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Introduction

The climate crisis has often been described as a catastrophe, as having irreversible
effects, and as an issue affecting the lives of millions across the world, including the
lives of generations to come. But mainstream discourse on the climate crisis continues
to lack proper contextualisation of its effects, and to highlight certain stages and
aspects of human production chains (e.g. emissions) over others (e.g. extraction). As
a result, particularly in Global North countries and/or urban centres that remain, for
now, detached from the daily realities of the extractive industries, the climate crisis is
often still equated to global warming and climate change, without fully considering
the long-standing destructive and violent processes of extraction that lie behind. In
order to address this persistent lack, I propose that one of the ways in which we can
understand the current climate crisis is through the lens of violence, and specifically
what I will refer to as extractivist violence.

In Latin America, extractivism goes back to the colonisation of the continent,
and is currently embodied in the re-primarisation of economies of the last few
decades, in the shape, for instance, of open-pit mining and large scale monocrop
agriculture, expressions of the merger of political power and property. Such dynam-
ics result in extreme forms of violence towards human populations and their
environments; life is commodified, and security is only guaranteed to those who are
proprietors (Segato 2016: 100). In response to this context, scholars and activists in
the region have developed important theoretical and empirical work visibilising,
analysing and theorising extractivism in Latin America and beyond. Particularly
over the last decade and a half, such studies have demonstrated that the industries
that are driving climate change, such as the fossil fuel industry—but also large scale
farming—are not only responsible for global warming, but are also implicated in a
series of violent processes that have devastating effects for local communities, eco-
systems, and for the fabric of democracy (e.g. Svampa & Viale 2014; Merlinsky
2013; Machado Araoz 2015).

In 2020, the COVID-19 crisis shed light on how environmental destruction and
the disruption of ecosystems are exposing humans to new diseases, with the potential
of fast-felt devastating effects for all human life. Also, it has brought to the forefront
different forms of inequality and injustice (some historically less visible than others)
that have led to the disproportionate death of Global South, working class and racial-
ised communities (Sultana 2021). With this conjuncture in mind, this article consists
of a theoretical development of the concept of extractivist violence, informed by years
of empirical research in Argentina (e.g. Serafini 2018; 2019; 2020) and engagement
with anti-extractivist movements, and building on the work of scholars of extractivism
and relevant theories on the nature of violence. I develop the concept of extractivist
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violence as a way of encapsulating the different forms of violence linked to the
extractivist development paradigm.

Echoing the proposal by Navas et al. (2018), in this task I highlight the need for
approaches to socioenvironmental violence that are multidimensional. In addition, I
follow from Verdnica Gago in her call for a pluralizacion de las violencias [pluralisa-
tion of violences], meaning an approach to the study of violence that takes the form
of ‘a political cartography that connects the threads that make different forms of
violence reveal themselves as interrelated dynamics’, so that we can ‘denounce that
their segmentation looks to lock us into isolated boxes’ (Gago 2019: 67, my
translation).

This theoretical discussion is followed by a discussion of the COVID-19 crisis in
which I'look at events and phenomena that unfolded during the pandemic in Argentina
and beyond, in order to demonstrate how the perspective of extractivist violence is
useful for arriving at a deeper and more nuanced understanding of the COVID-19
conjuncture—and the environmental and social challenges of our time more gener-
ally. This is followed by a consideration of the ethics of care as a counterpart to
extractivist violence, and a discussion on how care has underpinned a series of
responses to COVID-19.

On extractivist violence

Extractivism is a framework developed by Latin American scholars to describe and
understand an economic model based on the intensive and extensive extraction of
natural resources, mainly for export. Such model, which dominates the region, is
rooted in its violent colonisation and has defined the construction of Latin American
states; as a result, extractivism is not a solely economic phenomenon, but rather
permeates the spheres of the political, the social and the cultural (Serafini 2020).
Recent scholarly work looking beyond the specific context of Latin America and
other regions heavily marked by long-established, colonial extractivism, have pro-
posed that extractivism is the material and social manifestation of a logic of extraction,
the underpinning logic of contemporary capitalism, which is found in economic activ-
ities and labour dynamics beyond the extractive industries and at a global scale
(Mezzadra & Neilson 2017). Under this view, the logic of extraction has become the
ultimate form of production of value, embodied most notably in the finance sector
(Gago 2019: 106). While focusing mostly on Argentina, a site where extractivism
describes a long-standing, colonial logic, in this paper I engage as well with the geo-
graphically expansive use of the term, in order to highlight the presence of colonial
extractivist dynamics and geographies beyond regions historically conditioned by the
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dominance of extractivism. This will allow me to shed light on connections between
colonialism, the climate crisis and contemporary forms of violence such as those
experienced as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, and to demonstrate the useful-
ness of extractivism as a framework of analysis for social and environmental violence
at a time of interconnected global crises.

In extractive societies and in the socioenvironmental conflicts that occur therein,
violence can be ‘structural, cultural and ecological’ (Martinez-Alier & Roy 2019: 29),
and it can manifest in different forms, from pollution to militarisation to epistemicide.
In order to understand these different forms of violence and how they are intercon-
nected, I propose the notion of extractivist violence, as the combination of different
forms of violence exerted upon territories and upon racialised, gendered peoples
(their bodies and their cultures) resulting from, and with the purpose of, perpetuating
the extractivist model.

