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Pest House: A figure for the Anthropocene 
 

How did spatial segregation, in the name of safety, become a taken-for-granted practice of the 
modern condition? This talk considers the making of modern disease environments through 
attention to the human-associated emergence of infectious diseases and ways of dealing with 
them in the southeastern coastal area of what is now the United States. In this area, the political 
economy of occupation and enslavement went hand in hand with the making of modern disease 
environments. As the area became more and more unhealthy, racial segregation and spatial 
segregation emerged together. The landscape was remade for slavery—and for disease.   
 
Before white settlement, this part of the New World was a comparatively healthy place; with the 
European invasion came new diseases. But this was not just a matter of importing disease 
organisms, as once was thought. It is now clear that inhumane shipping practices, as well as the 
remaking of landscapes for the plantation 
economy, created new opportunities for 
disease organisms. Unhealthy spaces were 
contained and cordoned off so that elites 
could avoid them; concentration and 
ecological simplification created new 
virulence. Pest houses were not places for 
healing but for concentrating and containing 
those identified as ill. This talk uses the 
figure of the pest house to consider the 
creation of new vehicles for yellow fever and 
malaria in the making of disease 
environments in the Georgia Sea Islands and 
associated Low Country. The talk forms part 
of a book project entitled Making Tropical 
Africa in the Georgia Sea Islands. In the 
larger project, I show how this region offers a 
variety of figurations for our times. Drainage canal in South Carolina,  
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