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Latin America: contesting extraction, producing geogr aphies

Anthony Bebbington
School of Environment and Development
University of Manchester, M13, UK.
Tony.bebbington@manchester.ac.uk

Forthcoming in Singapore Journal of Tropical Gepbsa

Characterizing continents is the business of fanisting the charge of
essentialization, over-generalization, and carreatd nuanced and complex
processes varying across space and over timewls&et can attract the criticism
that to privilege the national or the regional uistigtes the transnational dimensions
of social change, and to take a territorializedwibverts attention from the networks
that cut across space, linking distant actors dackg. This short essay therefore
claims neither to be a reflection on Latin Amerig@le phenomena, and far less a
statement on the most significant aspects of th&gqad economy of the region. It
does, however, hope to draw attention to issudsiibéat greater attention from
development and economic geographers, issuesrthbbth relevant for and often
related to processes of transformation occurringtier regions of the world. | peg
these observations around the notioexifactionbecause | will argue that across the
region the last decade has witnessed — or is sowitriess — a deepening of the
extractive economy, that this deepening has inwb&d elicited an intriguing range
of state and societal responses, and that thegsensss are integral to the production
of development geographies. | also suggest tieasetprocesses offer much fuel for
broader discussions in development and economigrgpby of neo(and post-neo)-
liberalisms (Castree, 2008a, b), of the relatiopsibetween territory and networks
(Bridge, 2008), and of the social production ofunatand economy (Prudham, 2005).

Extraction: from Open Veinsto Open Pits

Resource extraction has a long history in Latin Aoze indeed, it could be defined
asthehistory of the region. Galeano’s clas€ipen Veins of Latin Amerid&aleano,
1973) traced what he sub-titled “five centurieshef pillage of a continent” involving
the extraction of gold, silver, iron, nickel, mangae, copper, bauxite, tin, nitrates,
petroleum, cacao, cotton, rubber, coffee, frudglsiand wool. During the twentieth
century, the visceral anger generated by so muchaton, so much suffering, so
much inequality and so little development to showif became another vein, this one
tapped not by capital but by intellectuals andvésts of various hues. This vein has
proven to be particularly rich, and has been thecof raw material for remarkably
fruitful forms of intellectual and political prodtion. As Cristobal Kay (1989) has
insisted, this production has bequeathed to thédveogreat legacy: theories of
structuralist and dependent development, the carmdemport substitution
industrialization, and forms of social and politicaganization that continue to inspire
and serve as points of reference well beyond tlysipal borders of the region.
Arguably, “Latin American Theories of DevelopmendadJnderdevelopment” (Kay’'s
book title) have marked critical development stediad development geography
more than theories emanating from any other regiaghe world. These theories are
in considerable measure (unintended) by-producexiéction, forms of intellectual
resistance that have reworked political landscapes.



Concepts embedded within these theories — in Ihatih intellectual and popular-
political forms — have exercised significant infhae over the governance (if not
always the nature) of resource extraction. Thenalizations of Bolivian, Peruvian,
Chilean and other mining industries, as well apaifoleum sectors in various
countries, owe their origins to convergences betweecesses of socio-political
mobilization and intellectual production in the i@y Such governance changes
were, however, relatively short-lived (with thenro exception of copper mining in
Chile that remained a public sector company righdugh the Pinochet period) for
reasons that, though contested in the literatarbeavery least have something to do
with failures to get management models right. Tfelures stand as a reminder that
even revolutionary socialisms and nationalisms oaeacape from that law of
success that “the devil is in the detail.”

While the post-1970s return to private sector bedaetion did not lead to an
immediate boom in extractive activities, sincethd-1990s, the mineral and
hydrocarbon sectors have seen rapid geographidad@mnomic expansion reflecting
technological change, price increase and polioyrne$ (Bridge, 2004; Bebbington et
al., forthcoming). Growing volumes of foreign dit€as well as domestic)
investment have driven an expansion of the extradtontier into new areas at the
same time as intensifying extraction in many awe#s long traditions of mining and
hydrocarbons. Increasingly, this has involvedardy North American, European
and Australian resource extracting corporations algso Chinese, Russian, Indian,
Brazilian and S.E. Asian companies each lookingafbit of the action.

