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ABSTRACT

This article argues that post-9/11 global disaster ﬁlms exemplify a
social imaginary preparing white, Western subjects to envision
settler (re)colonization of the Global South as the only option in
the face of increasing ecological devastation. Using the ﬁlms The
Day After Tomorrow and 2012, I demonstrate how this
catastrophe colonialism pairs the racialization of migration with
the coloniality of disaster. Together, a perceived white right to
migrate and colonial amnesia invert the material threat of crisis
as experienced in the lived world to make (re)colonization appear
as the natural response to global disaster.
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On September 25, 2020, the nowhitesaviors (2020) Instagram, a prominent account
chronicling ways that white saviorism and neocolonialism manifest through Western
aid work and tourism in Africa, posted screenshots of a series of tweets made by
Dryden Wilson Tate Brown regarding his trip to Nigeria and Ghana with his friend
Charlie Callinan (Brown, 2020a, 2020b). Prefacing the tweets with “Buckle up. This
might be one of the whitest stories you’ve read in a minute,” the nowhitesaviors post proceeds to describe how Brown and Callinan, two mid-20s U.S. white men who worked for
a hedge fund, decided to leave their jobs because they “wanted an adventure,” “to build
something on the frontier,” and “to be heroic” (Brown, 2020a). Calling themselves
“obsessed with the idea of building a new city,” the two decided “over beers” to ﬂy to
Nigeria—and when that failed, to Ghana—to institute one. They secured funding from
the Charter Cities Institute (2019) despite a lack of expertise, planning, or contacts.
Brown repeats that they had “zero connections” and “couldn’t aﬀord the ﬂights,” as if
this somehow makes the idea of two young white men building a city in a country
they know nothing about “heroic,” rather than absurd. This mission of Brown and
Callinan, as well as their ability to implement it despite having no knowledge or
experience, is emblematic of catastrophe colonialism.
In this article, I develop the term “catastrophe colonialism” to describe a contemporary US cultural imaginary that answers perceived crises in white Western masculinity by
proﬀering physical (re)colonization as a recuperative move when neocolonial dominance
fails. What spurs Brown and Callinan is a view that “opportunity” in the US is “failing
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due to loss of community, poor city management, broken infrastructure, and the rise of
the cloud labor market” (Brown, 2020a). The US is no longer seen as an imperial stronghold, but rather the zone of unfolding disaster—soon-to-be (if not already) lost and
destroyed—making the need to ﬁnd a new place to live seem inevitable. Deep-seated narratives within coloniality tying Africa to adventure and virgin land (Hall, 2003; Hanchey,
2019) then provide an answer to the perceived crisis for Brown and Callinan: settler
(re)colonization of the Global South.
The posing of settler colonialism’s tabula rasa as the answer to white, Western problems in securing and maintaining dominance is not new (Grandin, 2013). However,
there is a production of urgency and inevitability to this particular colonial reinstantiation, one that resounds with a feeling of impending disaster and doom. In part, I argue
that this can be traced to global disaster ﬁlms. Understanding what contemporary social
imaginaries disaster ﬁlms are participating in is important as “the public looks to Hollywood to understand real life disasters” (Montano & Carr, 2022, p. 7). In this article, I
argue that one facet of post-9/11 global disaster ﬁlms is a social imaginary that prepares
white, Western subjects to envision settler (re)colonization of the Global South as the
only option in the face of increasing ecological devastation. Terming this imaginary “catastrophe colonialism”, I use the ﬁlms The Day After Tomorrow (Emmerich, 2004) and
2012 (Emmerich, 2009) to demonstrate how it pairs the racialization of migration with
the coloniality of disaster. Together, a perceived white right to migrate and colonial
amnesia make (re)colonization appear as the natural response to global disaster.
This article unfolds as follows. First, I overview literature that demonstrates how
global migration is racialized in ways that allow for a white right to migrate, and how
this legitimizes whiteness in its search for “frontiers” when facing a crisis of control. I
also examine how colonial amnesia undergirds the idea of catastrophe colonialism.
Drawing these together, I then situate catastrophe colonialism within scholarship
explaining how disaster ﬁlms prepare US audiences to perceive and respond to disaster
in ways that recuperate dominance. Secondly, I use evidence from two post-9/11 globalscale disaster ﬁlms to demonstrate how US media respond to a perceived crisis in
neocolonial dominance by presenting settler colonialism as the only answer to global
catastrophe. Finally, I conclude with three ways to resist “catastrophe colonialism”.

Proﬁting from disaster: The white right to migrate and colonial amnesia in
responses to disaster
The racialization of migration
Which immigrants are desirable or even allowable, particularly in Western spaces, is
often conditioned by race. In her article, “Shithole Rhetorics,” Bahrainwala (2020) examines the January 12, 2018 comment made by then-US-President Donald Trump, who
“said he wanted to curb immigration from ‘shithole countries’ like El Salvador, Haiti,
and (the continent) of Africa, and increase immigration from ‘desirable’ nations like
Norway and Japan” (p. 1). Bahrainwala unearths the underlying logic of the comment,
demonstrating how it appears throughout a variety of media representations that
reinforce the “‘common-sense’ imperative to shield the nation from brown bodies and
non-white infrastructures” (p. 2). This restriction of US immigration to only “desirable”
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bodies, often white or able to be coded within frameworks acceptable to whiteness, has
been thoroughly documented (Cisneros, 2008; Flores, 2003; Ono & Sloop, 2002).
