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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Indigenous Peoples, 
Extractivism, and Turbulences 

in South America

Juan Javier Rivera Andía and Cecilie Vindal Ødegaard

The edited volume we present here examines indigenous life-making proj-
ects in the encounter with extractivist politics and operations. It includes 
ethnographic studies of Amerindian strategies performed to face the ‘slow 
violence’ (Nixon 2013) or the turbulences (Bessire 2014) undergone by 
human-nonhuman relationships in contexts and sites of extractivism in 
South America. We explore how alternative politics of nature are negoti-
ated and mediated in arenas where the extractive industries increasingly 
privatise and commodify ‘the common good’ (Blaser and de la Cadena 
2017). With attention to the continuous and asymmetrical confrontations 
and entanglements of different politics of nature, we examine the various 
ways in which extractivism actualises questions of ontological difference. 
We explore how indigeneity is represented, performed, and recreated—by 
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indigenous as well as national and international actors—in struggles over 
extractivist politics and endeavours. As we address these issues, we 
 highlight our contributors’ detailed ethnographic approaches. Indeed, the 
chapters we have assembled are grounded in the long-standing fieldwork 
experiences of their respective authors. We look beyond the boundaries of 
popular and academically fixed regions, as, for instance, the Andes and 
Amazonia, by including chapters from various countries and geographical 
regions of South America whose differences are usually taken for granted 
rather than explored and debated. Although study of resource extractivism 
in the region is growing, it tends to focus on wider national and interna-
tional politics, often at the cost of the micropolitics and perspectives of 
indigenous groups. In this introduction to the volume, we provide a 
framework for the main preoccupations and perspectives addressed in the 
different chapters and their ethnographic insights and arguments.

South AmericAn turbulenceS

Rights of the earth (in Bolivia) or rights of nature (in Ecuador) have become 
part of national agendas and policies in South America, a region that 
includes many of the world’s few remaining wilderness areas. Are we wit-
nessing ‘a movement for the right to exist differently’ (Escobar 2016: 26)? 
Instead of allowing these movements to be swallowed by modern politics 
(de la Cadena 2014), indigenous life-making projects1—in a context con-
sidered both as potentially a ‘massive producer of sustainable power’ 
(Howe 2015: 232) and as threatening for environmental activists—are 
invoking nonhuman beings linked to the landscape (mountains, water, 
and soil) as actors in the political arena. In the Andes, for instance, the 
‘runakuna [indigenous people of Cuzco] engage in political practices 
that…the state cannot recognize…because…it would require its transfor-
mation, even its undoing’ (de la Cadena 2015: 14). These invocations, 
which place local populations in opposition to states and multinationals, 
reveal divergences of basic ontological dynamics concerning what the 
world is made of, what is valuable within or about it, and why.

This search for possibilities to think otherwise has become particularly 
salient in a situation of ecologic crisis and the discourse on the 
Anthropocene. Considered the consequences of a particular practice of 
worlding, in which the status of the planet becomes an object of human 
design, the notion of Anthropocene—the term most commonly used to 
‘remark that humans are now the dominant environmental force on the 
Earth’ (Caro et al. 2012: 185)—‘scale up our imagination of the human’ 
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(Chakrabarty 2009: 206). Some authors consider also that this term, 
although problematic and contested (Haraway et al. 2016), has made the 
general public more receptive to alternative life projects and the possibility 
of conscious redesign of the planet (Blaser et al. 2004; Carstensen 2014; 
Shellenberger and Nordhaus 2011; Kawa 2016). For many, the formula-
tion of indigenous alternatives to extractivist capitalism appears acute and 
has gained renewed attention in scholarly debates.

I am convinced that in the somber decades to come, the end of the world “as we 
know it” is a distinct possibility. And when this time comes… we will have a lot 
to learn from people whose world has already ended a long time ago—think of… 
the Amerindians who, nonetheless, have managed to abide, and learned to live 
in a world which is no longer their world “as they knew it”. We soon will be all 
Amerindians. Anthropology would be thus in a position to furnish the new 
metaphysics of the “Anthropocene” (Viveiros de Castro 2015b: 16).