There has also been something of a change in ldtéseesignificance of sources of
finance for this extraction, with private sectodaxport-import banks becoming
increasingly important. While the internationaldncial institutions (IFIs) continue
to play a role, this is far more one of supportiadjcy reform and risk management
for private investors than it is of money provisiofhese IFIs (in particular the
Andean Finance Corporation and Inter-American Digw@lent Bank) are also
important in facilitating a new round of infrasttural investment that lends support
to the extractive economy (among others) with roaddéerways, energy grids, ports,
and airports. These strategies of coordinatedsiriuctural transformation are
brought together in two mega-initiatives, IIRSAgt8outh American Regional
Initiative for Infrastructural Integration) and tkariously named Plan Puebla-
Panama/Corredor Logistico in MesoAmerica.

So whileplus ¢a changé€‘extraction again,” Galeano still applies), sothimgs have
changed: the scale and pace of expansion, thecfaldlows involved, the domiciles
and governance of the companies and finance haugesting in extraction, the
interactions between extraction and investmentardile geographical research
seems to lag too far behind these processes tbrhaah help to anyone at all
(activist research seems considerably more nimble).

Contestation: movements/states
Extraction in Latin America has long been accomgdriy contestation. Mine

workers played important roles in the emergenaaads organizations in various
countries and in some cases (e.g. Bolivia in tf#3%Pwere pivotal in regime



transitions and revolutions. These were, howawestly contestations around labour
relations, forms of ownership and labour conditiokéith oil since the 1970s, and the
more recent round of expansion in both minerallayatocarbon economies,
contestation has been quite distinct. Under mareditions that are driving
remarkable profits, and technological conditiorat fimply a dramatically reduced
need for unskilled labour, but an increased neewéter, energy, land and landscape
(this because new open pit and heap leaching-hlasbdologies demand far greater
access to each of these resources), who contektgrgnthey are protesting has
changed. While workers are less visible (thoughahsent) in contestation, rural and
urban populations in areas affected by extractenretbecome much more important
in these protests. Their protests are increasimgliests against dispossession (c.f.
Harvey, 2005) — dispossession of land, water gtyaatid quality, landscape, security
and everyday certainties about environment andilioed. In some cases they are
also contestations around dispossession of monesdug — with companies paying
low taxes and royalties (and sometimesoyalties) for their use of the subsaoil
(Christian Aid, 2008). These protests have invdlatiances across classes, across
countryside and city, and across radical, envirartalest and nationalist-populist
discourses (TCD-Andes, 2008). They constitutelgaab of study at the interface of
social movements, environment and development @ekWatts, 1996) that differs
in interesting ways from many prior objects of sbchovements research.

They also differ in that in a number of cases, estattions around extraction intersect
with state processes in ways which may have sganfte for thinking through the
relationships between movements, states and ditexmeational discourses on
development. While it would be a stretch to $&t tontestation over extraction is
the prime mover behind the different experimenthwinguages of “post-
neoliberalism” in the region, the two are not egljirndependent of each other.
Venezuela’'s experiment, while not a response taetion, is largely made possible
because of state controlled revenue from hydrocexbét the less populist-radical
end of these experiments, the centre-left mod€hite also owes some of its success
(in particular its ability to finance social investnt) to revenue from the National
Copper Corporation, Codelco, brought into stateersinip by Allende’s

government. Indeed, Codelco has been a point of referencedwide for Ecuador’s
current government that, while it was not electedduse of protests around
extractionwaselected in an environment affected by such corties&(in this case
over oil). Moreover, Ecuador’s cabinet in 2007lunied two ministers with a
background of activism and intellectual productiomiebates around the extractive
economy. Indeed, each of them subsequently playpdrtant roles in taking the
debate over how, and indeed whether, Ecuador slwoufghue basing its economy in
extraction, to the process for drawing up the coesitnew constitutior!.

Meanwhile, the Bolivian case is the one where thetn of a government
committed to some sort of post-neoliberal develaprpath is clearly related to
protests around extraction. The so-called wateswnd gas wars (Perreault, 2006)
played an important part in laying both social aeblogical groundwork for the
election of Evo Morales.