As described earlier, at the basis of extractivist violence in Latin America we find
its colonial roots. In colonial states, as argues Fanon, violence becomes present from
the first encounter between native and settler (Fanon 1963: 35). The conqueror and
the native are constructed as inherently different, where natives are not considered
subjects. The colonial power operates as the administrator of violence, and the
colonies are ruled in absolute lawlessness as a result of ‘the racial denial of any
common bond between the conqueror and the native’ (Mbembe 2003: 24). Writing on
the colonial context, Mbembe builds on Foucault’s notions of biopower and bio-
politics and proposes the frame of necropolitics. He argues that ‘the ultimate expression
of sovereignty resides, to a large degree, in the power and the capacity to dictate who
may live and who must die’ (Mbembe 2003: 11). In this way, Mbembe differentiates
between sovereignty as a pursuit of autonomy by the people, and sovereignty as ‘the
generalized instrumentalization of human existence and the material destruction of
human bodies and populations’ (ibid: 14). In this context, race functions to ‘regulate
the distribution of death’ (ibid: 17). The colony is therefore a formation of terror that
takes place outside of the law, and violence here operates in the name of civilisation
(ibid: 24).

In addition to the racial hierarchies that were instrumental to the implementation
of slavery and forced extractive labour, colonialism also imposed an extractive
geography, which in Latin America facilitated the intensive extraction of metals to
expand the fortunes of the ‘old continent’ and the colonial elites (Machado Araoz
2015). After the independence struggles, the newly formed sovereign states imposed
their own delimitations of space, and these were once again sustained through violence.
In this case violence inflicted the rationality of capital accumulation, bureaucracy and
the armed forces. Such rationality was imposed by suppressing all other forms of
experiencing the territory, specifically those of indigenous peoples (Nouzeilles 1999:
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37). At the same time, this period saw the consolidation of the enclaves, spaces where
the territorial sovereignty of the state in relation to foreign entities is suspended or
displaced by a foreign normative, and where the aim is ‘to guarantee the appropriation
and free transfer of capital gain to the capitals that set up therein’ (Machado Araoz
2015: 23, my translation), sustaining and formalising an unequal and violent geogra-
phy of extraction that reproduces its colonial roots. These different geographical
formations and manifestations of violence across time all gave place to dynamics of
ecological destruction for accumulation, dynamics that are sustained to this day and
exacerbated through the implementation of new technologies that have increased
exponentially the magnitude of extractive projects. The sight of an open-pit mine
(what many call ‘megamining’) is so unprecedented that it has inspired the work of
many contemporary artists, as a paradigmatic image of ecological violence.!

In contemporary forms of extractivism, oil extraction, mining, and other
large-scale extraction projects across the region are mostly backed by transnational
companies whose interests are protected by the state through increased militarisation.
As Da Costa and Da Costa put it, militarisation and corporate plunder are manifes-
tations of different ‘coexisting and converging colonialisms’ (Da Costa & Da Costa
2019: 347). The problem that arises, however, is that ‘corporate extraction under the
threat of militarised state violence refuses the label of colonialism because it is done
in the name of “public good” of citizens’ development’ (Ibid: 348). Indeed, the dis-
course of development functions as a legitimising actor of extractivist violence: both
development and modernisation permeate politicians’ rhetoric, on the right and on
the left. In my main field of enquiry, which is media and cultural production, we can
see how such discourses are mobilised through mainstream media narratives (e.g.
celebratory articles framing investments in fracking as Argentina’s ‘salvation’), and
through extractive companies’ own acts of cultural sponsorship and greenwashing
(Serafini 2020). But as post-development theorists have long argued, both the episte-
mological and ontological bases of development and the structures of the global
development industry are based on colonial visions of the world, which perpetuate
the extractive-oriented nature of many Global South economies with the aim of
reproducing the current geopolitical dynamics that benefit the accumulation of
resources in investing countries and for local elites (Escobar 2005, Gudynas 2011,
Ulloa 2015). The development project —itself based on ecologically unsustainable
goals in terms of its projections of unlimited growth—has not actually contributed to

'Some examples include Diana Dowek’s work Bajo la Alumbrera, depicting an open-pit mine in
Argentina, which received the 2015 Grand National Painting Award in that country, and the 2018 film
installation Maria Elena by artist Melanie Smith, featuring drone images of an open-pit mine in the
Atacama dessert.
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increasing the wellbeing, stability and sovereignty of states —in terms of the
management of resources and adequate provision of basic services, as is the case with
the much sought ‘energy sovereignty’—but to the contrary, has deepened Latin
America’s position as exporter of nature, and as such, its vulnerability to the fluctua-
tion of commodity prices and its dependency on central economies (Svampa & Viale
2014). Recognising that coloniality is embedded in these dynamics and processes is
crucial because it allows us to identify and ‘challenge colonial violence wherever it is
erased’, be this because it is normalised or because it is read as something else, for
instance as nationalism, when extractive development is presented as a national pro-
gramme (Da Costa & Da Costa 2019: 349). For these reasons, it is necessary to think
about extractivist violence as a complex, multi-layered phenomenon that is bound by
structural and political factors, is embedded in cultural specificities, and develops
according to local and global histories and politics.

