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Figure 9. Racial Dot Map of Brooklyn based on 2010 Census Data.188 

 
 In Figure 9, each color represents a different ethnic identity. At a glance, one can see 

some clearly defined color lines that separate the different ethnic groups, but a closer look 

reveals a bit more nuance. Although the orange and red dots, which represent Hispanic and 

Asian populations, respectively, are spread around Brooklyn, the green dots, which represent 

black populations, are concentrated in the northern half of Brooklyn. Unlike other people of 

color, black people are located in just one large swath of Brooklyn. There are no small enclaves 

of black residents in a southern neighborhood of Brooklyn, for example, because black 

communities gradually pushed outward from central Brooklyn. As blacks moved into 

neighborhoods that bordered their ethnic enclave, white Americans fled to other white 

neighborhoods. To this day, as evidenced in Figure 9, white populations separate themselves 
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from people of color and keep their neighborhoods very homogeneous. Although segregation is 

technically illegal today, the effects of policies from Brooklyn’s early history so deeply impacted 

the psyche of its residents that such a clear separation between races seems natural and has lasted 

for decades. As Zimring writes, “The conflation of dark skin color with dirt had become 

common sense.”189 

 In Bedford-Stuyvesant during the time of Operation “Clean Sweep,” the conflation of 

blackness and waste prevented any real government action. When the residents of Bedford-

Stuyvesant protested their lack of sanitation, the Department response blamed the poor 

conditions on “the human element” rather than on the structural reasons I have analyzed in this 

thesis.190 By blaming the “human element” for the state of urban neighborhoods, the Sanitation 

Department was basically accusing the black residents of Bedford-Stuyvesant of not taking care 

of their neighborhood. Furthermore, if they blamed the residents, the Sanitation Department 

could claim the neighborhood would not get any cleaner no matter what actions they took to 

improve the waste infrastructure. As such, instead of increasing waste pickups, the Sanitation 

Department suggested that CORE increase public education on littering and organize more 

community cleaning days where the residents would clean the streets themselves.191 Robert 

Moses, an urban planner for New York City during the 1950s, lamented the “urban negro 

problem” by stating, “The City can’t do everything. Individuals, families, churches and social 

organizations must do their part.”192 These statements demonstrate that the borough government 

believed, or at least pretended to believe, that Bedford-Stuyvesant residents were at fault for the 

trashed state of their neighborhood and therefore they were responsible for cleaning it up. 
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 In the eyes of the borough government, the onus of maintaining a clean community was 

on the residents of Bedford-Stuyvesant. As long as they could maintain this position, the black 

residents of Bedford-Stuyvesant could stay as “inoffensive waste” in their eyes and they did not 

feel guilty for not helping their community. As discussed in Chapter One, American society 

perceives things as “inoffensive waste” when it naturally deteriorates in an inevitable process 

that is beyond anyone’s control. Just as no one is held responsible for the degradation of 

“inoffensive waste,” the Sanitation Department did not hold itself responsible for the dilapidated 

state of Bedford-Stuyvesant. Furthermore, once the borough government had accepted the 

inevitability of Bedford-Stuyvesant as a dirty space, it could continue to justify segregating black 

communities away from white communities. If black neighborhoods fell into inevitable decline, 

then as long as they stayed separate from white communities, the borough hall had nothing to 

worry about. As a result, segregation not only contained the spread of blacks, but also the spread 

of waste. 

 Black Brooklynites were not only marginalized and treated like trash, but they were 

forced to live with garbage as well. Delegating black populations and waste to occupy the same 

space pushed them both to the “margins” of society. The margins do not necessarily mean on the 

outermost part of the city, as demonstrated through central Brooklyn, but it is a space that exists 

to quarantine the “rejected” away from the rest of society. The conflation of marginal racial 

landscapes and marginal waste landscapes was not completely deliberate, but as the narrative of 

“dirty black spaces” solidified in Brooklyn, it became a convenient explanation for the neglect of 

both race and waste issues. In addition, black residents’ initial “silence” regarding waste in the 

1950s was seen as their an acceptance of their new position as the marginal space. Even though 

black Brooklynites became more vocal in the 1960s, it was too late to reverse the construction of 
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“black spaces” as “waste spaces.” The borough hall’s institutionalization of their perceptions of 

black Americans into government policies influenced white Americans’ beliefs as well. 

Therefore, even when the segregation policies became illegal, white Americans still perceived 

blacks as waste. 

Tying conceptualizations of race to waste is not a new topic of discussion in 

environmental justice literature. In Carl Zimring's Clean and White: A History of Environmental 

Racism in the United States, he argues that “increasing scientific definitions of waste as hazard 

and of racial categories in the immediate antebellum period established a foundation for later 

racist constructions that posited that white people were somehow cleaner than non-white people. 

This assumption defined white supremacist thinking.”193 Zimring traces back the ties between 

race and waste to the post-Civil War era when notions of white purity from the Ku Klux Klan 

(KKK) were growing at the same time as increasing sanitation science and heightened hygienic 

awareness.194 From even as early as the mid-nineteenth century to as recently as the late 

twentieth century, black Americans were “feared as a source of contamination” and “blamed for 

their neighborhoods’ diseases and deteriorating built environments.”195 Although “American 

constructions of race, of waste, and of their interactions have evolved since the nation’s 

founding,” I argue that the politically charged climate of the 1950s and the increase of litter in 

Brooklyn as a whole exacerbated existing notions of race and waste on an institutional level.196 