In contrast to the stoppage that is forcibly applied to the lives and bodies of BIPOC
(Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) immigrants (Flores, 2020), whiteness is
instead vested with the white right to migrate. White migrants are often referred to as
“expatriates,” rather than “immigrants,” subtly emphasizing the way that immigration
itself is a racialized construct. Expatriates “often ﬁgure as sun-seeking, retiree communities in pursuit of a better life in warmer climates” (Kunz, 2016, p. 91) and are almost
exclusively white and from the Global North.
Kunz (2016) argues that migration studies as a discipline has reinforced this racialized
split in terminology that color-codes “immigrant” in shades of Black and Brown, while
leaving “expatriate” hegemonically white. According to Veracini (2015), migration
studies has “only marginally [focused] on the sovereign entitlements with which
people travel” (p. 32). If “to disambiguate expatriates from (im)migrants is at some
level to conceal the fact that expatriates are indeed (im)migrants” (p. 96), the continued
separation of white expatriates from BIPOC immigrants reinforces the racialized stoppage of those entitled “immigrants,” while allowing for (white) “expatriate” ease of
movement.
However, the white right to migrate can also be accessed by BIPOC in some circumstances. As racial identiﬁcations are shifting constructs that cannot be ﬁxed, the white
right to migrate is best understood as a beneﬁt conferred by structures of whiteness
rather than an innate characteristic of white bodies. In this sense, people that are nonwhite but invested in whiteness—through neoliberal capitalism, colonialism, economic
standing, colorism, religious dominance, etc.—can sometimes access whiteness’ privilege
of movement. For example, how visas to the US are allocated by economic class.
Beyond ease of movement, structures of whiteness allow for white subjects to claim
migration as a right—particularly when facing a crisis in the dominance of whiteness
“at home.” The right to a “frontier” space acts as a means of reinvigorating dominant
power structures that are perceived to be in crisis. Johnson (2017) examines how
setting stories on the frontier “helps audiences to retain an investment in toxic white
masculinity while allowing them to deny that it shaped their attitudes about socio-political events” (p. 18). Similarly, Kelly (2016) ﬁgures the way that white men expect an
impending apocalypse as a sort of temporal frontier, after which the world will need
to be re-mapped—thus providing a clean slate for white masculinity to reclaim its supposed rightful dominance. Elsewhere, I have argued that international travel is used to
recuperate white masculinity when its dominance faces crisis in the US (Hanchey,
2019). These examples demonstrate how media narratives of white US masculinity set
ideological groundwork for lived action in the world. Speciﬁcally, post-9/11 global disaster ﬁlms have created a potential outlet for recuperating the faltering white masculine
dominance and neocolonial might of the contemporary US through a (re)turn to
settler colonialization.
The coloniality of disaster
Apocalyptic disaster media in some ways oﬀer the ultimate frontier for reclamation of
white masculine dominance, as it “cultivates anticipation of an apocalyptic event that
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promises a ﬁnal resolution to white male alienation” (Kelly, 2016, p. 96). If the attempt to
solidify white masculine hegemony is intimately connected to coloniality (Hanchey,
2019), it would make sense that whiteness and its concomitant forms of masculinity
would search for colonial solutions post-apocalypse. Here, coloniality refers to “a constitutive feature of Western modernity that structures exclusionary modes of power, knowledge, and being” (Wanzer, 2012, p. 652). In underwriting the fantasy of white, Western
masculine dominance, coloniality thus structures the ways that Western subjects respond
to a perceived crisis in that dominance. Global disaster ﬁlms present the idea that white,
Western subjects will have the ability to rebuild and reclaim dominance by abandoning
their (already colonized) lands in order to (re)colonize elsewhere after the end of the
world as they know it.
The coloniality inherent in white renderings of disaster depends on colonial amnesia.
Colonial amnesia is a constructed phenomenon, one which requires eﬀort to maintain.
Structurally, white US subjects must forget their own participation in colonial conquest
in order to believe their subjectivities are based in ideals of “liberty and justice for all.” As
Bergland (2000) explains, “American nationalist subjectivity internalizes the colonial
relation, but, since the nation was established by denying the validity of colonialism
[i.e., by Europe in the American Revolution], American subjects repress this interiorized
colonialism” (p. 13). White US subjects cannot face the contradiction between centering
their identities in rebellion against the colonial British, and simultaneously gaining the
territory for that rebellion from the colonial occupation and expropriation of indigenous
lands. The hegemonic US social imaginary requires colonial amnesia to embrace US
American identity without qualms.
The coloniality of disaster similarly depends on structurally forgetting that the US is a
settler colonial nation, and that its neoliberal economics are often responsible for the disaster in the ﬁrst place. Ono (2009) describes how “processes of forgetting colonialism” in
the US have made “it diﬃcult, if not impossible, immediately to conjure up the history of
colonialism” (p. 4). Additionally, Johnson (2017) argues that the simultaneity of forgetting of colonialism’s violences and celebrating the US as an immigrant nation leads to a
fundamental instability in the identity of US America—one that white US masculinity
takes on, as well. There is an inherent instability in any rendering of a post-disaster
future of settler colonization that colonial amnesia attempts to foreclose from awareness.
By portraying (re)colonization of the Global South as the only means of survival and thus
necessary, global disaster ﬁlms obscure these facets of settler colonial history.
Colonial amnesia also obscures how resource extraction and neoliberal economics
beget disaster—before then oﬀering those same structures as the only “appropriate”
response. For instance, de Onís (2018) examines how Hurricane María’s devastating
eﬀects on Puerto Rico can be seen as an “unnatural disaster” with roots in energy colonialism (p. 1). She argues it was not the hurricane itself, but “colonial eﬀorts to ensure
Puerto Rico’s economic dependency [that] have yielded dire consequences for local residents” (p. 2). Na’puti (2020) connects this work to a broad swatch of research regarding
the environmental devastation caused by colonialism, detailing how “[c]atastrophic
environmental and human dangers are ongoing threats born out of settler colonial processes where economic and military interests converge” (p. 21). Using global disaster as a
new “frontier” upon which to rebuild white US masculinity requires forgetting how the
colonial structures of the US activated the very disaster its subjects wish to escape.