Returning to the issue of the imposition of the extractive regime, we must consider
not only the agents of enforcement—the police, the military, and in some regions also
private security agents and paramilitary—but also the legal framework that is being
defended by state forces, and which consequently endorses the use of physical violence.
The role of the law in the management of violence is complex. The state holds the
monopoly of violence, and militarism, argues Benjamin, ‘is the compulsory universal
use of violence as a means to the ends of the state.” (Benjamin 1986: 284) The police
applies violence for legal ends, and in addition has ‘the authority to decide these ends
itself”’, within certain limits (Benjamin 1986: 286). Benjamin adds that:

the law’s interest in a monopoly of violence vis- a-vis individuals is not explained by
the intention of preserving legal ends but, rather, by that of preserving the law itself;
that violence when not in the hands of the law, threatens it not by the ends that it may
pursue but by its mere existence outside the law. (Benjamin 1986: 281)

An important point here is that in the case of conflicts concerning indigenous land
rights, what is at stake is not just the state’s preservation of the law, but also the
preservation of a Western paradigm and its accompanying ideas of development,
resource use and modernisation, all of which are threatened by the understanding of
territory put forward by indigenous ontologies and practices, which sometimes do not
abide for instance by the principles of private property or the imperative of growth
(Ulloa 2015). Significant also is that laws and treaties guaranteeing the rights of indig-
enous communities actually do exist and are recognised by constitutions across Latin
America, yet they are too often not upheld (Svampa 2012: 30).

The intensive and extensive extraction of natural resources for profit can generate
different forms of violence, from the violation of land rights to impacting people’s
health, the destruction of ecosystems and even the murder of environmental activists.
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For this reason, it is necessary to create frameworks that contemplate violence on
multiple scales and multiple manifestations. For instance, looking at conflicts
surrounding oil production, Michael Watts proposes the term petro-violence as

a way of thinking about the intersection of environment and violence: both biological
violence, as it were, perpetrated upon the biophysical world, and the social violence,
criminality and degeneracy associated with the genesis of petro-wealth and with its
ecological destructiveness. (Watts 1999: 1)

Adopting a broader perspective that considers all forms of extractive activity,
Eduardo Gudynas (2013) proposes the term extraheccion as a way of naming the most
violent forms of resource extraction, and the violations of rights that these activities
generate. The extractivist form of resource extraction, argues Gudynas, is inherently
violent, and it always entails the violation of rights. This can take different forms, and
it includes (in)actions on behalf of the state such as the non-implementation of envi-
ronmental legislation; lack of controls and the neglect of rights of consultation; and
actions from corporations such as illegal processes, the use of banned substances and
poor conditions for workers. To this we must add, of course, the violence exerted upon
those who stand against extractivism, from the judicialisation of opponents to the
criminalisation and repression of protesters, which goes in hand with forms of sym-
bolic violence such as delegitimisation campaigns carried out by the media, and, in its
most extreme form, the murder of land defenders (Gudynas 2013: 14). Gudynas’s
framework offers a valuable perspective because it invites us to think about the
violence of extraction in gradual terms, to recognise the levels of violence in different
types of activity, and to identify the legal, illegal, and alegal mechanisms through
which corporations and states infringe rights.

While Gudynas offers a comprehensive and useful tool in the concept of
extraheccion, in order to understand extractivist violence we must engage more deeply
with the gendered, racialised and classed nature of such violence, as well as its basis in
coloniality, as developed earlier. Indeed, the United Nations has recently recognised
that extractivism is linked to and exacerbates racial inequalities, including violence
(United Nations Human Rights Council 2019). In facing this task, it is useful to con-
sider contemporary empirical work on extractivism and violence that highlights such
issues. For instance, Gutiérrez Rios (2014) applies Gudynas’s framework to the case
of Argentina, particularly the case of the Vaca Muerta shale oil and gas deposit and
the advance of fracking. He points to the violent repression that took place on
28 August 2013, when legislators in the province of Neuquén were signing off a deal
between the partly state-owned oil company YPF and the transnational company
Chevron, and different sectors of society took to the streets to protest the deal. The
mobilisation was violently repressed, and the following day three houses belonging to
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members of an indigenous Mapuche community, who were visible opponents to the
deal, were burnt down (Gutiérrez Rios 2014: 50). This case, adds Gutiérrez Rios, not
only saw physical violence against Mapuche people and other protesters, but also saw
symbolic violence in the shape of the violation of collective rights. The communities’
right to free and informed consent to extractive developments was violated, their
juridical condition as indigenous peoples was unacknowledged, and the approval of
the deal resulted in the invasion of their territory (Gutierrez Rios 2014: 51). As the
extractive frontier expands and conflicts intensify, so does repression of activists and
land defenders. Indeed, state and corporate violence have not only been a consequence
of the advance of transnational extractive corporations, but also necessary factors for
it (Gutierrez Rios 2014: 39), and such forms of violence are often underpinned by
colonial racial hierarchies.