The inclusion of nonhuman entities in several contexts of South 
American political life appears to get new impulse with what we often 
refer to in anthropology as the turn to ontology. While ontology includes 
a variety of different perspectives beyond the scope of this introduction, 
we address only one of its central features: the attempt to rethink the 
relationship between humans  and the material world in an effort to 
throw new light on modernist assumptions underlying Euro-American 
thinking, as well as anthropological theory and methodologies (Holbraad 
and Pedersen 2017). A central theme for several contributors to this 
attempt (some of whom work in South American Amerindian regions) 
(Viveiros de Castro 1992; de la Cadena 2010) is the problematisation of 
‘modern’, Western dualisms between matter and thought, nature and 
culture, signifier and signified, and object and subject—an ontology of 
dualisms which are considered inherent to capitalism (e.g., Tsing 2015). 
According to Holbraad (2012), for instance, these dualisms are prob-
lematic not only because they ‘are not shared worldwide’ but also 
because they are implied in our own analytical models and ways of rep-
resenting the other. Holbraad seeks to go beyond the trope of represen-
tation by suggesting the ‘use [of] ethnography to transform analysis’ 
(2012: xviii). He proposes a shift in  anthropological analysis from epis-
temic orientations to ontological transformations by drawing on the way 
in which Cuban (Ifá) divination practices seek to transform the world 
(rather than represent it) by interfering with the very meaning of truth 
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(2012: xviii): ‘Convention relies on the assumption that the realm of 
symbols and the realm of things for which they stand are opposed—
culture to nature, representation to world’ (2012: 44). According to 
Holbraad, the nature-culture dichotomy—implied in the distinction 
between signified (matter) and signifier (thought)—serves to reinforce 
the presumption that both anthropologists and the people they study are 
in the business of representation and not invention (2012: 46). From 
this perspective, the approach anthropologists have conventionally taken 
in issues of reality and metaphor, signifier and signified raises fundamen-
tal questions about their approach to difference and the risk of reducing 
it to a question of (or response to) something else, such as inequality or 
socio-economic processes (see, e.g., Ødegaard 2016). The tendency in 
some branches of anthropology has, for instance, been to reduce certain 
ritual and magical practices or ‘beliefs’ (e.g., attacks by blood-consuming 
killers called kharisiris in the Andes) to a manifestation of local popula-
tions’ experience of inequality or loss and fear connected to the intrusive 
strangers of modernity (cf.: Ansión 1987; Portocarrero 1991). While 
such attacks cannot be separated from the (post)colonial encounter, 
their understanding as mere representations of something else—and 
apparently more real—may limit further exploration of ontological 
dynamics and underpinnings (Ødegaard 2016: 66; see also Penfield and 
Stensrud, this volume). ‘[S]uspended between the radical contingencies 
of fieldwork and the radical reflexivity of the anthropologist’ (Pedersen 
in Boellstorff 2016: 400), we may thus be inclined to undermine ethno-
graphic specificities and overlook ways of being or forms of life that 
depart from hegemonic Euro- American conventions (and which other-
wise might have informed our development of analytical alternatives).

Other main exponents of the so-called ontological turn have argued for 
the importance of taking the radical alterity of conceptual universes seri-
ously, giving focus to differences between worlds or ways of being rather 
than epistemological worldviews and ways of knowing (Viveiros de Castro 
2004b; de la Cadena 2010; Hage 2012). Suggesting the term multinatu-
ralism, Viveiros de Castro (1992, 1999, 2015a) problematises the dichot-
omy, present in standard Euro-American discourses on multiculturalism, 
between nature (as given) and culture (as variable), because such notions 
reduce difference to a matter of social projections. He has also criticised 
anthropologists’ concern with animism, in South America and elsewhere, 
as mainly a question of epistemology (see Bird-David 1999), arguing that 
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such practices should not be understood only in terms of knowledge or 
representation of reality (although other anthropologists have replied 
‘that epistemology need not be derealization’ [Boellstorff 2016: 397]). 
Viveiros de Castro (1999) has thus problematised the ways in which 
anthropologists often attempt to explain what he considers non-Western 
ontologies by deriving them from (or reducing them to) epistemology. 
Instead of ‘this massive conversion of ontological questions to epistemo-
logical ones’, which Viveiros de Castro terms the hallmark of modernist 
philosophy, he defines animism2 as an ontology ‘concerned with being and 
not with how we come to know it’ (1999: 79). Hence, animism, he pos-
tulates, is the social character of relations between humans and nonhu-
mans where both are immersed in the same sociocosmic medium (1998: 
473). By suggesting this approach, Viveiros de Castro seeks to avoid an 
understanding of animism in an Amazonian context as simply a projection 
of differences and qualities of the human world onto the nonhuman world 
(1998: 474). As noted by de la Cadena (2010), this aspect of Viveiros de 
Castro’s argument is relevant in the Andean context where human rela-
tions with mountains and other earth-beings cannot necessarily be under-
stood as a ‘cultural interpretation’ of ‘nature’ (de la Cadena 2010: 365; 
2014). These practices and relationships constitute worlds that should not 
be reduced to a matter of social projections nor can they be conceptualised 
as a fixed set of features: ‘one is never animist “in general”, only in terms 
of assemblages that generate metamorphic transformation in our capacity 
to affect and be affected’ (Stengers 2012).