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That is, the imaginary of catastrophe colonialism inverts the material threat of crisis as
experience in the lived world. The Global South is more likely to experience—and is
already experiencing—the disastrous eﬀects of climate change, global capitalism, and
US militarization than the US itself (Na’puti, 2020), particularly as these structures continue unabated. However, catastrophe colonialism posits the locus of suﬀering in the
West instead. This ﬁction is a means of centering the perceived crisis of white, masculine
US dominance rather than the actual crises of environmental devastation concentrated in
the Global South. Coloniality structures whiteness such that it is unable to imagine disaster for anyone but itself. Catastrophe colonialism thus responds to disaster with the
same colonial logics that begat it in the ﬁrst place, pairing the white right to migrate
with the coloniality of disaster to provide a path to recovery—for a privileged few.

Setting the scene for catastrophe colonialism
The connection between real-life disaster and its ﬁlmic representations may not be
immediately clear. Disaster ﬁlms are often outlandish in their portrayal of disaster, positing improbable—if not impossible—situations and solutions. However, King (2012)
emphasizes that ﬁlms representing trauma, such as disaster ﬁlms, “rely … on allegorical
displacement, such that even the ‘emptiest,’ ‘schlockiest,’ and ‘most brainless’ of ﬁlms
may have signiﬁcant rhetorical weight within a political culture and may play an
active role in shaping collective memory and national fantasies” (p. 164). Disaster
ﬁlms may seem silly and easy to disregard, but they have an important impact on cultural
imaginaries.
Disaster ﬁlms as crisis-response training
Disaster ﬁlms are “borne out of times of crisis” (Keane, 2001, p. 5), and shape the way that
audiences perceive and respond to them. For instance, consider the impact of Contagion
(Soderbergh, 2011) at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. Audiences turned to
the ﬁlm in droves to better understand their newfound context. Disaster ﬁlms provide
a roadmap for understanding and responding to crises (Montano & Carr, 2022). In
part, this is because “few people directly experience a disaster in their lifetime” and
thereby audiences “rely on … disaster ﬁlms … to shape their perceptions” (Haney,
et al., 2019, p. 287) of how to handle crisis scenarios. Importantly, scholars recognize
that this “may lead to real world consequences” (Haney, et al., 2019, p. 287). When disaster movies posit paths to recovery that reinscribe whiteness and coloniality, this both
reﬂects contemporary relations of power in public life, as well as reinforces their
dominance.
What contemporary crisis are disaster ﬁlms then responding to? Scholars in large part
agree that contemporary disaster movies are premised on a fear of climate change and
concomitant global devastation (Montano & Carr, 2022; Haney, et al., 2019), which
are certainly real contemporary threats. However, I argue that there is also a manufactured social crisis at play. If disaster ﬁlms are based on a “state of emergency,” “premised
on the fear or worry that a communal order can collapse” (Gunn, 2008, p. 4), the people
most concerned about the collapse of the social order are those with the most to lose.
Global disaster ﬁlms thus reﬂect a similar politics to that of the “white male resentment
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that seizes tropes of victimhood and marginalization even as it celebrates white male
primacy” (p. 2) that Kelly (2020) describes. At the same time that contemporary disaster
ﬁlms reﬂect and relay a real threat of global ecological crisis, their positioning of its eﬀects
as ﬁrst and foremost aﬀecting the West is also emblematic of a manufactured crisis in the
hegemonic stability of white, Western imperial power. Given this perceived crisis, contemporary disaster ﬁlms shape frameworks for understanding the future through a
lens of catastrophe colonialism, advocating for settler (re)colonization of the Global
South as the only means of survival in the wake of global devastation.

1990s Disaster ﬁlms: Neocolonial dominance saves the day
The crisis response imaginary displayed in 1990s global disaster ﬁlms diﬀers notably
from what emerged post-9/11. To understand why this shift matters, and what it
responds to, I brieﬂy explore the conceptual landscape of 1990s global disaster ﬁlms,
and particularly their investment in neocolonialism. Neocolonialism, as Ono (2009)
deﬁnes it, is “both the present form colonialism takes, as well as the strategies and
means by which contemporary and historical colonialism are repressed and masked”
(p. 2). Pre-9/11 global disaster ﬁlms presented the US as the seat of unquestioned
global dominance, recuperating white masculine authority through global collaboration—but under US leadership—and redemptive sacriﬁce, leading to the infallible
agency to save the world. In contemporary disaster ﬁlms, neocolonial dominance, US leadership, and the power of masculine sacriﬁce all end up failing, rather than saving the
world.
Kakoudaki (2011) argues that the tension of disaster ﬁlms in the 1990s hinged on
the anxiety of whether or not the heroes would, in the end, be able to save the world.
The tension only works because of the predictability of the outcome: Even against
the highest of odds, the heroes succeed in averting the threat. However, even when the
heroes were supposed to represent a global collaboration to save the planet, they were
still ﬁrmly US-led. In Independence Day (Emmerich, 1996) “it is a speciﬁcally American,
though, importantly, diverse, group that ‘saves the day’” (Kakoudaki, 2011, p. 350).