Part of the racialised exercise of violence, as argued by philosopher Elsa Dorlin
(2019), is the way in which certain subjects are constructed as violent. This dynamic
of violence is rooted in coloniality, and is supported through symbolic means. Western
societies have an engrained and perverse way of dealing with ‘the other’ (Herrera
Flores 2006: 22), yet there is a ‘hegemonic cultivation of colonial unknowing that
ensures that our recognition of colonialisms remains limited’ (Da Costa & Da Costa
2019: 354). Returning to Fanon,

[i]t is not enough for the settler to delimit physically, that is to say with the help of the
army and the police force, the place of the native. As if to show the totalitarian
character of colonial exploitation the settler paints the native as a sort of quintessence
of evil. (Fanon 1963: 40)

This construction of the violent subject is visible for instance in the deligitimisation
media campaigns against the Mapuche people in both Argentina and Chile, and in the
use of anti-terrorist laws to persecute land defenders (Eissa 2018, Trentini & Pérez
2015).

Another distinctive element in extractivist violence is its gendered dimension. In
her study of oil extraction in Nigeria, Turcotte proposes that ‘understanding pet-
ro-politics—or, for that matter, any politics—means recognizing that gender violence
is part of a larger political economy of violence that creates the conditions fostering
and facilitating petro-politics in the first place’ (Turcotte 2011: 201). What this means
for extractive violence, is that gender violence takes place within extractive economies
(e.g. physical, symbolic, economic), but also, transnational structures within a colo-
nial, patriarchal system enable different forms of extractive violence to occur, includ-
ing but not limited to its gendered manifestations.

Important to consider when we speak of extractivist violence is also the different
temporalities that this can take. We are used to thinking of violence as spectacular
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acts, tied to specific moments and events. But several consequences of extractivism,
from the many effects of pollution at the local level to climate change, unfold over
long periods of time, sometimes in ways that are not clearly visible. This is what Rob
Nixon has termed slow violence (2011), a form of violence whose danger lies in the
fact that it is often not perceived as violence at all.

In addition to time, there are spatial dynamics that condition extraction, both at
the local and global scale. For instance, while most extraction takes place outside of
cities, in recent years scholars in Argentina have begun to employ the framework of
extractivism to describe urban dynamics, and to connect different forms of violence,
displacement and dispossession in urban settings to the dynamics of rural environ-
ments and extractive sites. Urban extractivism thus emerges as a framework that
connects the logics of extraction, destruction and dispossession reproduced by the
extractive industries with similar and interrelated processes occurring in urban areas
(Vasquez Duplat 2017). The concept of ‘urban extractivism seeks to provide a new
explanatory matrix that can address the problems and inequalities in cities, not as
isolated elements, but as the result of a specific and planned development model’
(Centro de Estudios y Accion por la Igualdad & Fundacién Rosa Luxemburgo 2017:
11, my translation). Examples of this include pollution and sanitation problems in
urban settings, the demise of green spaces, the privatisation of public space and the
displacement of working class communities as a result of gentrification processes.

Finally, a situated and nuanced understanding of extractivist violence in any one
context requires considering the historical precedents of the locality, and how previ-
ous experiences of violence have shaped collective understandings and imaginaries.
In my field research I found that in order to denounce violence, struggles against
extractivism in Argentina often use terms like ‘genocide’, ‘ecocide’ and ‘terricide’. In
this context, the term genocide echoes both the mass murder of indigenous popula-
tions through colonialism, as well as the persecution and killing of 30,000 people
during the last civic-military dictatorship (1976-1983). As such, it is a term that is an
important part of the framework of the local human rights movement (Feierstein
2014), a movement that has supported various social struggles throughout the decades,
and that is now also supporting mobilisations against the devastating effects of
extractivism. The term ‘ecocide’ in turn has been used for denouncing extractivist
violence from an eco-centric perspective, and finally, the term ‘terricide’, notably put
forward by the collective Movimiento de Mujeres Indigenas por el Buen Vivir
[Movement of Indigenous Women for Good Living], highlights the different forms of
violence experienced by indigenous people and their territories, from pollution to
racism and epistemicide. Such terms offer increasingly holistic conceptions of violence,
which allow us to understand extractivism from a comprehensive, necropolitical
perspective. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, as I will propose, necropolitics
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have acquired new dimensions, as the links between life, death and environmental
destruction are exposed in new ways.

The COVID-19 conjuncture

Conjunctural analysis, an approach famously developed by Stuart Hall building on
Gramsci, is a way of seeking to understand the complex and multi-layered nature of
a particular moment, made up of specific political, social and cultural forces. The
conjuncture condenses ‘forces, tendencies, forms of power, and relations of domina-
tion and subordination’ (Clarke 2014: 115). Conjunctural analysis thus avoids ‘seeing
history as a series of repeats’, and duels on contradictions and the different tempos of
overlapping phenomena (Hall 1979: 14). Doing conjunctural analysis involves consid-
ering the multiple causes in a crisis, as well as the multiple possible outcomes. It stems
from a ‘commitment to understanding how social relations and underlying historical
processes c[o]me together in particular contexts’ (Featherstone 2017: 38), and it is a
political task, as argued by Hall, because it aims to ‘reveal the possibilities and
resources for progressive action’ (Ibid). The concept of conjuncture can be useful for
attempting to understand the present moment, a moment characterised by multiple,
overlapping crises and in which the COVID-19 pandemic and the unknowns it carries
have led to unexpected and sometimes contradictory acting on behalf of governments.
Rather than conducting an in-depth conjunctural analysis, in the following pages 1
focus on demonstrating how the notion of extractivist violence can contribute to the
understanding of the COVID-19 conjuncture. I do this by considering a number of
phenomena, dynamics and events, focusing first on Argentina as a site of enquiry and
then looking beyond.