Many authors working on different ethnographic regions around the 
world have, if not necessarily or directly criticised the turn to ontology, at 
least pointed out that ‘we don’t know what [the ontological turn] means 
yet’ (Kelly 2014: 264). Taking into account its current relevance in main-
stream anthropology, ontology has also been viewed as a sort of buzzword 
(Pedersen 2014; Halbmayer 2012: 11). Popularised at least since the pub-
lication of Thinking through Things (Henare et al. 2007), the turn is seen 
today as not ‘particularly new anymore, let alone [lasting] forever’ 
(Pedersen 2014). The coincidence of the turn to ontology with the con-
temporary inclusion of nonhuman entities in political life in South America 
indicates the interconnectedness of sociopolitical processes and academic 
endeavour. We evoke the question of ontology,3 considering its implica-
tions and effects, in an attempt to fully appreciate indigenous terms and 
experiences.
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on turnS And doubtS: critique And PoliticS

The turn to ontology in anthropology has also come under harsh criticism 
(e.g., Turner 2009; Ramos 2012; Vigh and Sausdal 2014; Bessire and 
Bond 2014b) and has created divisions through heated debates with 
sometimes  dramatic opposition (see Reed 2016). Some argue that the 
‘radicalising unfamiliarity [or] alterity’ (Alberti et  al. 2011: 906) of the 
turn to ontology, which seems to require ‘the radical incommensurability 
of modern and non-modern worlds’ (Bessire and Bond 2014a: 442) as an 
analytical point of departure, might lend itself to potentially dangerous 
political constructions of otherness that could be used against margin-
alised groups (Vigh and Sausdal 2014; Rival 2012a, b: 138; Carstensen 
2014: 26; Rivera Andía 2015; Todd 2016: 10; Cepek 2016; see also 
Krøijer, this volume). Some of the more moderate critics of various aspects 
and implications of the ontological turn focus on flaws regarding 
 hybridisations, the possible internal differences within ontologies, as well 
as the significance of its classifications (Ingold 2000; Halbmayer 2012; 
Pazos 2006, 2007; Willerslev 2007; Kohn 2013; Scott 2013; Piette 2012; 
Descola 2014a, c: 298; Neurath 2015: 59–60). Others ask whether pro-
ponents of the turn to ontology are taking indigenous animism too liter-
ally or dealing with abstractions that hardly apply to ethnography. In fact, 
some critics have equated the turn to ontology with  a kind of dogma, 
suggesting that its proponents both advocate a sort of faith and reduce 
social and cultural life and relations to nothing more than idealised types 
(Oyuela-Caycedo 2014; Scott 2013; Killick 2015; Franklin 2017; 
Willerslev 2013, Keane 2013; Fischer 2014; Ramos 2012; Course 2010). 
Lucas Bessire and David Bond (2014a: 444) suggest that the restriction of 
‘indigenous ontological legitimacy’ to the terms of an ‘orthodox dialectic 
of Otherness’ might in fact erase those individuals who do not correspond 
to the particular mythology in which the dialectic is exclusively grounded.