Similarly, Armageddon (Bay, 1998) and Deep Impact (Leder, 1998) both gesture at
global collaboration by including one Russian cosmonaut in each team of global
saviors otherwise comprised of US Americans. In contrast, post-9/11 disaster ﬁlms
often start from the premise that the world is already lost, capitulating to apocalyptic
fears (Sanders, 2009). The question then becomes not how to save the world, but how
to save oneself. Disaster ﬁlms post-9/11 shift from the “glossy global village” (Keane,
2001, p. 92) mentality of 1990s collaboration to a neoliberal mentality of self-preservation
and individualistic gain.
King (2012) argues that in the 1990s, ﬁlms “substitute[ed] a fantasy of redemptive
sacriﬁce for critical attention to the perceived traumas of history,” thus subtly reaﬃrming
“the nation’s fantasy structures” (p. 164). In this fantasy, white masculinity can be recuperated from its perceived state of crisis through sacriﬁce. King describes how Armageddon (Bay, 1998), for instance, uses the public spectacle of Harry, the working class hero,
and his sacriﬁce in dying to save the world from an asteroid that would otherwise destroy
it, to ameliorate the crisis of white masculinity in the US Notably, she recognizes the year
when Armageddon was released, 1998, as the end of the era of sacriﬁcial ﬁlms. Instead:
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Following 9/11, the trauma discourse and crisis rhetoric that characterized so much of the
1990s was simultaneously ampliﬁed and recentered … If 1990s trauma discourse posited the
masculinity of embodied men as being in crisis, then its post-9/11 successor worries about
the masculinity of nation itself. (pp. 118-119)

Here I argue that global disaster ﬁlms shifted along these same lines, responding to the
US’s newfound fear of losing its violently-imposed global domination. Just as King found
that disaster ﬁlms reaﬃrmed the national fantasy structures of white masculinity through
redemptive sacriﬁce, I argue that post-9/11 disaster ﬁlms recuperate the masculinity tied
to the nation itself through the catastrophe colonialism imaginary of settler (re)colonization of the Global South. That is, the perceived crisis is now in neocolonial dominance of
the US: If the US cannot save the world, it can at least save itself by (re)colonizing
elsewhere.

Catastrophe colonialism in The Day After Tomorrow and 2012
An imaginary of catastrophe colonialism is both reﬂected in and strengthened by post-9/
11 global disaster ﬁlms. I focus in particular on The Day After Tomorrow (Emmerich,
2004) and 2012 (Emmerich, 2009). I ﬁrst examine how these ﬁlms (re)produce the
post-9/11 crisis in US imperial dominance by representing a global-scale disaster so cataclysmic that the US—and the rest of the world—are unable to stop it. I then demonstrate
how this crisis is answered in the ﬁlms through the white right to migrate and colonial
amnesia, which restabilize coloniality and white masculinity through settler (re)colonization and assuage white guilt through a portrayal of inevitability.
In The Day After Tomorrow (hereafter TDAT), Dennis Quaid plays a paleoclimatologist named Jack Hall who creates an innovative model of the world’s previous ice age that
posits its cause to be the melting of glacial ice. The melting ice changes the salination level
of the ocean, disrupting the North Atlantic Current. Finding contemporary circumstances to be similar, he realizes the same process is happening again—and quickly.
Although his son, Sam, is in New York, he advises the President to evacuate the southern
states into Mexico, emphasizing that it is too late for the people in the north of the
country. He then sets out to save Sam, played by Jake Gyllenhal, who has taken shelter
in the public library with members of his academic decathlon team. The ﬁlm ends
with the dawning of a new Ice Age: the entire northern hemisphere covered in ice and
snow, and the US government still operating—but out of a new home in Mexico. The
ﬁlm made $186,740,799 at the US Box Oﬃce and $552,639,571 worldwide. It opened
at #1 in the Box Oﬃce domestically was ranked sixth in earnings for 2004.
In 2012, environmental devastation is caused by the destabilization of the Earth’s
crust, discovered by a scientist in India. Chiwetel Ejiofor, playing a US governmentemployed geologist named Adrian Helmsley, learns of this discovery on a visit and
rushes the news to the US government, which plans a secret operation to build giant
arks that can withstand the coming devastation by taking to sea. Only 46 countries are
informed of the plan, and only the G8 has any decision-making power over the way it
is enacted. To fund this operation, tickets for safe passage aboard the arks are sold to
the world’s wealthy elite. None of the earth’s remaining population are even told of
their impending doom until boarding has begun, and the US President, played by
Danny Glover, decides to stay behind and ﬁnally announce the news on television.
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John Cusack, as a failed-author-cum-limo-driver named Jackson Curtis, stumbles upon
the truth and manages to ﬂy himself and his family to Tibet, sneak into one of the arks,
and survive the apocalypse. The ﬁlm ends with the arks discovering that, though the rest
of the world is destroyed, the entire continent of Africa remains intact. The arks set sail to
the Cape of Good Hope, presumably to settle there. The ﬁlm made $166,112,167 at the
US Box Oﬃce and $757,677,748 worldwide. It opened at #1 in the Box Oﬃce domestically, and was ranked 14th in earnings for 2009.
Neocolonialism falters at the end of the world
Both TDAT and 2012 make the coming disasters unavoidable, a clear departure from
1990s-era disaster ﬁlms based in the triumph of US-led heroism. Even the title “The
Day After Tomorrow” “suggests an inevitability about the events depicted, that eventually
catastrophe will come to the world” (Sanders, 2009, p. 67). 2012 calls to mind a similar
inevitability of destruction, as the title refers to the popular myth that the Mayan calendar
predicted the world would end in 2012. In these ﬁlms, the crisis cannot be stopped, it can
only be survived. This inability to avoid or prevent the coming disaster reﬂects the
perceived crisis in US neocolonial power.