In the first place, the COVID-19 pandemic can be understood in terms of
extractivist violence because it is the result of a changing relationship between humans
and their environment and humans and other living beings, relationships that are
increasingly based on violence and destruction. This includes deforestation, extraction,
carbon-fuelled climate change, the trafficking of animals, and factory breeding of
animals for human consumption. As a result, the risk of inter-species disease trans-
mission has increased, and as the COVID-19 pandemic has taught us, humanity is not
prepared to contain such new forms of ailments, which are propagated with greater
ease in an era of global mobility (Merlinsky 2020). COVID-19 can thus be under-
stood as the result of a relationship to other beings and ecosystems that is based on a
logic of extraction.
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COVID-19 has also brought to light certain urban dynamics of structural violence
and inequality, dynamics that are connected, in different ways, to the roots of
extractivism. Consider the following four examples.

In cities where there are shantytowns and informal settlements, as is the case of
Buenos Aires, crowded housing has not only made lockdown more difficult for some
people, but has also prevented the possibility of socially distancing, placing some at a
higher risk of infection. Such living conditions are directly connected, in this context,
to the migration from rural areas to urban centres resulting from the enclosure of land
and the expansion of monocrop, large scale, GMO agriculture, one of the key sectors
of the extractivist models of countries like Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay (Nodal
2013).

In cities across the world, the lack of access to green space has become an
increasingly urgent matter in terms of wellbeing, and one that has been found to be
classed and racialised (Boyce Kay 2020). The restrictions on movement imposed as a
result of the pandemic highlighted dynamics of enclosure of green (and) public space
that are common to many cities, and that are often related to the financialisation of
housing. In the Latin American context, this phenomenon is understood as a form
of urban extractivism, and considered in parallel to the financialisation of agriculture
and the processes of enclosure and displacement it gives place to in rural areas
(Vasquez Duplat 2017).

Also in Buenos Aires, access to running water has gone from a longstanding yet
neglected issue affecting the poor and marginalised in urban centres and their periph-
eries, to a recognised matter of public health, as neighbourhoods with inexistent or
inconsistent access to running water have become hot spots for the virus, which then
circulated elsewhere. It is worth noting that the lack of water in popular neighbour-
hoods and settlements is not coincidental, as the planning and expansion of service
infrastructure deliberately avoids such locations and prioritises the provision to
wealthier areas (Merlinsky & Tobias 2020). This form of environmental and social
inequality can thus be understood as a form of violence within the frame of urban
extractivism. Not only this, but COVID-19 has also meant a change in the temporality
of extractivist violence: while issues like frequent cuts to running water are often
normalised despite their detrimental effects, the pandemic situation has accelerated
and exacerbated the effects of such forms of violence and neglect on behalf of states.

And finally, in the UK, air pollution has been found to have an effect on how
people respond to COVID-19, and data shows that black and other ethnic minority
groups are being disproportionally affected by it (Soltan 2020). This racialised and
classed differential exposure to pollution, which is in fact a longstanding matter
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(Olufemi 2020, 126), demonstrates the imposition of colonial, extractivist geographies
and necropolitics in different contexts (from former colonies to the belly of empire),
and how environmental factors and consequently health are conditioned according to
those geographies.”

Another way in which the perspective of extractivist violence contributes to our
understanding of the conjuncture is through the specific way in which it activates the
concept of necropolitics. Who lives and who dies during this pandemic is linked to
political decisions and the logics and ideologies that underpin them, and to the econ-
omic and infrastructural capabilities of different countries, which are, for many
countries in the Global South, conditioned by histories of extractive colonialism. It is
also linked, as expected, to race and class, as pre-existent patterns of inequality were
only exacerbated by the crisis context. Building on Foucault as does Mbembe,
Agamben (1998) recovers the notion of bare life to describe the merely biological
aspect of life, which is different to the good life afforded to citizens. This notion, he
proposes, underpins how biopower operates, and as a result, which lives become justi-
fiably disposable. In general terms the disproportionate death of the poor and of
racialised minorities, which often intersect, has been linked—in different degrees
according to context—to the kinds of employment people are able to access (often
low-paid ‘essential’ or ‘frontline’ jobs which mean greater exposure) and their living
conditions (e.g. access to water, possibility of distancing, and a pollution-free environ-
ment). In places like Brazil, furthermore, we have seen extreme examples of a
necropolitics that rests on a neo-fascist and neoliberal logic, and reproduces a violence
of inaction. In Brazil, where the recent prison population count is 773,151, making it
the third largest in the world, multiple news sources reported that inmates were left to
die after spikes of COVID-19 in prisons. The prison population in Brazil is majority
Black and poor, as are those most affected by COVID-19 across the country. Given
president Bolsonaro’s history of racist remarks and his disdain for the wellbeing and
basic rights of imprisoned people, his government’s inaction has been interpreted not
as a matter of unpreparedness, but as a deliberate disregard for those lives (Arantes
2020). Here, as well that the Amazon rainforest had recently been put up for sale to
the highest bidder, with the argument that preserving the environments of indigenous
peoples is an obstacle for progress (Phillips 2019). In Brazil, a country long-affected
by extractivism but which is in addition currently under an administration that is
openly neoliberal, racist, homophobic and violent, the commodification of eco-
systems and territories and the lack of safeguarding of minoritised groups in the face