Other authors raise doubts about the alleged indifference of the onto-
logical turn’s proponents to current  indigenous political concerns and 
adversities (Ramos 2012: 483–484). Following previous critiques of the 
representation of Western modern thought as an integral, homogeneous 
system of abstract-type concepts (Turner 2009: 16), Bessire and Bond 
have questioned the conditions under which ontologies are ‘made ame-
nable to ethnographic analysis’ (Bessire and Bond 2014a: 443; see also 
Heywood 2012: 146; Gordillo 2014: 185–190). In his review of 
Holbraad’s study, Evan Killick points out that
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[T]he complex ideas, practices and social processes of everyday life are over-
looked in the intellectual pursuit of radical alterity… . [This] proposed meth-
odological emphasis on alterity … [has] the danger both of overinterpreting, or 
perhaps over-intellectualising, alternative views and practices… . [The] philo-
sophical ideas become an end in themselves, not linked to raising further ethno-
graphic questions or elucidating other social and cultural phenomenon but 
rather held up as precious jewels to be admired in isolation (Killick 2014).

In a similar vein, Bessire denounces the turn to ontology as a ‘mystifying 
ethnographic project’ based on the ‘active omission of the conditions and 
relationships’ that allow anthropological knowledge (Bessire 2014: 39). At 
the same time, he  advocates paying more attention to the influence of 
anthropological knowledge on Amerindian destinies and the unequal 
forces that such knowledge can exert against indigenous peoples (Bessire 
2014: 26). Furthermore, this ethnographer  notes that the emphasis on 
ontology ‘standardizes multiplicity and fetishizes alterity’ (Bessire and 
Bond 2014a: 449; see also Rivera Andía 2015; Wardle and Schaffner 2017: 
21; Todd 2016: 17; Cepek 2016). A few years earlier, Ramos suggested that 
‘to attribute so much uniformity to native thinking… is to flatten down (if 
not deny) [native] inventiveness and aesthetic sophistication and to 
ignore… specific historical trajectories’ (Ramos 2012: 483). Finally, 
Candea recognises that the question of interlocution has not been ‘conclu-
sively addressed’ in the ontologically inflected anthropology: ‘whom, pre-
cisely, is one “taking seriously,” and what might a disagreement or response 
from them look like?’ (Candea 2014). These authors remind us of the need 
to explore ‘both the possibility of an “other” politics and the possibility of 
there being other than politics’ (ibid.) in the context of the urgent prob-
lems facing indigenous peoples (e.g., Bessire and Bond 2014c).

In answer to the criticisms, two of the main proponents of the ontologi-
cal turn have both emphasised the political dimension of their theoretical 
proposals. Descola asserts that ontology enhances the anthropological 
study of politics when it comes to indigenous movements that see non-
humans as political subjects in their own collective (collectif) (Descola 
2014b: 348):

[I]t is precisely our attempt to do away with those Eurocentric categories [class, 
race, gender] and with the colonial project of sucking into our own cosmology peo-
ples who, having lost their lands, their dignity, and their work-force, face the added 
ignominy of having to translate their ways of life into our own way of life and of 
being grateful to us for providing them the tools to do so (Descola 2014d: 436).
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Also at stake is anthropology’s relation to both the domain of politics 
per se and the spectrum of possible analyses of the enactment and consti-
tution of politics (see Bertelsen and Bendixsen 2016: 4–5). According to 
Viveiros de Castro (2015b), ontological questions are political questions 
insofar as they come into existence only in the context of friction and 
divergence between concepts, practices, and experiences.

For authors like Gassan Hage (2012), the future of a critical anthropol-
ogy is one that has the potential to encourage as well as generate different 
forms of politics, relying precisely on a recognition of ontologically dif-
ferentiated alterity and difference. Similarly, according to de la Cadena 
(2014), an ontologically informed anthropology contains the possibility 
to unfold the situated conditions of modern politics and a potential to 
unsettle its hegemony. Politics in the modern era, de la Cadena argues, is 
based on a distinction between humanity and nature, where the represen-
tation of nature in political life requires science. For centuries, indigenous 
people have been excluded from modern politics, being considered too 
close to nature and incapable of modernity. In this view, the status of 
indigenous people is intimately connected to the notion of modern poli-
tics and the nature-culture dichotomy, which undergirds the long- standing 
exclusion of indigenous people from politics. With increasing protests 
against extractive industries in South America in recent years, where non-
human beings are actualised in political life, there is an unsettling of these 
long-established oppositions related to the nature-culture dichotomy.