The weakening of US leadership structures is ﬁrst presaged by a disbelief in science. In
a particularly poignant scene of TDAT, Sam attempts to save a group of people from
leaving the library in New York and thus freezing to death in the unsurvivable cold
that has descended on the northern half of the globe. Touting the scientiﬁc knowledge
of what is occurring that he gained from his father, he tries to persuade everyone not
to go outside. He tells the Black police oﬃcer leading the group that he is making a
mistake, and yells when the oﬃcer refuses to listen: “If these people go outside, they
will freeze to death!” He becomes increasingly despondent as crowds of people push
past him, ignoring his warnings. After dozens leave, less than 10 people are left in the
library, watching as the others walk toward certain death.
Sam is not taken seriously because of ideologies regulating whose knowledge should
be heeded. He is a teenager. Although he notes the information is coming from an
adult white US man and climatologist, it is being proclaimed in this space through a
body not normatively associated with scientiﬁc knowledge. And at the same time that
Sam is disregarded within the narrative, the ﬁlm sets audiences up to discount the knowledge of the Black police oﬃce as well, marking his insistence on leaving the library as
illogical. Both aspects of this scene point to a larger issue: that scientiﬁc knowledge
within structures of coloniality is considered invalid if not associated with the correct
(read: white, masculine, Western) body (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018).
Science is narratively considered unreasonable in 2012. In the ﬁlm, the destabilization
of the earth’s crust is ﬁrst discovered by an astrophysicist in India, Satnam Tsurutani
(Jimi Mistry). Yet, we are given no indication that he or his country’s government
have the power to do anything with it. Instead, he passes this knowledge to Adrian
Helmsley, a Black US scientist whom he calls “sir” multiple times, emphasizing that
he is owed respect. We are given no reason as to why. Satnam does not work for
Adrian, rather they seem to be friends. And Satnam is the one who is leading the
ground-breaking research. The audience is left to presume that it is simply Adrian’s
nationality driving the honoriﬁc. Adrian then travels non-stop, interrupting a black-tie
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fundraiser immediately upon arrival to deliver the news to the White House Chief of Staﬀ
(Oliver Platt). However, in contrast to 1990s disaster ﬁlms where action is taken straightaway to curb the disaster, here the US takes months to conﬁrm the threat before even
deciding to vocalize it to any other nations. US President Wilson does not reveal the situation to anyone else until he is certain all hope is lost, and even then he only tells the
members of the G8: “Six months ago, I was made aware of a situation so devastating
that at ﬁrst, I refused to believe it. However, through the concerted eﬀorts of our brightest
scientists, we have conﬁrmed its validity. The world as we know it will soon come to an
end.”
The way that scientiﬁc knowledge is handled in 2012 juxtaposes a reinvestment in
coloniality—through distrust of non-Western knowledge—with an anxiety about colonial power—as even the US President admits that there is nothing the nation can do,
with all its ill-gained might, other than watch as the world burns. The erasure of
non-Western knowledge, culminating in Satnam’s and his family’s deaths when the
US government fails to send the promised helicopter to deliver them to safety, registers
as a desperate move on the part of US imperialism to maintain its dominance, even as the
world literally falls apart around it. 2012 holds tight to the neocolonial assumption that if
the US cannot do anything to save the world, then no one can.
In both ﬁlms, scientiﬁc knowledge cannot prevent catastrophe, but only provide
conﬁrmation of the existence of the threat. In TDAT, the possible use of science to
ameliorate the damage is blocked by the Vice President, who is unwilling to believe
the information. Yet, at the same time, science can only take us so far. Though in
both ﬁlms the leading scientists come up with an initial plan and schedule for how the
disaster will unfold, both Jack and Adrian end up saying, verbatim, “I was wrong.”
The anxiety around scientiﬁc believability and accuracy represented here is connected
to an anxiety around coloniality itself. That is, these ﬁlms reﬂect a crisis of faith in the
rationalities produced by the Enlightenment that form the basis for the modern liberal
subject as we know it—which, of course, is a white colonizer subject (Lowe, 2015).
The crisis of white masculinity in 2012 and TDAT thus extends beyond the embodied
crisis of the 1990s into the very structuring logics of coloniality itself. This then destabilizes not only white masculine identity, but that of the US nation. In particular, both 2012
and TDAT toll a death-knell for the US self-proclaimed identity as global savior through
their representations of the US President.
In 2012, the death of the President is directly tied to the nation’s inability to save the
rest of the world. President Wilson decides not to evacuate when given the chance. Right
before Air Force One leaves without him, he says to Adrian, “I’ll be the last President of
the United States of America. Do you know how that feels, son?” to which Adrian
responds, “No one could have saved the country.” Unlike the masculine sacriﬁces of
the 1990s, here the President’s death has no eﬀect on the situation, but rather acts as a
sort of atonement for the perceived failure of being a US leader unable to save his
own citizens, for lacking the power a US President is supposed to hold under coloniality
over the lives of others. If in the disaster movies of the 1990s the hero who saved the
entire world could be a low-class nobody—an oil rig worker in Armageddon, a
drunken lout in Independence Day—then the inability for even the US President to
defend against catastrophe marks an important shift. I read this as a crisis in American
exceptionalism. Whereas in the 1990s any good white US man could reliably be called on
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to save the planet, in contemporary times not even the US President can be trusted. The
exceptional might of the US—which is tied to neocolonial dominance (Hanchey, 2015)—
is in question.
Thus, in both TDAT and 2012, Presidential power is undermined from the outset.