2This phenomenon was termed environmental racism by grassroots activists in the US in the 1980s, when
different communities began to organise around the awareness of a classed and above all, racialised
distribution of environmental hazards (Colsa Perez 2015).
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of COVID-19 are part of one same accelerated and intensified logic of extraction that
sees certain lives and whole ecosystems as disposable unless economically profitable,
and that is executed through, and gives way to, multiple forms of violence. Indeed, as
Gudynas has observed, necropolitics has become functional to the preservation of ‘an
economy that rests on the massive appropriation of natural resources for export’
(Gudynas 2021, my translation).

As a final example, I look at a recent trade-related development in Argentina, in
order to shed light on both the transnational dimension of extractivist violence, and
to return to the matter of the direct link between extractivism and the generation of
conditions that can give place to future pandemics. In March 2020, when COVID-19
hit the country, Argentina was already experiencing a deep economic crisis, and pre-
sented astonishing levels of foreign debt. The pandemic therefore found Argentina at
a time of very limited funds, and in the midst of the restructuring of debt payment
plans with the International Monetary Fund. As cases of COVID-19 continued to
rise, in July it was announced that the government was negotiating an agreement with
China for the production of pork meat, an agreement that foresaw investments of
USS$ 3,800 million over four years, and which would involve Argentina breeding an
extra 900,000 tons of pork meat during that period, effectively doubling its current
production in a short period of time (Télam 2020). The deal entailed outsourcing
China’s local production to Argentina, and was framed by the Argentine government
and by the local agribusiness sector as a hugely beneficial deal that would strengthen
the sector by increasing value added; at the moment Argentina exports crops to China
where they feed their own pigs for meat production. However, what was left out of the
announcement was the environmental consequences of such a rapid and exponential
increase in cattle breeding. While feeding crops are already being produced, at this
scale the breeding of pigs would require over 500,000 extra hectares for soya and corn
for feeding (Napoli & Di Paola 2020). To this we must add, of course, how the
production of meat in itself is a known driver of climate change, and the ethical impli-
cations of mass, factory breeding. And second, there is the reason why China decided
to withdraw from the mass breeding of pigs in the first place. In 2019 Chinese breeders
had to put down 1 million pigs due to an outbreak of African swine fever. The pro-
posed trade deal between Argentina and China can therefore be seen as a transfer of
environmental risk, a form of extractivist necropolitics in which the possibility of
uncontrollable disease, death —and sudden economic loss—is transferred to a country
that is dependent on the exploitation of nature in order to generate revenue. Argentina’s
economic dependency means that in the eyes of the global market (and of its own
political and economic elites) it is a risk worth taking. In other words, the economic
dependency underpinning an extractivist development model makes the lives and
livelihoods of Argentinians less valuable. In this case, the connection between
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extractivism and public health is a key factor for considering the reasons behind
China’s decision to outsource production, as well as for evaluating the possible conse-
quences for Argentina. The concept of an extractivist necropolitics is useful here for
framing the relationships of power between countries, and the risks that Argentinians
are expected to take under an uneven, extractivist global economy.

The announcement of the trade deal generated a lively public debate which
included an open letter in July 2020, signed by several Argentine intellectuals and
public figures opposing the deal, centring their argument on the potential dangers for
public health of such a large-scale animal breeding project, among other concerns
related to the forms of extractive violence discussed earlier.® In this way, the environ-
mental dimension gained a central role in a public debate on a trade deal in an
unprecedented manner, and this dimension was also clearly linked to matters of public
health, opening in this way the door towards a new way of considering and debating
economic decisions in the public and political spheres.

Care at the conjuncture

In the face of different manifestations of extractivist violence, frontline communities,
grassroots groups and activist networks have for long been leading the resistance to
extractivism across Latin America, advocating for ways of living that are more socially
just and in balance with our ecosystems. Resistance to extractivist violence has pur-
sued a plethora of avenues, from campaigning to legal challenges, protests, the cre-
ation of autonomous spaces, networks and economies, and the production of artistic
work that envisions and enacts non-extractive ways of being. Resistance manifests as
spectacular acts, but also in the form of daily acts of care.

