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Historical Context
The first step towards environmental 
justice must be simply facing the stark 
truth. This can be difficult, but it must be 
done by both the developed and the 
developing world. The conjured images are 
hard to face. The historical discussion must 
involve accounts of the entrenchment of an 
extraction ethos that included mineral 
wealth and agricultural products, which 
spanned five centuries and continues in 
less direct forms today.

Caribbean landscapes were left with land 
exhausted from overuse, polluted rivers, 
destroyed wetlands and grasslands, and 
extensive deforestation. Animal 
populations were decimated and new ones 
introduced. In addition, just like animals, 
human populations were decimated and 
new ones introduced.

Social inequality took on dimensions not 
seen before through several systems of 
coerced labor like the encomienda system, 
African chattel slavery, and Indian 
indentureship. Economic, political, and 
social hierarchies developed based on race 
and shades of skin color. Diseases became 
a major threat to people’s survival, with 
malaria and yellow fever becoming 
endemic. Life expectancy levels were low.

History also records the destruction of 
native cultivation patterns. This involved 
the scope and intent of production, the 
nature of what was produced, and the 
methods by which they were produced. 
Monoculture was introduced. Trading 

relationships, which privileged the 
production of raw materials with low levels 
of refining, buttressed by trade and 
commercial agreements, were entrenched. 
As a result, local manufacturing and 
innovation were actively retarded. 

Real development was illusive. Economies 
became characterized by cycles of “Boom 
and Bust.” The result was relatively low 
economic growth and indebtedness as the 
region contributed to the accumulation of 
unprecedented wealth in Europe. There 
was even talk of paving roads with gold 
and silver in Spain. The contrasts in these 
images are nothing less than mind-blowing. 

It did not end there. This history has 
imposed a very distinctive development 
trajectory on the Caribbean region. 
Natural development patterns were 
skewed by the entrenchment of an 
economic system introduced by countries 
external to the region, with no consideration 
as to what was best for the land and people. 
Their only motivations were what was best 
for the economic and political 
aggrandizement of Europe and the white 
upper classes. Thus, the interests of the 
Caribbean periphery were subsumed to 
privilege the interests of the metropole and 
foster development there. The naked 
exploitation of workers resulted in racial 
divisions and inequities within the 
population, which were reinforced and 
mirrored in the economic, political, and 
social institutions in the societies. 

Eric Williams assessed the long-term 
implications as early as 1944. In his 
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seminal work Capitalism and Slavery, he 
concluded, “The ideas built on these 
interests continue long after the interests 
have been destroyed and work their old 
mischief, which is all the more mischievous 
because the interests to which they 
corresponded no longer exist (211).”

These colonial developments are still 
embedded in the very institutional 
framework of Caribbean territories. 
Transformation has not occurred. Moises 
J. Schwartz (2018) notes the endowment 
of factors such as the long-term impact on 
climate and geography and describes 
colonies as becoming “path dependent” 
making it difficult for truly new or modified 
institutions to emerge. Thus, the plantation 
“lives on” in the Caribbean in many ways. 
Sometimes the crop changes (sugar, 
bananas). Sometimes the nature of the 
extraction changes (gold, silver, oil, natural 
gas). Sometimes the product is brought in 
as opposed to being exported (tourism). 
However, the basic institutional framework 
remains intact. Thus, the relationship with 
the developed world also remains the 
same.

Underdevelopment theorists have 
described this reality. It is indeed 
multifaceted and requires exploring 
dimensions of environmental colonialism 
(Kelly Duquette, 2020). The nature of the 
environment that was artificially created is 
also captured in Terry Jones’ adoption of 
the term “apartheid ecology” in 1975 
(Kodjo-Grandvaux, 2020). These concepts 
can even be applied to the names of 
Caribbean streets, the persons honored in 
statues occupying open spaces and 
museums, and even the locations of some 
Caribbean communities. 

The Conundrum of Vulnerability: 

Historicizing the Climate Crisis in 
the Caribbean Context: From 
Plantationocene to Anthropocene
The Caribbean is no stranger to 
globalization, and with it came an early 
phase of climate crisis because of the 
settlement systems described. Thus, Donna 
Haraway and others refer to the 
plantationocene to describe the devastating 
environmental changes that accompanied 
the plantation system (Kodjo-Grandvaux, 
2020). Caribbean climate challenges in 
2022 cannot be solved with only a 
contemporary lens. The region’s crisis is 
rooted in exploitative relationships and 
the institutions established from as early 
as the fifteenth century. 