An issue that has caught the attention of social scientists relatively 
recently is the way in which the ideologies and worldings (sometimes 
called naturalism) that accompany the industrial extraction of what is 
commonly denominated natural resources coexist with an alternative poli-
tics of nature. Referring to the politicisation of landscape and recent years’ 
actualisation of earth-beings in protests and political life (de la Cadena 
2010), this notion pinpoints the inclusion of nonhuman entities in the 
sphere of politics. Central to this alternative politics of nature are indige-
nous ways of cohabiting with an active, and living landscape, which is 
considered not as an inert object for humans to own, dispose of, or exploit 
but filled with nonhuman persons with whom one can or even must relate. 
Several scholars have recently taken an interest in how the inclusion of 
nonhuman entities in political life may potentially disrupt (and multiply) 
the dichotomies on which the understanding of politics is built (i.e., 
nature-culture, object-subject, science-politics) (Stengers 2012; Course 
2010; Latour 2005, 2014; Law and Lien 2012). Interestingly, such a 
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capacity to redefine the sensible world as an instrument of struggle is 
growing in significance far beyond the local in a period of history when 
the neoliberal paradigm is gaining ground as a mode of governance accom-
modating for market liberalisation (along with the introduction of new 
labour laws that promote low-term outsourcing, the privatisation of 
national services, and the criminalisation of poverty) (Li 2015: 73). What 
is the scope of this mobilisation around entities of the landscape? As is 
widely recognised, the inclusion of indigenous world- and life-making 
projects and of nonhuman entities in the sphere of politics provide an 
idiom for action, an imaginary for critique, and the formulation of  political 
alternatives. It has also turned into a resource for both protest movements 
and constitutions in contemporary South America, as well as for the 
(again) Euro-American imagination—including academic and anthropo-
logical thinking. While, historically, South American nation-state leaders 
and authorities have predominantly defined the indigenous as an unpro-
ductive other, as incompatible with prevailing notions of modernity and 
progress, researchers and activists are currently revitalising the emergent 
life-making projects of indigenous people as a source of critique and in the 
formulation of utopian futures (Rivera Andía 2005a). In the following 
pages, we discuss the possibilities and issues related to these tendencies.

Central for many proponents of ontological approaches to anthropol-
ogy—also as regards anthropology’s political potential—is the attempt to 
reinvent it as a comparative discipline. Following this line of reasoning, 
one of anthropology’s central aims should be to draw on different ways of 
being in the world in order to rethink Euro-American categories. Tim 
Ingold, however, has criticised what he considers the deep asymmetry of 
some of these comparative projects. At the end of the day, he argues, this 
mode of comparison still places the anthropologist in the role of emanci-
pated observer, free to move around in the domain of human diversity:

[T]he observer has no place, he is nowhere, he does not recognise any ontology as 
his own… . [H]e affirms that he is an ontological pluralist. One might say that 
he observes the world from a sort of ontological paradise from which we are all 
excluded, we who are imprisoned by our respective philosophies of being… . 
[F]rom his position of transcendental observer, he could thus affirm that there 
are different manners of composing a unique world. But this transcendental 
posture is in fact one of the bases of what he calls naturalist ontology… .  
[W]hatever he might say, he adopts as a neutral position a certain ontology: 
naturalism (Ingold in Descola and Ingold 2014: 54).4
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Along similar lines, other scholars, such as Severin Fowles, have argued 
that

[O]ur modernist ontology is inseparable from what we might call the excep-
tional position of nonposition. Whatever the world is, there must always be some 
position of nonposition outside it for the Western liberal subject to occupy, as 
reason stands apart from emotion, mind from body, referee from players, 
 scientist from experiments, anthropologist from natives. In this sense, there is 
nothing more profoundly modern than the effort to step outside modernity. 
And this is precisely what the advocates of the ontological turn claim to have 
accomplished twice over: first by standing in the position of nonposition vis-à-vis 
other people’s worlds and second by standing in the position of nonposition vis-
à-vis the plurality of worlds itself (Fowles in Alberti et al. 2011: 907).

So how do we ‘account for ontological encounters when any account 
presupposes an ontological grounding?’ (Blaser 2009: 18). Is an anthro-
pologist actually a ‘masked moderniser who, under cover of pluralism, in 
fact, restores anthropological science’s guiding function and therefore 
reinforces the Western in its intellectual imperialism’5 (Descola 2014b: 
116)? The answers to these critiques could be seen as entailing a sort of 
retreat from the idea of a ‘big theory’ (ibid.) or ‘a metaphysical issue best 
left to philosophers’ (Holbraad in Alberti et al. 2011: 908). As we return 
to below, some proponents of the ontological turn in anthropology have 
indeed reacted by putting their strongest efforts in a rethinking of anthro-
pology’s methodological and comparative devices.