Throughout TDAT, Jack deals almost entirely with Vice President Becker (Kenneth
Welsh) rather than President Blake (Perry King). It is no coincidence Vice President
Becker “shares an unmistakable and quite intentional likeness to Dick Cheney” (Von
Burg, 2012, p. 12), and hinders the ﬂow of information to the President. At one point
when President Blake is called upon to make a decision, he instead turns to the Vice President and asks, “What do you think I should do?” Although Glover’s President Wilson
in 2012 chooses to stay and die rather than ﬂee, King’s President Blake simply fails to
make it out alive, leaving the Vice President to be sworn into his place. Additionally,
in 2012, Adrian mostly looks to White House Chief of Staﬀ Carl Anheuser (Oliver
Platt) for decisions rather than the President. Anheuser becomes acting President
about halfway through the ﬁlm, when both the President and Vice President fail to
escape.
Throughout both ﬁlms, the previously assumed neocolonial and imperial power of the
US—whether through scientiﬁc knowledge or presidential might—is destabilized. In
these portrayals of global disaster, the US no longer holds the agency to act as global
savior. To answer the crisis of this destabilization, the ﬁlms recuperate US power and
its concomitant white masculinity through an imaginary of catastrophe colonialism.
Recovery can only be found in settler (Re)colonization
The problems posed within TDAT and 2012 are too large to be solved by white masculine
sacriﬁce. Instead of the savior logic of the 1990s, where one man’s redemptive sacriﬁce
was tied to the power of the nation—thereby securing the white masculinity necessary
to maintain the US right to global dominance—we see a shift to neoliberal logics of survival. Given the logics of recovery active in the real-world post-9/11, where privatization,
capital accumulation, and racialized/colonial dispossession were proﬀered in many circumstances as the only viable solutions post-disaster (Balaji, 2011; Buras, 2011; Klein,
2007; 2018; Slater, 2015), it is perhaps unsurprising that global disaster ﬁlms further
re-entrench the seeming necessity of neoliberal recovery. However, these ﬁlms take a
step further, connecting neoliberal logics to the (re)colonization of the Global South.
Whereas the white masculinity in crisis of the 1990s needed to be redeemed, post-9/11
there is a sense of acceptance of its brokenness. The white men in these ﬁlms do not need
to sacriﬁce themselves in order to recuperate their worth as fathers—they only need a
place to start over. These ﬁlms center entrepreneurship as the key to survival at the
same time as making that survival contingent on (re)colonization of other people’s
lands. In TDAT, Jack is often too busy with his research to be an adequate parent to
his son, Sam. When the disaster strikes, even though Jack counsels the President to
leave the northern states be as it is “too late for them,” he still sets out to rescue Sam
in New York. Importantly, he at ﬁrst tries to embark completely on his own, before
being joined by two staﬀ from his research team. This redemption is diﬀerent from
the logics of the 1990s. First, although a member of his team dies during the quest,
Jack does not, instead surviving to build a new life. Secondly, the slate is wiped clean
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by the global devastation, giving Jack the chance to redeem himself by starting over in a
US-claimed portion of Mexico. At the end of the ﬁlm, two astronauts look down on the
Earth in wonder. One says “Look at that … have you ever seen the air so clear?” TDAT
mimics a classic colonial maneuver: imagining structures of power can be reinvigorated
by starting over elsewhere (Grandin, 2013).
The neoliberal move from saving the world to saving oneself—and subsequently
claiming space post-disaster to start over—is also repeated in 2012. Jackson is a failed
author whose idealism and detachment from reality supposedly caused the wedge that
split his family apart. As the movie begins, he is late to pick up his children from
where they live with their mother (his ex-wife) and stepfather for a camping trip. It is
clear that Jackson is jealous of his son’s regard for his stepfather, because he himself is
in large part viewed with disdain, which he ties to his failure as a father and as a professional writer. Although he published one novel, it did not sell well, as evidenced by
the stacks of boxes ﬁlled with copies in his cluttered apartment. However, by the end
of the ﬁlm, Jackson’s role of father and author are redeemed through neoliberal logics.
Not only does he overcome multiple obstacles to get his family to the secret arks built
by the world’s wealthy elite that are the only means of survival, but when the slate is
wiped clean by global devastation, his book is one of the only ones that makes it into
the “new world.” When the arks’ windows open to reveal presumably untouched
African shores, Jackson’s daughter asks, “Daddy, when will we go back home?” He
responds, “We’re gonna ﬁnd a new home out here somewhere, right? I mean, wherever
we’re all together, that’s home.” By centering the journey of the white nuclear family,
the ﬁlm obscures what their creation of a new home might mean for the land’s
previous occupants. Wherever the white, Western family goes together, they will make
it their home.
Catastrophe colonialism thus positions settler (re)colonization as the means of white
masculine redemption. At the end of both ﬁlms, we are left with the expectation that
Jackson and Jack will be able to be better fathers and better people in the “new world”
post-catastrophe, rewriting their lives on the clean slate provided by indigenous lands.
The neoliberal logics of disaster relief thus pair with the white right to migrate in the
way that accessing “new” land acts as a means of redeeming failed fatherhood in the
ﬁlms. This imaginary is based in colonial amnesia, but it also registers the white colonial
fantasy that the failure of white US men can be blamed on circumstances rather than
themselves. In 2012, Jackson is a mediocre white man who has largely failed at
writing. But, his idealism is seen to be rewarded and his mediocrity redeemed after
the disaster—where the primary survivors are white and/or extremely wealthy, and his
book will set the groundwork for a new world literature. In a more homogenous landscape, it is implied that Jackson will again be able to thrive. This move reinforces
racist and colonial logics that invert material threats, inaccurately positing white men
as victims within systems that were built for their success (Johnson, 2017; Kelly, 2016),
and implying that their success is undermined by racial and colonial diﬀerence.