The real difference is that the problems are 
no longer localized in areas like the 
Caribbean, however, the journey in the 
Caribbean has been more complicated. 
This region has already experienced a first 
wave that has left it more vulnerable to the 
second phase. Today, Caribbean 
communities are vulnerable on several 
levels. Their historical exploitation, size, 
location, and economies based on 
essentially agriculture and tourism make 
climate and environmental patterns more 
likely to lead to natural disasters, which 
will be more intense in their impact. The 
reality is that Caribbean countries must 
find solutions, but are challenged 
economically, and this is a practical 
concern. However, there is another 
practical concern: history forces the 
question - What is the role of the global 
community? Paul Driessen uses the term 
eco-imperialism to warn us about possible 
consequences of the forceful imposition of 
Western environmentalist views on this 
already challenging context (Kelly 
Duquette, 2020). 
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This paper posits that solutions cannot 
repeat the injustices of the past but must 
instead provide repair. There are critical 
questions to ask: 

• Have the solutions proposed fully 
considered the kind of justice needed 
in the Caribbean? The major drive 
seems to have come from a broader 
global political economic context. 

• How objective is environmental 
science and the interventions 
advocated? Have the solutions 
sufficiently dealt with the issue of 
inequity in their applications?  

• Are the same people from generations 
past being asked to do more and to 
accept greater risk?  

• Are the approaches doomed to limited 
success because the region is still 
experiencing aftershocks from the first 
calculated abuse of their environments?  

• Do Caribbean people have any reason 
to trust interventions that are not 
rooted in Caribbean centric 
perspectives and realities?

This is not to suggest that nothing has 
been done to limit the impact and to build 
resilience. Policy making also reflects a 
renewed focus on the climate, the 
environment, and sustainability. However, 
one can question the extent and the 
impact. There is also much variation 
across the region with numerous small 
states and widely different economic, 
political, social, and topographical 
realities. This is further complicated by 
what Michelle Scobie (2012) describes as 
“…determining the best way to use limited 
national budgets….”. Another issue is the 

current cultural context. What is really 
expected from the focus on climate change 
in the Caribbean? The people of the 
Caribbean often seem not to be as 
intimately involved as they should be.

Proposals for More Effective 
Implementation Include:

1. More funds from international sources

2. Empowerment of strategic persons in 
the Caribbean through training

3. A comprehensive regional approach

4. More focus on monitoring results

5. More involvement with the people of 
the Caribbean and use of local 
knowledge

6. An enhanced role for local governments 

7. Grounding in social equity and levels 
of trust

Thus, although very important in 
themselves, the solutions are bigger and 
deeper than practical scientific solutions. 
Solutions must be adaptable to the 
Caribbean context and financed in a way 
that does not burden already strained 
governments. Legislation and policies 
have no power without people, without 
trust, without cultural acceptance and 
support. Anything less means only 
scratching the surface. Environmental 
justice includes connotations of not just 
fairness, but also meaningful participation. 

There are three justifications for 
environmental justice:

1. Justice because of the root causes of 
climate change in the Caribbean region

2. Justice in sharing the impact of climate 
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change adjustments and thus not 
perpetuating further injustices

3. Justice in facilitating true 
transformation through Caribbean 
sensitive approaches/ policies for 
mitigation and adaptation

A New Role for History
Can a history that has resulted in such 
untenable relationships be used to finally 
transition to a better future? Can the 
paradigm shift that is needed be based on 
the understanding and sharing of the 
historical context? Two focal points are 
needed. The first is an understanding of 
the local, regional, and international 
factors that led to the current context. The 
second is an analysis of the history of 
climate and environmental changes, as 
well as natural disasters, in the Caribbean. 
The focus here should also be on the local 
knowledge and the culture that has led to a 
resilience, which is almost uncanny.

How Will this History be Applied?
It is not enough to say that more developed 
countries must acknowledge and accept 
responsibility. The evidence of why they 
must bear that responsibility must be 
properly documented and presented when 
proposals are advanced.

The regional context will also benefit from 
regional approaches to environmental 
history. This will highlight the areas that a 
regional focus will strengthen.

Local histories are also important. Each 
island has specific concerns and strengths, 
which must shape its internal responses 
and policies. 

History must be used to reach local 
communities and involve them in the 
transformation. Community museums 

and schools can be very powerful vehicles.