The edited volume we present here seeks to cast light on these debates 
by providing ethnographic studies of those world- and life-making projects 
that are currently being formulated by South American indigenous actors 
in response to ongoing politics of extractivism. Several issues arise when 
identifying lessons which can be learnt from indigenous positions in the 
local extractivist contexts of global capitalism. For instance, is it possible to 
raise this question about ‘lessons learnt’ in the first place, without jeop-
ardising indigenous peoples and reproducing a notion of the noble savage? 
Do we thus risk encapsulating people within a constricted terrain of the 
permitted Indian or into a fetishised radical difference in which some hier-
archically ranked world-making projects count more than others? While 
raising these questions, we do not try to make a particular methodological 
statement in this introduction, inasmuch as we do not intend to sharply 
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demarcate the position or theoretical lines of contrast among the argu-
ments summarised above or to discuss in detail the adequacy of any of 
them. We aim, rather, to modestly situate some of the still-evolving issues 
at stake.

to think otherwiSe in AmerindiAn extrActiviSt 
contextS: towArdS An engAged ontogrAPhy

Both critics and proponents of the use of the term ontology could prob-
ably agree that there is still much to be learnt about, first, how indigenous 
groups detect and use particular properties of their environments and, 
second, how they change this environment ‘by weaving with it and 
between themselves’ diverse kinds of relations (Descola 2014c: 273). 
Subsequently, studies that tend to restrict the ontological turn to a reason-
able and productive methodology (for instance, Holbraad’s ‘ontography’) 
seem less affected by the strong criticisms of the philosophical or meta-
physical premises reviewed above (Holbraad 2009, 2014; see Wardle and 
Schaffner 2017: 17–21). Pedersen, for example, considers the ontological 
turn as ‘a strictly methodological proposal’:

[The ontological turn] is the methodological injunction to keep this horizon 
perpetually open, including the question of what an object of ethnographic 
investigation might be and, therefore, how existing genres, concepts and theories 
have to be modulated the better to articulate it… .[T]he ontological turn is not 
concerned with the “really real” nature of the world… . [It] is a methodological 
project that poses ontological questions in order to solve epistemological prob-
lems… . [E]pistemology in anthropology has to be about ontology too (Pedersen 
2017: 229–230).

Stressing the turn to ontology as a ‘commitment to recalibrate the 
level at which analysis takes place’ (Course 2010: 248), Holbraad has 
characterised the turn as a radicalisation of three basic anthropological 
requirements: reflexivity, conceptualisation, and experimentation 
(Holbraad in Alberti et  al. 2011). He insists on the rejection of any 
previous compromise concerning the types of phenomena that could 
constitute the focus of an ethnographic discipline and how anthropo-
logical concepts could be transformed in order to observe them. His 
radicalisation of reflexivity indeed gives conceptualisation a central 
place in the ontological turn, which aims to transform critical reflexivity 
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into what he considers  conceptual creativity (Holbraad 2014: 
128–137). Consequently, Holbraad describes his ontographic approach 
as a ‘break out of the circle of our conceptual repertoire’ (2009: 433) 
using ‘the extraordinary data to reconceptualize ordinary assumptions 
in extraordinary ways’ (Holbraad 2009: 435; see also Lebner 2017: 
225; Wardle and Schaffner 2017: 11):

[T]he task of conceptualization that any given set of animist phenomena may 
necessitate may certainly involve engaging with Western ontological revisions, 
but is most likely to require analytical labour that goes further than that 
(Holbraad 2009: 436).

Further:

[T]he turn to ontology in anthropology is not about offering some suitably 
improved and ontically fortified replacement for culture. Rather, it is about 
offering a better way to address just one of the questions “culture” was always 
supposed to absorb—namely, the analytical problem of how to make sense of 
things that seem to lack one (Holbraad in Alberti et al. 2011: 902).