This institutional validation of the perception of black people as waste justified white Americans’ 

poor treatment of black Americans. Furthermore, as a result of the sudden influx of migration 

during and after the war coupled with white Americans’ lack of capacity psychologically and 
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structurally to accommodate so many black Americans moving into their neighborhoods and 

expanding the boundaries of the ghettos, “African Americans became so visible in many central 

cities that some scholars defined their predominance and spatial isolation as indications of city 

decline.”197 As Merchant so astutely notes, “Black neighborhoods became toxic dumps and black 

bodies became toxic sites.”198 

On a final note, when discussing waste and race, it would be negligent to ignore how the 

construct of whiteness fits into this rhetoric, because “waste informs the construction of our 

social and cultural values,” specifically with regard to race.199 This is particularly apparent when 

it comes to the term “white trash,” which seems to be a stronger connection between race and 

waste than between people of color and race. According to White Trash: Race and Class in 

America, “Americans love to hate the poor. Lately, it seems there is no group of poor Americans 

they like to hate more than white trash.”200 Newitz and Wray categorize it as a harmful 

stereotype that is born from Americans’ lack of understanding that “white” does not equate 

wealthy. While it is true that white people can be poor and that “white trash” is a harmful 

stereotype, it is, as Newitz and Wray describe, another product of anti-black racism.201 To be 

“white trash” means to not be up to the standard or the norm of what it means to be white 

whether this is related to wealth, education, health, or temperament. This standard arose from 

anti-black racism because whiteness as a concept was born in contrast to blackness in order to 

justify white supremacy.202 The fact that the phrase “white trash” exists solely for whites 

demonstrates how different the expectations are for whites as opposed to other people of color. 
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As Zimring writes, “adding the word ‘trash’ to an individual’s racial identity threatened to 

remove the power and privileges of whiteness,” thereby dragging this group down to the same 

level as people of color.203 Failure or poverty is expected of people of color, so there is no 

separate term for it such as “black trash.” Just as feminism fights the expectation for all men to 

be strong and unemotional, so too does anti-black racism fight the notion that all whites are 

wealthy, well educated, and healthy. As Newitz and Wray write, “shifting the diagnostic gaze of 

critical race theorization from non-whites to whites will better enable whites to focus on the 

ways in which white racism brings harm not only to people of color, but to themselves as 

well.”204 Understanding the socially constructed ties between race and waste not only reveal the 

ways that people of color have been subjected to unfair and untrue stereotypes, but that whites 

have as well. 

Conflations of waste and race have lasted beyond the 1950s in Brooklyn and future 

studies on waste and race rhetoric should focus on its applications to Brooklyn in the present day. 

One direction to take future studies would be in the recent increase of gentrification and urban 

renewal projects in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Today Bedford-Stuyvesant is still one of the hubs of 

Brooklyn’s black populations, but this is gradually beginning to change as more white 

Americans move into the city in search of cheap housing. From 2000 to 2010 the white 

population grew by an unbelievable 633 percent, while the black population dropped from 69 

percent of the total population to 49 percent.205 This demonstrates that whites are reversing the 

flow of migration to re-enter black spaces. However, white migration does not serve to correct 

the stigma against black Americans, but rather it further proves my claim. As whites move into 
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black spaces such as Bedford-Stuyvesant, they “improve” the area with urban renewal projects. 

The “improvement” of the neighborhood then makes the area unsuitable and unaffordable for the 

black residents. Instead of improving the neighborhood for everyone, white migrants are 

reclaiming a neighborhood from black residents who are then forced to find neighborhoods more 

“suitable” for them, typically cheaper and older housing. To understand how to integrate 

communities and destigmatize black Americans, future studies on waste and race should focus 

on the development of racial stigma in gentrification and urban renewal. Although it might not 

manifest in the same capacity as it did in the 1950s, the stigma of “uncleanliness” has followed 

blacks to present day Brooklyn. 

Conclusion 
Thus, any study of the driving forces behind environmental injustice must include a historical 

analysis of environmental conflicts.206 
 

 The 1950s exacerbated and institutionalized existing notions of “white purity” and “dirty 

blacks.” Even when the legislation that enforced the stigma was removed, the stigma still 

remained. Therefore, I conclude with a possible remedy to the stigmatization of black spaces as 

“trashed” is through a reduction in waste production overall and through purposeful integration. 

The practical application of these two suggestions would warrant another study, but I end on this 

note to provide a space for further critical thought on existing stigma. The first point is rather 

straightforward as a concept, but extremely difficult to apply. In pursuing a zero-waste society to 

reduce waste production overall, we can eliminate marginalized communities exposure to health 

and environmental risks. However, this does not get to the source of white Americans’ stigma 

against black spaces. Alongside waste reduction, we must also begin thoughtful and intentional 

integration. This concept is different from gentrification where white migrants push out black 
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residents because it encourages white Americans to get proximate to black spaces beyond just 

physical distance. Dismantling stigma requires acknowledgement of its existence and getting 

close to the issues in order to solve them. Integrating cities will serve to mitigate marginal spaces 

and encourage critical thought about preconceived notions of race and waste. 

 Although this study is just a small-scale analysis of a borough in New York City, this 

does not make it less indicative of current national environmental problems. As Taylor and Hill 

posit, “one key to understanding the predicament of cities, formulating effective policies, and 

creating initiatives to solve current problems is knowing the historical roots of the urban 

crisis.”207 Not every facet of Brooklyn discussed here will apply to all American cities, but at the 

very least my research can provide the foundation for further study on other large cities. Through 

thickening the narrative of the creation of blighted black spaces, we can gain a more holistic 

understanding of the causes for environmental injustice. Furthermore, in discerning these causes, 

we can strive towards more effective environmental justice, which Merchant defines as “the 

righting of the inequities of the past through laws, regulations, compensation, and removal of the 

causes of eco-injustice.”208 If we are to right the inequities of the past, we must first understand 

how the past was constructed. 
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