Privatization is also directly connected to survival in 2012. The only chance at surviving the totalizing disaster as the earth’s crust destabilizes is to board giant arks built in
secret in caves in China. However, very few are even told that the world is ending
until the disaster is upon them, let alone given a chance to board an ark for survival—
including the Chinese laborers who built the arks. Rather than bankrupting global
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economies to build these life-saving devices, which presumably would have allowed for
more people to be saved, the 46 countries in-the-know instead choose to maintain the
ﬁction of ﬁnance capital even as the world comes apart. Instead, the arks are funded privately through the world’s wealthy elite purchasing tickets to survival for one billion
euros each. Here we see the way that the white right to migrate can be accessed as
well by those invested in structures of whiteness—given enough money and enough
global clout. For instance, one scene shows a wealthy Middle Eastern man wearing a
white keﬃyeh, referred to only as “Your Highness,” in private consultations for tickets
before the disaster. The ﬁlm thus reinforces ties between neoliberalism and BIPOC
access to the white right to migrate. The privileges of whiteness may be accessed, but
only through complete divestment from structural horrors (here, deaths) impacting
one’s community.
The most striking feature of both ﬁlms is that recolonization of the Global South is
presented as the only means of survival and recovery post-disaster. In TDAT, the
southern half of the United States ﬂees into Mexico to avoid the ice storm that threatens
to cover most of North America. Mexico is overwhelmed by the inﬂux, and closes the
border. A news reporter shown talking about how “thousands of people are crossing
the Rio Grande into Mexico” manages to emphasize that this is “illegal” immigration
twice within three sentences. A few minutes later in the ﬁlm, the audience is told that
the borders have been opened, thanks to a “deal to forgive all Latin American debt in
exchange for opening the border.” The ﬁnal few minutes of the ﬁlm show the new President Becker, recently promoted due to the original President’s death, speaking from
Mexico on the Weather Channel. He says:
Not only Americans, but people all around the globe are now guests in the nations we once
called the Third World. In our time of need they have taken us in and sheltered us. And I am
deeply grateful for their hospitality.

The portrayal of the so-called “Third World” as innately generous constructs US
migrants as innocent victims of circumstance, rather than (re)invaders of land not
their own. It reinforces a white right to migrate, and removes responsibility from the
US for having caused the disaster in the ﬁrst place. As Na’puti (2020) elucidates, “the
US military is the largest global force, single biggest consumer of fossil fuels, largest
producer of greenhouse gases, and the entity most responsible for destabilizing Earth’s
climate” (p. 21). The structural forgetting of responsibility for the global destruction
portrayed in the ﬁlm allows for settler (re)colonization of the Global South without
misgiving. President Becker even explains the rescue mission to retrieve survivors
from New York and bring them to Mexico as bringing the people “home.”
This is perhaps more evident in 2012 where the ﬁnal few minutes of the ﬁlm reveal
that—after a cacophony of global disasters—the continent of Africa remains intact, and
“likely never ﬂooded at all.” The earth has been totally destroyed by the destabilization of
the tectonic plates, with the exception of the seeming entirety of the African continent.
Three arks containing the surviving population of the world—as far as we are shown—
set course for the Cape of Good Hope, as the camera zooms out to reveal a green,
untouched continent, awaiting their arrival. The question of whether or not to settle
the land is never raised. And neither is the implication that if it never ﬂooded, there
might be African survivors of the otherwise global destruction. Other ﬁlm scholars
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assume the continent is unpopulated at the end of the ﬁlm (Kakoudaki, 2011), but I ﬁnd
2012 provides no evidence one way or another. Perhaps the fact that no one seems to
consider the possibility of African peoples’ survival says enough in itself. As Eshun
(2003) perceptively writes, white technological futurism depends on positing Africa as
“the zone of the absolute dystopia” (p. 292), making it seem as if the continent and
its people have no future.
Both ﬁlms notably zoom out at the end, showing the skies and land as remarkably
“clear” (TADT) in the wake of disaster. By using shots from space to pull back and
look at the places the white heroes and their families are about to settle, it depopulates
them, making them a clean green space that can be presumed empty rather than an
already lived-in continent. These shots represent and enact the Western desire for indigenous erasure, ﬁctionally enabling access to untouched land: a tabula rasa from which
to start again.
Drawing from both the racialized logics of migration—where whiteness may choose to
settle where it wishes—and the colonial logics of global disaster—that Western subjects
will have no choice but to abandon their (already colonized) lands and re-colonize elsewhere—these global disaster ﬁlms invite white Western subjects to envision a future
where contemporary neocolonialism cycles back into settler (re)colonization, thus bolstering an imaginary that persuades Western subjects who ﬁnd this to be not simply
the next logical step, but perhaps even the “only” option.

Resisting catastrophe colonialism
Given the analysis above, the mission of Dryden Wilson Tate Brown and Charlie Callinan “to build something on the frontier” and “to be heroic” by moving to Africa to build
a charter city (Brown, 2020a) begins to feel less absurd and more frightening, as it resonates with attempts to recuperate white US masculine dominance through a (re)settling
of the Global South. As Haney et al. (2019) warn, the imaginaries promoted by global
disaster ﬁlms “may lead to real world consequences” (p. 287).
Certainly, we have already seen similar logics in global responses to disaster. Klein
(2007), for instance, demonstrates how disaster capitalism oﬀers privatization as the
only response to devastation, erasing what remains of public services after crises. Privatization in disaster recovery is “also an explicitly white supremacist project” that not only
consolidates upper-class wealth, but also structures of white supremacy (Slater, 2015,
p. 10). For instance, the privatization of education after Hurricane Katrina was based
in “the appropriation and commodiﬁcation of black children, black schools, and black
communities for white exploitation and proﬁt” (Buras, 2011, p. 304) by the white capitalists that descended upon New Orleans to ﬁnd opportunity in the aftermath of disaster.