This is what ultimately lies behind statements such as this from Viveiros 
de Castro: ‘Anthropology’s role, then, is not that of explaining the world 
of the other, but rather of multiplying our world’ (2015b). In fact, there 
are various concordances between Holbraad’s concept and Viveiros de 
Castro’s proposals. The latter has written about what he calls ‘speculative 
ontography’ (2015a: 75) and declared that the most interesting thing in 
perspectivism is not that it illustrates an ethnographic phenomenon, but 
that it illustrates a methodological imperative for anthropological think-
ing: the need to be able to exert radical reconceptualisations (ibid.). The 
reflexivity similarly implied in Holbraad’s ontography echoes the ‘revers-
ibility’ pursued by the ‘new anthropological epistemology’ proposed by 
Corsín Jiménez and Willerslev (2007). It also resonates with Strathern’s 
well-known proposal: ‘It matters what ideas we use to think other ideas.’ 
Some of her colleagues have expanded and updated the proposal to: ‘It 
matters what worlds world worlds’ (Haraway 2016: 35).

Throughout this volume, we are interested in emphasising the impor-
tance of ethnographic field studies for further theoretical development. 
We acknowledge that detailed research is necessary to understand the mul-
tiplicity of conceptual and practical relationships that humans establish 
with their environment.
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[It] tends to be ethnography, the actual words, actions and ideas of other people 
that generate alternative versions that are much more complex and novel than 
anything “we” can dream up (Killick 2014).

We seek to facilitate, in the South American context, the use of anthro-
pological imagination and the forging of new concepts and approaches 
that could re-establish ethnography as ‘the prime heuristic in anthropol-
ogy’ and return it to the foreground of current conceptual developments 
(HAU n.d.). We want to test this ethnographic engagement using a detailed 
empirical basis for arguments about the role of extractivism in the discon-
tinuities or reproductions of indigenous worlds that is not beholden to the 
most recent theoretical developments.

extrActiviSm, encloSure, And ProteStS

During the last few decades, there has been an ongoing extractivist boom 
in, but not limited to, South America. Following World Bank and 
International Monetary Fund prescriptions that, during the 1990s, 
encouraged the relaxation of conditions for foreign investors in the min-
eral sector of developing countries (Ballard and Banks 2003: 294), invest-
ments in mining explorations increased dramatically: 90 per cent 
worldwide, 400 per cent in Latin America, and 2000 per cent in South 
America. In Peru, mining activity now affects more than half of the 6000 
peasant communities (Li 2015: 16). Extractivism epitomises the contem-
porary situation in many South American countries in several ways, raising 
issues of environmental degradation, sustainable development, resource 
sovereignty, and vulnerable (often indigenous) populations’ position and 
options. During the last couple of decades, governments across the politi-
cal spectrum throughout the region have relied increasingly on the extrac-
tion of natural resources, representing extraction and export as key to 
economic growth and progress (Arsel et al. 2016), while often tolerating 
cyanide-leaching technologies and offering minimal environmental regu-
lation, low labour costs, as well as low tributary payments (Li 2015: 81).

The current stronghold of the extractive industries in South America 
has been driven by the high commodity prices of the early twenty-first 
century, the global demand for energy and minerals, as well as technologi-
cal changes in the mining industry itself (Bridge 2004; Li 2015; Chiasson- 
LeBel 2016). High commodity prices, or the so-called commodity boom, in 
particular, are often blamed for fostering what Svampa (2013: 31–36) has 
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called the ‘commodity consensus’: a tacit agreement by most Latin 
American governments, both left and right wing, made in the absence of 
real alternatives to the exploitation of internationally traded commodities 
(see also Chiasson-LeBel 2016: 1). As noted by Hasland and Heidrich 
(2016), the commodity boom reshaped the model of development 
throughout South America and elsewhere in the Global South. In some 
countries, these national policies have been dominated by foreign capital, 
while in other countries (i.e., Venezuela, Brazil, Bolivia, Ecuador) devel-
opments have taken shape as governments have increased taxes and royal-
ties on the resource sector, foreign firms have been nationalised, and 
public spending on social and developmental goals has increased (ibid.; see 
also Gudynas 2011, 2018). While there are, thus, certainly national speci-
ficities characterising the role of extractive industries in South American 
countries, as well as different political and economic policies, the extrac-
tion of oil, gas, metals, and minerals shows continuities across different 
types of regimes over time and across space in the region (Bebbington and 
Bebbington 2012; Li 2015).

