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In Jamaican writer Diana McCaulay’s most recent novel, A House for Miss Pauline 
(2025), the stones of  the titular protagonist’s house begin to move and call out to her. 
Quarried in the era of  slavery, the stones had once been part of  a plantation Great House. 
Years later, and with backra house long gone to ruin, they are requisitioned by Miss Pauline 
and used to build her home. As she now approaches her hundredth birthday, the stones 
appear newly agitated by the events to which they have hitherto mutely borne witness, 
including Miss Pauline’s involvement in the disappearance of  a man—a descendant of  
enslavers—who once came to her home to claim the land on which her house stands. The 
stones’ murmurings shed light not only on this hidden personal history but also on the 
legacies of  slavery and of  struggles over the right to land in Jamaica. Miss Pauline tries 
to rationalize away the noises from the stones as the effect of  a recent earthquake and its 
aftershocks but concedes to herself  that “she believes buildings hold the stories of  those 
who lived and died within their walls and keep their secrets” (McCaulay 30).

McCaulay’s novel, with its emphasis on a geological history that simultaneously 
indexes a history of  racialized labour exploitation, land theft, and attempts at restitution, 
crystallizes in fictional form one of  the central concerns of  Tao Leigh Goffe’s Dark Laboratory. 
Teasing out the intertwined histories of  colonialism, racism, plantation agriculture, capi-
talist extractivism, and climate breakdown, Goffe opens her rich and wonderfully suggestive 
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book by declaring that “the vibrations and shock waves of  the climate crisis are written 
in stone, absorbed over the course of  geologic time dating back more than four billion 
years” (xix). If  we “measure the span of  existence by the recent rock record,” she continues, 
“it tells a layered climate history of  precious metals stolen from the earth––mountains of  
coal, gold, bauxite, and guano. . . . Time avalanches with the heaviness of  histories of  
labour exploitation as we reckon with the overwhelming and inevitable ecological crises 
of  the twenty-first century” (xix). Arguing that racism structures the climate crisis precisely 
because it was a part of  its origins, Goffe’s wide-ranging study shows how the dynamics of  
exploitation, domination, and resistance set in train by Columbus’s arrival in the Americas 
have decisively shaped the modern world.

Underpinning Goffe’s analysis is an insistence on the constitutive role of  the 
Caribbean in the emergence of  the modern capitalist world system. Like critics such as C. 
L. R. James, Walter Rodney, and Sylvia Wynter, among others, Goffe is keen to highlight not 
only the economic centrality of  the region’s plantation system to the accumulation of  capital 
in Western Europe but also what Sidney W. Mintz once called its “precocious modernity” 
(Mintz 298). The plantation system’s combination of  intensive ecological extraction; modern 
forms of  management, governance, and finance; and specifically racialized and gendered 
modes of  domination provided a blueprint for the operations of  the global economy. As 
Goffe puts it, the Caribbean forms “a dark laboratory of  colonial desires and experiments. 
As such this island chain is the epicentre of  the modern globalized world” (43). And yet, as 
much as the region is “made of  islands of  European experimentation and exploitation,” it 
is also, argues Goffe, “full of  hidden laboratories for Afro-Indigenous sovereignty” (7). Dark 
Laboratory’s aim is not only to trace the ongoing catastrophes unleashed by the ruthless and 
relentless extraction of  surpluses from racialized bodies and non-human nature but also to 
illuminate the “potential strategies and futurist technologies of  repair informed by Black, 
Indigenous, and Asian science” (60). To achieve this twofold aim, Goffe embarks on a 
globe-spanning tour of  sites of  extraction and communities of  resistance, always returning 
to the Caribbean as modernity’s ground zero––from bauxite mining in Jamaica, plantation 
agriculture in Hawai’i, and guano mining in Peru and the Pacific Islands to the healing 
practices associated with Indigenous plant knowledge and the struggles by Maroon peoples 
to preserve the histories embedded in the natural environment.