Notwithstanding obvious differences, these recatibnal experiences suggest that
past and present contestations around the exteastionomy are linked in interesting
— at times perhaps counterintuitive — ways to fifferént pathways along which a
more or less post-neoliberal model is being elaiedran Latin America. They also



suggest that post-neoliberal economies will celtaint be post-extractive
economies. Indeed, Chile, Venezuela and increlsBujivia suggest that the
subsidy of nature is also a critical subsidy totpesoliberalism. What might change
in these political transitions (if transitions thase) is not the practice of extraction,
but rather the governance of nature and the soeralol and subsequent use of its
subsidy.

Geographies. networks, nations, territories

These combined processes of extraction and cotitestae producing new
geographies of Latin America. Of course therenaaay other producers of
geographies in the region, but the significancmitiitives such as IIRSA, of new
energy supply networks, and of investment on tladedoeing anticipated for mining
and hydrocarbons ought not to be underestimatée. changes are, in a word,
enormous — and too few geographers are unearthéigdynamics and their
implications.

There are many dimensions to these new geograjtges) close by noting three.
First, in this process of expansion, whole new glg@soduction networks are being
fashioned, linking specific territories and couasrin the region to a wide range of
actors, places and flows. As just two examplas May, 2008 the President of the
Shanghai Gold Exchange noted that fifty Chinesepaomes would soon be
contacting gold miners in Peru (Caretas, 2008) amwdnile in April, 2008, investors
on the Toronto Stock Exchange went through a gfetod of panic as the
Ecuadorian government appeared to freeze all maatigity (heavily dominated in
Ecuador by Canadian companies and finance) inipation of greater regulation and
state control of the sectbr.Indeed, as my colleague Gavin Bridge (2008) has
recently argued, bringing a global production neknens to an analysis of the new
extractive economy (in Latin America) would be immaely helpful in tracing the
complex networks involved in this expansion. Amatiger things it would help trace
some of the links between trends noted here aretaleaf those commented on by
Mohan, Power and Sidaway in other essays in tmedarum. The challenge,
however, in making such linkages would be to awnidveying a sense of the same
global processes working themselves out in diffecentinents, and instead to
explore the ways in which the dynamics in thestediht continents, countries and
territories are also shaping the forms that théslead) networks take.

Second, paralleling some, but by no means alhede global production networks
has been the further emergence, stretching (andsbretching) of transnational
networks of protest. Actors within these netwaskek a range of different outcomes
(not all can simply be labelled as environmentatights based or the like). These
networks also have peculiar geographical formscam$equences and bring “Latin
America” into Europe, North America and Australasiaather different ways — ways
that themselves influence the ways in which Latinekica is imagined by others.

Third, the intersections between contestation am@etion are constitutive of the
production of new national and territorial dynamid¢$ave already commented on
some of the ways this may be so for national pesliberal experiments in the
region, suggesting important implications for thetmal work on the relationships
between extraction, democracy and neoliberalizatiut it is also the case that sub-



national territories are being transformed by ectiom, arguably forever. These
transformations, cultural and political, econonma &nvironmental, offer valuable
raw material for theorizing at the interfaces ofelepment geography, political
ecology and economic geography. The challengeasoid such theorization
becoming one more exercise in extraction.
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' Thanks go to Henry Yeung and Jessie Poon for givingomething to “think with”, as well as to
Leonith Hinojosa, Denise Humphreys Bebbington andi Barneo who are part of the research
initiative informing this piece. These thoughts Based on work supported through a Professorial
Fellowship (RES-051-27-0191) from the UK’s Economid &ocial Research Council

" As well as tax revenue from private sector mirsogipanies.

" One of these, Maria Fernanda Espinosa, Minist€oodign Relations during 2007, is furthermore a
US trained geographical political ecologist.

¥ One of the social movement bases to Evo Moralel#tigal party (Movement Towards Socialism)
was also an extractive economy based movementeottigeproducers.

Y Whether this will happen is, of course, a diffeérgnestion.
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