Within the opposition and alternatives to extractivism, there are a range of coex-
isting perspectives, paradigms and practices, such as ecofeminism (Korol 2016),
Sumak Kawsay and other indigenous world(view)s and social projects (Cuestas-Caza
2018), agroecology and the movement for food sovereignty (Goulet ez al. 2014), and
autonomous organising (Zibechi 2012). Two common elements among these different
visions and practices are that they place care at the centre, and that they are based,
whether implicitly or explicitly, on the notion of interdependence. By interdepen-
dence, I refer to the fact that the survival and thriving of individuals is dependent on
others, and in turn, the survival of human communities is connected to and dependent

3See ‘No queremos transformarnos en una factoria de cerdos para China, ni en una fabrica de nuevas
pandemias’ https://argentina.indymedia.org/2020/07/24/no-queremos-transformarnos-en-una-factoria-
de-cerdos-para-china-ni-en-una-fabrica-de-nuevas-pandemias/
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on the survival of wider ecosystems. Care is thus understood not only as a human-
oriented task or form of labour, but rather in an expanded way that includes care for
human and nonhuman ecosystems. This perspective is summed up in the words of
Sergio, a member of the assembly against open-pit mining in the Argentine town
of Andalgala: ‘the love of the land, of water, of ourselves, of each other. The struggle
is for love.™

The notions of care and interdependence have been developed in the work of
Latin American indigenous women and ecofeminists (e.g. Gargallo Celentani 2014;
LaDanta LasCanta 2017), in the practices of Latin American autonomous and terri-
torial movements in the 1990s and 2000s (Sitrin 2010) and also in the writing of
Global North feminist thinkers studying the ethics of care (e.g. Tronto 1995; Puig de
la Bellacasa 2017). These ideas are therefore not new, but as a counterpart to the
forms of extractivist violence that led to and were exacerbated by COVID-19, the
pandemic gave place to a widespread realisation of how much we depend on other
humans and on other elements of our ecosystem for our personal and communal
wellbeing and survival (Fine & Tronto 2020, 2). This broadened realisation has not
only had consequences in terms of how we understand the world we live in, but has
also guided immediate responses to the virus at the personal and community levels.
These responses can be understood as manifestations of an ethic of care (The Care
Collective 2020).

For instance, at the local and grassroots level, we have seen the surge of mutual aid
responses around the world, often fostered by feminist organisations (Sultana 2021:
451) in ways that prefigure societies based on closer social bonds and a more present
understanding of interdependence (Sitrin & Colectiva Sembrar 2020), where care is
seen as an element of the social commons (Hardt & Negri 2020: 82). The delivery of
food and medicine to the elderly and the vulnerable, the collection and distribution of
groceries for those who were suddenly found without an income, and the organised
provision of emotional support to those affected by isolation are just some of the
many expressions of care that looked to address the most immediate problems caused
by the COVID-19 crisis at a community level. Important to note is that in some parts
of the world, as is in the UK, where I am currently writing from, we might argue that
many of the problems that emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic are related to
pre-pandemic forms of living, structures and attitudes, which include high levels of
isolation, insufficient small-scale, local food production for subsistence, and an under-
lying and now hyper-enhanced crisis of the care sector (The Care Collective 2020),

4Personal interview with Sergio, 29 March 2018.
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issues resulting from the composition of the global economy as well as the local
embeddedness of neoliberalism.

With regards to activist and intellectual responses, May 2020 saw the publication
of a collaborative document titled Hacia un Gran Pacto Ecosocial y Econémico en
Argentina [Towards a great ecosocial and economic pact in Argentina],’ and soon
after the Pacto Ecosocial del Sur [Ecosocial pact of the South].® These proposals are
comparable to other recent initiatives such as the Green New Deal in the United
States, but emerge from the Latin American context, and respond not only to the
crises of inequality and environmental destruction, but also to the challenges and
opportunities posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. The document for a great ecosocial
and economic pact in Argentina states that ‘what awaits is not only other pandemics,
but the multiplication of diseases linked to ecological degradation and the worsening
of the climate crisis’,” in this way pointing to the links between the violence of
extractivism on territories and the emergence of viruses like COVID-19. At the same
time, these pacts view the current conjuncture as an opportunity to rethink the organ-
isation of society, proposing new models of production and governance based on
notions of interdependence and care that ‘connect redistributive, gender, ethnic and
environmental justice.”

Beyond the work of grassroots groups and activist and intellectual networks,
under the current system it is of course the responsibility of governments and state
institutions to care for the population at a time of crisis. In reference to this, Fine and
Tronto propose that ‘[t]he strengths of successful responses to the pandemic and the
failings of other strategies can all be traced back to how care, understood in this
broad way, has been enabled, supported, managed and matched to needs’ (Fine &
Tronto 2020: 2) — without minimising, I would add, the financial possibilities of dif-
ferent states. It is important, therefore, that we consider care as a political act, which
not only responds to the effects of the virus on the human body, but to the acts of
extractivist violence that led us here, and to the structural inequalities that define the
necropolitics of the conjuncture.

In Argentina, the context of the pandemic saw advances in policy on the economy
of care, a sector that experienced a rapid, increased visibility during the period of
isolation, and that as a result brought to the forefront long-standing yet invisibilised
debates on the nature of care labour. In July 2020, the Inter-ministerial Table of
Politics of Care, coordinated by the National Ministry of Women, Gender and

5See https://pactoecosocialyeconomico.blogspot.com/2020/05/

6See https://pactoecosocialdelsur.com/

’See https://pactoecosocialyeconomico.blogspot.com/2020/05/ , my translation.
8See https://pactoecosocialdelsur.com/#1592362596334-8e141cec—613c
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Diversity, presented its first document, titled ‘Let’s Talk about Care’. The report
defines the economy of care and highlights the negative impact that the unequal dis-
tribution and organisation of care has on the struggle for gender equity (Risso 2020).
The fact that at the same time the government was negotiating the trade deal for pig
farming with China, however, points to the need for an expanded and transversal
understanding of care that includes caring for communities and ecosystems through
actions that are sustainable, non-destructive, and based on the notion of
interdependence.