Goffe’s approach to her material is deliberately entangled, so to speak, enacting the 
boundary-blurring, creolizing logic—Édouard Glissant is a key theoretical reference point 
in the book—that she sees as crucial to establishing a more just, sustainable relationship 
between human and non-human natures. Dark Laboratory draws on and intermixes economic 
history, scientific enquiry, natural history, environmental studies, literary and cultural anal-
ysis, and autobiography. The opening chapter on Maroon ecologies and the contemporary 
ecological crisis of  bauxite mining in Jamaica exemplifies Goffe’s methodology. She begins 
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by recounting her visit with a Maroon leader in the Blue Mountains before sketching a 
broader history of  Maroon struggles across the Americas. She then turns to the issue of  
recent Chinese investment in Jamaica, and from there to the longer history of  the Chinese 
presence in the Caribbean, which, in turn, takes her on an autobiographical journey to 
Hong Kong (her grandfather travelled to the island from Jamaica in the 1930s) and to an 
analysis of  the impact of  British colonialism on the territory. The chapter then returns (via 
a brief  detour through the history of  guano mining and Ian Fleming’s 1958 novel Dr. No—
something taken up in more detail in a later chapter) to Jamaica, the history of  Maroon 
sovereignty, and the present-day battle over bauxite mining on the island.

Later chapters continue this expansive spiralling approach. The exploration of  the 
history of  guano mining in chapter 5 is a tour de force, for example. Tracing the connec-
tions among the horrific working conditions experienced by guano miners across the globe, 
Goffe suggests that guano “connects these labour regimes as circuits of  ecological degrada-
tion that fuelled U.S. colonialism” (135). At the same time, she draws a parallel between the 
rhetoric of  white supremacy that characterized colonial discourse on guano-rich territories 
and contemporary currents of  US white supremacism (as exemplified, most relevantly, by 
Donald Trump’s infamous remarks about “people from shit-hole countries” coming to the 
United States). In a chapter dedicated to the ecological history of  the mongoose, Goffe 
similarly shows how discussions around biological exchange and so-called invasive species 
are frequently inflected by racist discourse; “debates on migration and refugee crises,” she 
notes, “run parallel to the politics and the fantasies projected onto introduced species” 
(208). Elsewhere, Goffe examines the catastrophic ripple effects of  Columbus’s arrival in 
the Caribbean, alongside an account of  her visits to Kalinago Territory in Dominica and 
the “[n]ative survival, governance, and futurist architectures” she encounters there (46); 
offers a searing critique of  the relationship between natural history museums and colo-
nial knowledge production (“[W]herever they are in the world, natural history museums 
are inevitably shrines, death cults of  colonial worship” [81]); and provides a fascinating 
account of  how birdwatching developed as a colonial hobby related to practices of  racial 
categorization.

There is much to admire in this deeply informed and oftentimes punchy study (the 
skewering of  Kew Gardens’ “Manifesto for Change” from 2021—a corporate attempt to 
reckon with the institution’s colonial history—is particularly salutary). On occasions, Goffe’s 
expansive, brilliantly engaging firecracker style does throw out suggestive comments and 
lines of  argument that are somewhat left hanging and that you wish had been unpacked in 
more detail. There are several references to the work of  Caribbean intellectuals that I would 
have liked to hear Goffe elaborate on (most notably, there is a remark about how Walter 
Rodney “perceptively understood the economic plot as an ecological plot connecting the 
Caribbean to the African continent,” which seems ripe for unfurling, but which is used to 
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conclude a section without further comment [Goffe 62]). Similarly, when discussing Maroon 
responses to extractive practices, Goffe makes a brief  mention of  tensions between Maroon 
chiefs that offers a fascinating glimpse of  how local pressures can complicate blanket cele-
brations of  Indigenous resistance and about which again it would have been fascinating to 
hear more.

In the concluding lines of  her study, Goffe asserts, “In the climate crisis we bury the 
future everyday” (298). Dark Laboratory’s commitment to unearthing buried or marginalized 
pasts and tracing their often-entangled legacies into the present offers one hugely compel-
ling way of  envisioning alternative emancipatory futures for a world still ruled by “the 
regime of  stolen land and stolen life” (298).
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