Finally, a top-down approach will only 
have limited success. History equalizes. 
Everyone must understand how the 
Caribbean has come to be in this situation 
and create solutions that span multiple 
levels. All levels must interact for maximum 
impact. Caribbean connections must be 
understood and appreciated. This is the 
only way to produce effective solutions that 
will be received and implemented by the 
people of the region and the international 
community. It is only history that can help 
the people of the Caribbean understand 
the full circumstances behind the factors 
that put them at risk from environmental 
threats and the conditions needed to 
ensure effective responses. Such 
approaches cannot be developed without 
starting with the history, linking it to the 
kinds of policies needed and the interfaces 
required to ensure effective 
implementation. In an environment where 
history itself has led to mistrust; this is the 
only approach. It is the only way to achieve 
truly transformative changes. If this is not 
done, climate change will also become just 
“another disguised plantation.” 



ISLANDS ON THE CLIMATE FRONT LINE: RISK AND RESILIENCE | SPRING 2022

5
global.upenn.edu/perryworldhouse

Endnotes

Baptiste, April Karen and Kevon Rhiney. Climate Justice and the Caribbean: An 
Introduction. Oxford: Elsevier Limited, 2016. 

Beuermann, Diether W. and Moises J. Schwartz. Nurturing Institutions for a Resilient 
Caribbean. Washington D.C.: Inter-American Development Bank – Publications, 2018. 
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/Nurturing-Institutions-
for-a-Resilient-Caribbean.pdf 

Boruff, Bryan J. and Susan L. Cutter. “The Environmental Vulnerability of Caribbean 
Island Nations.” The Geographical Review 97, no. 1 (January 2007): 24-45. 

Campbell, John F. Beyond Massa: Sugar Management in the British Caribbean, 1770-
1834. Trinidad and Tobago: Calaloux Publications, 2012. 

CARICOM. “CARICOM Ten Point Plan for Reparatory Justice.” CARICOM. March 
25, 2022. https://caricom.org/caricom-ten-point-plan-for-reparatory-justice/

Carruthers, David. “Environmental Justice in Latin America: Problems, Promise, and 
Practice.” Urban and Industrial Environments. Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press 
(2008). https://search-ebscohost-com.ezproxygateway.sastudents.uwi.tt/login.aspx?dir
ect=true&db=nlebk&AN=216852&site=ehost-live.

“Climate stories: environment, colonial legacies and systemic.” Open Democracy London 
(2015).

Commosioung, Michelle and Evan W. Duggan. “Increasing Competitiveness in SIDS by 
Building ICT Resilience: An Extension of the Vulnerability Hypothesis Framework.” 
The Round Table 97, no. 396 (June 2008): 397-417.

Cortés, Leslie Maas, Melanie Z. Rodriguez-Rivera, James J. James, and José F Cordero. 
“The Caribbean Strong Summit: Building Resilience with Equity.” Society for disaster 
Medicine and Public Health (2020).

DaCosta, Michael. “Colonial Origins, Institutions and Economic Performance in the 
Caribbean: Guyana and Barbados.” Elibrary. March 25, 2022. https://www.elibrary.imf.
org/view/journals/001/2007/043/article-A001-en.xml

Dias, Keila Mcfarland. “Environmentalism and The Legacy of Colonialism.” Human 
Rights Pulse. March 25, 2022. https://www.humanrightspulse.com/mastercontentblog/
environmentalism-and-the-legacy-of-colonialism 

Douglas, Kristina and Jago Cooper. “Archaeology, environmental justice, and climate 
change on islands of the Caribbean and southwestern Indian Ocean.” PNAS. March 25, 
2022. https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.1914211117

Duquette, Kelly. “Environmental Colonialism.”  Scholarblogs. March 25, 2022. https://
scholarblogs.emory.edu/postcolonialstudies/2020/01/21/environmental-colonialism/

“Environmental Justice.” US Department of Energy. March 25, 2022. https://urldefense.
com/v3/__https://www.energy.gov/lm/services/environmental-justice/what-
environmental-justice__;!!IBzWLUs!V9MV2WVnJNeWgjyE9pJbACMcn8ZQjbo5VE
w1jwmllzO6u__fc_G1k2xj8LpAohax5rBXyw6iqNih484QHBclUIfg2aYh$



ISLANDS ON THE CLIMATE FRONT LINE: RISK AND RESILIENCE | SPRING 2022

6
global.upenn.edu/perryworldhouse

Ferdinand, Malcom. “The Long Fight for Environmental Justice in the Caribbean.” Green 
European Journal. March 25, 2022. https://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/the-long-
fight-for-environmental-justice-in-the-caribbean/

Gheuens, Jana, Nidhi Nagabhatla and Edangodage Duminda Pradeep Perera. “Disaster-
Risk, Water Security Challenges and Strategies in Small Island Developing States (SIDS).” 
United Nations University Institute for Water, Health and Environment (March 2019). 