Returning to the matter of interdependence, we can say that COVID-19 has
brought to the forefront certain ontological questions concerning our understanding
of nature, of humanity, and consequently, the location of agency in care. Not long
before the pandemic, Puig de la Bellacasa had asked:

What does caring mean when we go about thinking and living interdependently with
beings other than human, in ‘more than human’ worlds? Can we think of care as an
obligation that traverses the nature/culture bifurcation without simply reinstating the
binaries and moralism of anthropocentric ethics? How can engaging with care help us
to think of ethical ‘obligations’ in human-decentered cosmologies? (Puig de la
Bellacasa 2017: 13)

In other words, what Puig de la Bellacasa, among others, had already proposed, was
that we desist to understand care as an exclusively human activity, and instead
acknowledge that we are immersed in relations of care with other non-human actors.
Such ontological questions bring to mind Andean views on the agency of different
elements of ecosystems, what Marisol de la Cadena has termed ‘Earth Beings’, and
include entities such as mountains (de la Cadena 2015). Perhaps the unexpected shift
that COVID-19 has generated in certain public debates and understandings of our
place in the world —albeit if not generalised—is also an opportunity to go deeper into
these questions and to push the public debate further, so that it is not only about rec-
ognising that the destruction of ecosystems has led to our current situation, but also,
that hegemonic conceptions of nature and of humans’ place in the world is why and
how this happened in the first place.

Conclusion

The extractive frontier is expanding, and as it expands, we can witness an increase in
territorial conflicts, in environmental degradation, and in violence exerted against
territories, against women, against indigenous peoples and other racialised subjects,
against those who are deemed ‘unproductive’, and against those who dare say ‘no’ to
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the extractivist model. In the hegemonic narrative, extraction is the road to development
and modernisation, and any opposition to it must be repressed, be that through
physical violence, or through symbolic violence in the form deligitimisation and the
refusal of rights. This violence is part of the colonial condition that characterises
many Latin American and other Global South states, one that is also defined by
engrained racism and an understanding of territory as land to be conquered and
utilised as economic resource. But the colonial extractivist logic, as I have argued, is
not confined to the colonised territories, and it is easy to identify dynamics of colonial,
extractive violence beyond those contours.

In this article, I proposed the perspective of extractive violence as a lens for
further understanding the causes of the COVID-19 crisis, the way it unfolded, and
some of the specific violent dynamics it exposed, reproduced, and exacerbated.
Specifically, I argued that extractivist violence has its roots in colonialism, that it is
inflicted on humans, non-human beings and ecosystems, that it is structural and
manifests as both physical and symbolic, and that it is inherently gendered and
racialised. Further, I demonstrated how the notion of extractivist violence can help
us understand the connections between environmental violence and health and the
kinds of inequalities that have left certain groups more exposed to COVID-19. I also
showed how the notion of extractivist violence can contribute to elaborating a
necropolitical perspective that is intersectional and ecological. In other words, the
perspective of extractivist violence highlights the violent origins of the pandemic,
and the ways in which this violence is intrinsic to longstanding social and economic
models based on a logic of extraction.

In addition, I examined the notion of care as a counterpart, and considered how
care underpinned immediate responses to the COVID-19 crisis. I argued that in some
cases responses can be understood as adhering to an ethics of care based on a height-
ened awareness of interdependence, and that this awareness is in line with the kind of
perspectives and responses elaborated by frontline communities and scholars in the
face of extractivist violence.

Since the early stages of the pandemic, we have seen multiple attempts to
understand the origins, dynamics and consequences of COVID-19. During the time
since COVID-19 first appeared, I found myself writing a number of pieces on the
matter, each time adopting a slightly different perspective. Why the need to keep tack-
ling the same subject? In this case, why adopting the lens of extractivist violence to
understand the COVID-19 conjuncture? The answer I offer, is that it is about putting
forward perspectives that allow us to better identify certain connections between
processes, even if some of those processes have been discussed before. It is about the
power of the story, and about iteration with difference. Donna Haraway eloquently
expresses this idea in the conclusion to a chapter that relates the use of oestrogen with
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medical purposes for animals and humans with multispecies responsibility and
environmental matters:

Itisno longer news that corporations, farms, clinics, labs, homes, sciences, technologies,
and multispecies lives are entangled in multiscalar, multitemporal, multimaterial
worlding; but the details matter. The details link actual beings to actual response-
abilities. Each time a story helps me remember what I thought I knew, or introduces
me to new knowledge, a muscle critical for caring about flourishing gets some aerobic
exercise. Such exercise enhances collective thinking and movement too. (Haraway
2016: 115-116)

I hope that the reflections and analytical tools offered here contribute to
strengthening important conceptual links between extractivism and matters of social
justice and public health, and to the understanding of the unprecedented crisis we are
currently facing. In the words of Stuart Hall: “Why analyse the current conjuncture?
Because I want to know what to do about it!” (Hall 2004).
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