of the U.S. supported war on
drugs® and the impacts of the burning of solid waste near bases in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Although approaches to environmental risk-transfer tend to focus on foreign activity, it is
reasonable to expand them to domestic contexts involving military personnel and adjacent
communities, especially as there may be little opportunity for local procedural involvement in
military decision-making. What this shift emphasizes is the necessity to merge research
demonstrating the environmental justice effects of risk-transfer overseas with the less
immediately apparent effects of the contemporary transformation of military presence and
activity in the United States, including around military facilities and support activity. This brings
risk-transfer militarism—and the technological and tactical developments to which it attaches—
into conversation with more traditional environmental justice concerns about the distributive and
procedural elements of industrial siting near poor neighborhoods and communities of color. It

also provides a foundation for a reconsideration of the environmental justice effects of non-
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combat activities, including the green to blue pipeline and the changing nature of the disposal of
surplus military technology in civilian contexts (or the adaptation of military technology for
these contexts).

Critical race and settler colonial perspectives demonstrate the historical role of the U.S.
military in producing racial and colonial political projects domestically and abroad. Moreover,
examples within carceral geography demonstrate the direct links between the U.S. military to the
militarization of domestic institutions such as police departments and border control agencies.
This is coupled with the fact that the military is one of the largest employers in the country,?®’
military facilities often have military towns and communities in nearby areas®® and it has a

history of selectively targeting people of color and poor individuals for recruitment,® °

a
practice known colloquially as the poverty draft. Consequently, the environmental impacts of the
military®!' should be conceptualized as potential environmental justice issues that manifest across
domestic and international scales.

Therefore, while the distributive injustice’® * that arises from risk-transfer militarism
applies to civilians in the Global South, this should not occlude investigation and organization
around analogous domestic instances that occur near domestic military facilities and support
industries. This is because environmental consequences of warfare—and especially preparation
for technologically intensive warfare—are also found domestically via the military industrial
complex, and may affect military personnel, support staff, civilians, and communities that live on
or near current military facilities or decommissioned toxic military sites that have been
repurposed for uses like prisons or immigrant detention centers. For example, linkages between
settler colonialism and risk-transfer militarism include the developing and testing of nuclear

weapons in the southwest, putting Native American lives and lands at risk of ionizing radiation

used in the Cold War, as well as armed conflict.”* Potential research topics for future
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investigation include how its foreign and domestic forms share similar and distinctive logics and
how their spatial elements and scale interact with neocolonial and imperial logics and systems of
power relations, as well as the existence of domestic peripheries” and sacrifice zones.”® °> % In
other words, the changing spatial attributes of modern warfare and changing demographic on and
near military bases require a multi-scalar understanding of how they generate harm and how they
challenge principles of indispensability for those proximate to military activity.”

It may also implicate a sort of slow violence'® that operates against those working in the
military, in military support economies, or in other associated sectors of the military industrial
complex. The environmental consequences of war are often framed in sociology in terms of the
treadmill of destruction,!®! which distinguishes harms that arise from the logics and dynamics of
military processes from economic processes. > 193 1% Despite these distinctive logics, it is
intriguing to consider how that line might be blurred in the context of the military industrial
complex due to the presence of support economies that supply military needs.'? 1% The
existence of the military industrial complex and economies that support the technological

development of the military, including through contracting, "’

illuminate the mutually
constituting relationships between the political and economic forces embedded within the

military. Indeed, while examples abound of communities actively seeking the economic benefit
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of military bases!%% 10% 110 1L 112 the environmental consequences may be hidden or
underexplored due to exemptions from regulation and a focus on employment. '3 114

These concerns are not merely hypothetical. Recently, environmental effects from
domestic military facilities have come to light, as nearly 700 bases are suspected or confirmed to
have polluted groundwater and tap water with PFAS, a human-made, toxic fluorinated
chemical.'"” In addition to distributive injustice for increasingly diverse military personnel and
families near bases, this implicates both the possibility of procedural injustice in base siting and
institutionalized misrecognition of these dangers generated by elite capture of the process of
attracting military and civilian facilities that produce, distribute, and consume military
technology.!'® Through the confluence of acts of warfare and its economic support, therefore,
both domestic and overseas cases of direct and indirect environmental injustice may occur. In
this way, the environmental consequences of militarization not only implicate traditional
environmental justice concerns like distributional and procedural equity, as well as
recognition,'!” they also directly implicate multi-scalar analysis of threats to indispensability
across foreign and domestic contexts. This again calls the role of the state in environmental
justice into question''® ' by suggesting that it may be an institutional agent of state-sanctioned

environmental harm. Our adaptation of risk-transfer militarism, therefore, provides a framework
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that connects the environmental consequences of military development to a variety of long-
existing and newly emergent environmental justice concerns, ranging from distributive and
procedural questions to indispensability and multi-scalar analyses of process, while linking these
with primary military activities like combat as well as secondary support industries and practices.

We have demonstrated how militarization as a process and the U.S. military as an
institution is involved in racialized treatment, environmental effects, and physical violence.
These environmental injustices are linked together through racialized discourses of the wars on
crime, drugs, and terror. The United States is the world’s leading jailer and military force, both
of which are fueled by militarized responses to racialized discourse. For example, a well-studied
aspect of the war on drugs was the moral panic surrounding the “crack epidemic,” where
racialized discourses labeled Black bodies as “thugs” and “criminals,” serving to exacerbate
already existing racial disparities in arrests and incarceration.'?’ The harsh treatment of inmates,
legitimated by racial discourse which dehumanized racial and ethnic minorities, was exported
into the war on terror.'?! Parallel to the war on drugs, the war on terror involved racialized
discourse toward Middle Eastern, Muslim, and immigrant people. Dehumanizing Muslims and
Middle Eastern people through racial war narratives is directly linked to the severity of the
treatment of Middle Eastern prisoners in U.S. military facilities, such as Abu Ghraib,'?* and the
treatment of Middle Eastern cities as “socially polluted places,” as seen through open pit burning
by U.S. military.'?* Moreover, the logic and rhetoric of the war on terror has “translated into a
War on Immigrants.”'?* By using the military and militarizing institutions as a solution to social
problems and relying on racialized discourse, the state reproduces disparate racial environmental
outcomes.
Conclusion

The U.S. military as an institution, and militarization as a process, have historically and
contemporaneously been involved in racial projects and produced unequal environmental

outcomes along racialized lines. Due to the centrality of the military in U.S. society, the intrusion
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of militarization into civil responses to perceived unrest, and the intensity of the military’s
environmental footprint,'?* the need for environmental justice research at the intersection of U.S.
militarization and systemic racism is clear. To initiate and advance these conversations, we
theorize routes for EJ scholars and activists examining the environmental injustice of
militarization by using insights from critical race theory, decolonial thought, carceral geography,
and military and environmental sociology. We outline various ways that the military and the
militarization of institutions produces colonized and racialized spaces, contribute to the
criminalization of Black and Brown bodies and communities, engender insecurity, and transfer
risks to the Global South and environmental justice communities in the United States. Our key
theoretical intervention links risk-transfer militarism across spatial scales from military base
sacrifice zones to increased militarization of domestic police forces and border patrols thereby
treating bodies of color as expendable in cumulative ways. We believe that this theoretical
exposition and expansion of the role of the military in producing spaces of racial environmental
inequality is consistent with recent scholarship on and calls within the BLM movement.
Moreover, it advances continued inquiry into the role of the state in the critical study of race and
the environment. We invite future research into important, related topics of intersectionality
theory such as the military’s involvement with extractive industries and gendered, racialized, and

colonized violence.
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