Neoliberal capitalism and white supremacy are also connected to coloniality. After Hurricane Maria in Puerto Rico, the island was ﬂooded with white entrepreneurs wishing to
use it as a cryptocurrency haven under the guise of aiding in its recovery (Klein, 2018).
Similarly, post-earthquake Haiti found an inﬂux of white aid workers, with media reinforcing the colonial assumption of “black people as somehow hopelessly dependent upon
the charity of whites” (Balaji, 2011, p. 51). Catastrophe colonialism in ﬁlm is connected to
lived uses of disaster as opportunities to recuperate colonial logics through processes of
recovery.
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Catastrophe colonialism pairs the white right to migrate with colonial amnesia in the
aftermath of apocalypse, making settler (re)colonization appear as the “only” possible
answer to global disaster. It acts to recuperate the logics of coloniality that are seemingly
in crisis in the contemporary US. Such logics were shaken by the 9/11 attacks, but have
since continued to face unrelenting public challenges through indigenous activism
(Lakota People’s Law Project, 2021), calls for Black reparations (Coates, 2014), and
pushes for decolonization (Thompson, 2020). Within a post-9/11 context that undermines the presumed imperial might of the US, the neocolonial fantasies undergirding
white masculine US identity are fractured. Given that the crisis is national in scope
rather than on the scale of white embodiment (King, 2012), US white masculinity
seeks to revivify colonial logics in the post-apocalyptic frontier (Kelly, 2016). Latching
onto narratives about the increasing likelihood of global disaster and devastation, catastrophe colonialism purports that (white Western) subjects are left with no other
choice. Settler colonialism is thus engaged as a starting over after the slate is wiped
clean, a new beginning in the new tabula rasa, rather than what it is: a continuation
of the same logics of coloniality that begat global crises in the ﬁrst place.
However, the future envisioned by catastrophe colonialism is not set in stone. When
facing a crisis, there is always a choice between retrenchment or transformation. Gunn
(2008) suggests that disaster ﬁlms stage the collapse of the forces that structure and
uphold everyday life. If so, then portrayals of global crises open potential for divesting
identity structures from white masculinity and coloniality, in addition to the potential
to reinforce them (Hanchey, 2019). To conclude this article, I set forth three ways to
resist catastrophe colonialism: by challenging racialized migration narratives, re-membering (settler) colonial histories, and opening future possibilities beyond dystopia.
One way to challenge catastrophe colonialism is by delinking ideologies of global
migration from whiteness. Delinking is the act of opening space for alternative rationalities
and epistemic freedom outside of white, Western, colonial logics (Wanzer, 2012). In part,
this would mean removing the racialized distinction between “immigrant” and “expatriate”
in practice that allows for white migrants to diﬀerentiate themselves, while also recognizing
the ways in which race continues to structure migration discourses.
Both colonial and colonized subjects must also work to remember colonial histories,
and recognize that settlers have no more right to the land of the contemporarily-named
US than they do to that of Africa or Mexico. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (2009) articulates the
necessary process of delinking narratives of the past from the terms of the colonizer as
“re-membering.” Since “[c]olonialism tried to control the memory of the colonized”
(p. 108), “[r]e-membering … is the only way of ensuring … full rebirth” (p. 88). Colonial
amnesia does not only aﬀect the colonizer, but the colonized, albeit in diﬀerential ways.
Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o sees the need to both dis-member and re-member narratives in order
to delink from coloniality and its epistemic erasure of indigenous knowledges (NdlovuGatsheni, 2018). Re-membering colonial histories is not only epistemic, but material. In
the US, re-membering requires both denying the seductive desire to (re)colonize elsewhere should disaster strike here, and also working to repatriate land where we currently
live. The idea of (re)colonization depends on the colonial amnesia that refuses to recognize that the land settler subjects currently occupy is continuously stolen in the same way
that these ﬁlms envision future land-grabs. Divesting from such futures requires land
repatriation now.
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Re-membering also opens new windows to the future. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (2009)
states that “[c]reative imagination is one of the greatest of re-membering practices”
(p. 39). This is particularly clear in relation to “castastrophe colonialism”, which
depends upon a stunted imagination, unable to envision future possibilities beyond
that of dystopia and disaster, in order to function. For this reason, envisioning alternative futures is integral to challenging catastrophe colonialism. Science ﬁction acts to
“preprogram the present” (Eshun, 2003, p. 290) in order to maintain neocolonial
control over what futures are supposed to be possible. By positioning the future as
one of dystopia and disaster, corporations control both the crisis itself and our
means of response to it.
The work that indigenous and BIPOC writers and creatives are doing to imagine
alternative futures is paramount to resisting catastrophe colonialism and the machinations of neoliberal capitalism that enable it. One space to resist catastrophe colonialism
is through amplifying the work that Afrofuturism, Africanfuturism, Latinx Futurism,
and Indigenous Futurisms are doing on the level of imagination, creating worlds
that neither rely on Western development nor on the colonial logics that undergird
it, but instead challenge Western desires for (re)colonization. Yet, these visions are
ﬁghting an uphill battle, as they do not hold the same access to resources or global
inﬂuence as dominant Hollywood portrayals of the future do. Struggling against catastrophe colonialism must also navigate this uneven terrain of imaginative power and
possibility.
Where there is crisis, the future is radically opened to previously unimagined
possibilities. Let us resist catastrophe colonialism, and ﬁght for those that bring
liberation.
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