Holness, PM. “Building Resilience to Disasters and Climate Change In The Caribbean… 
From Vulnerability to Sustainable Prosperity.” CARICOM. March 25, 2022. https://
caricom.org/building-resilience-to-disasters-and-climate-change-in-the-caribbean-from-
vulnerability-to-sustainable-prosperity-pm-holness/

Inter-American Development Bank, Office of Evaluation and Oversight. “Building 
Resilience to Climate Change in Small Island Developing States.” IADB. March 25, 2022. 

https://www.iadb.org/en/ove/climate-change-caribbean-small-island-states

Kellman, Ilan. “Islandness within climate change narratives of small island developing 
states (SIDS).” Island Studies Journal 13, no. 1 (2018). 

Kodjo-Grandvaux, Séverine. “Colonialism, The Hidden Cause of Our Environmental 
Crisis.” Worldcrunch. March 25, 2022. https://worldcrunch.com/culture-society/
colonialism-the-hidden-cause-of-our-environmental-crisis

Lee, Joohee and John Byrne. “Expanding the Conceptual and Analytical Basis of Energy 
Justice: Beyond the Three-Tenet Framework.” Front Energy Res. 26, (2019). https://doi.
org/10.3389/fenrg.2019.00099

Morgan, Kendol and Elizabeth Morgan. “CARICOM’s Economic Independence: Role of 
Foreign Trade.” CARICOM. March 25, 2022. 

https://today.caricom.org/2019/08/07/caricoms-economic-independence-role-of-
foreign-trade/

Mycoo, M.A. “Beyond 1.5 °C: vulnerabilities and adaptation strategies for Caribbean Small 
Island Developing States.” Reg Environ Change 18, (2018): 2341–2353. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10113-017-1248-8

Office of Disaster Preparedness and Management. “Climate Change.” ODPM. March 25, 
2022. https://www.odpm.gov.tt/node/24. 

Otker, Inci and Krishna Srinivasan. “Bracing for the Storm: For the Caribbean, building 
resilience is a matter of survival” Finance and Development (March 2018).

Pan American Health Organisation and World Health Organisation. “Caribbean Action 
Plan on Health and Climate Change.” IRIS. March 25, 2022. 

https://iris.paho.org/bitstream/handle/10665.2/38566/PAHOCDE19007_eng.pdf

Pellow, David. “Toward A Critical Environmental Justice Studies: Black Lives Matter as 
an Environmental Justice Challenge.” Department of Environmental Studies, University 
of California, Santa Barbara, 2016. 



ISLANDS ON THE CLIMATE FRONT LINE: RISK AND RESILIENCE | SPRING 2022

7
global.upenn.edu/perryworldhouse

Raynold, Curtis J. “The Political Economy of Caribbean Regionalism in the Twenty-first 
Century: Rebirth or Resuscitation” Thesis, Harvard University, 2012. 

“Resilience Building.” World Food Programme. March 25, 2022. https://www.wfp.org/resilience-
building

Sanchez- Vegas, Saadia. “The Caribbean needs culture, especially in times of uncertainty and 
crisis.” UNESCO. accessed March 25, 2022. https://en.unesco.org/news/caribbean-needs-
culture-especially-times-uncertainty-and-crisis

Scobie, Michelle. “Environmental Justice and Marine Governance in the Caribbean.” IUNC 
Academy of Environmental Law eJournal, 1 (2012).

Siegel, Peter E. and Elizabeth Righter. Protecting Heritage in the Caribbean. Tuscaloosa: The 
University of Alabama Press, 2011. 

Taitt, Glenroy. “Rice, Culture and Government in Trinidad 1897–1939.” In The Colonial 
Caribbean in Transition: Essays on Post-Emancipation Social and Cultural History. Edited by 
Bridget Brereton and Kevin A. Yelvington. Florida: The University Press of Florida, 1999. 

United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Sustainable Development. 
“Developing a Vulnerability Index for SIDS.” Sustainable Development Goals Knowledge 
Platform. Accessed March 25, 2022. https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.
php?page=view&type=13&nr=380&menu=1634

Voskoboynik, Daniel Macmillen. “To fix the climate crisis, we must face up to our imperial past.” 
Opendemocracyuk. Accessed March 25, 2022. https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/
opendemocracyuk/to-fix-climate-crisis-we-must-acknowledge-our-imperial-past/

Williams, Eric. Capitalism and Slavery, London: André Deutsch Publishers, 1967.

Williams, Eric. From Columbus to Castro: The History of the Caribbean 1492-1962. London: 
André Deutsch Publishers, 1970. 