The latest commodity boom coincided with the Pink Tide in South 
America—the elective victories of progressive forces that in many coun-
tries changed policies and attitudes towards the extractive sectors. As the 
prices of metals, oil, and gas roughly tripled, several countries in the region 
followed in the footsteps set by Venezuela in 1998 and Brazil in 2002, 
some electing radical and others more moderate leftist presidents driving 
the ‘progressive neo-extractivism’. High commodity prices helped the 
new political leaders push their political agenda: break with the dominance 
of the neoliberal development model and give the state a central role in 
extractive sectors and in programmes to tackle poverty and development. 
However, this new shape of the ‘extractive imperative’ (Arsel et al. 2016) 
went against these presidents’ initial promises to respect the rights of 
indigenous communities, social movements, and the environment. In 
effect, civic concerns and demands concerning the expansion of mining, 
oil, and gas extraction produced a proliferation of conflicts, especially 
at the local level. According to the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), at least 40 per cent of inner conflicts of the last 
60 years have, in one way or another, been linked to natural resources. 
Between January 2011 and October 2015, however, commodity prices 
fell dramatically,6 and, for a period, the price of hydrocarbons even 
returned to pre-boom levels (Arsel et  al. 2016). Several countries with 
large extractive sectors entered a period of economic and fiscal crisis, 
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particularly Venezuela. Among the available policy responses, Arsel et al. 
(2016) note, has been to further increase extraction in areas that invariably 
intrude on landscapes and territories on which indigenous and other mar-
ginalised communities depend (ibid.: 877–878).

Following these developments, researchers in the social sciences have 
once again made the extractive industries a central theme, often with a 
focus on the interconnectedness between extractivism and politics 
(Mitchell 2011; McNeish et al. 2015), as well as the social and environ-
mental effects of extractivism and protests made in response. In effect, the 
notion of extractivism has become widely used to pinpoint the extractive 
industries as a defining feature of political and economic life. As a descrip-
tive term, extractivism may refer to modes of accumulation based primar-
ily on the removal of large quantities of ‘raw’ materials (especially of 
minerals and oil but including also farming, forestry, and fishing) which 
are either not processed or are processed but only to a very limited degree 
and which are extracted, in particular, for international markets (Chiasson- 
LeBel 2016: 2; see also Acosta 2011, 2013; Vetlmeyer and Petras 2014; 
Matthes and Crncic 2012). While the term may serve primarily descriptive 
purposes referring to the extraction of ‘natural resources’, it is used also as 
an analytical term referring to particular developments in domestic and 
global economies. Indeed, the term was first developed as a critique of the 
development model adopted by many countries in the Global South 
(Bunker 1984) and shares some common ground with, for instance, 
dependency approaches to development, problematising the reliance of 
certain national economies on the extraction of raw materials for exports 
(whether minerals, hydrocarbons, fishing, or agricultural products). Hence 
the term has gained ground in scholarly attempts to take issue with the 
importance of primary resources for export among national economies, 
especially in the Global South, simultaneously including a focus on envi-
ronmental concerns (see Gudynas 2011: 25–27; Chiasson-LeBel 2016: 2). 
More recently, the concept neo-extractivist economy has frequently been 
applied in critiques of Latin American governments associated with the 
Pink Tide that continued to rely on an extractivist economy. Neo- 
extractivism, then, expresses the unfulfilled expectations that left-wing 
governments would radically change the development model to move 
away from a commodity export-led model (Chiasson-LeBel 2016: 2). As 
Chiasson-LeBel notes, and as Horst discusses in the preface to this  volume, 
the situation depicted through these terms is far from new—not even 
within the energy sector—considering that petroleum, for example, has 
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been a dominant product for the Venezuelan economy since the 1920s 
and for Ecuador since the 1970s.

While the term extractivism was originally developed in reference to the 
heavy reliance of nation-states on the extraction of raw materials, a few 
scholars have recently tried to broaden the term to include different forms, 
practices, and dimensions of value extraction from all areas of life, includ-
ing social ties and practices of social cooperation (Gago 2015). The extrac-
tivist economy in this sense epitomises particular dimensions and 
developments of contemporary global capitalism, especially those related 
to the commodification of new areas of life (i.e., in the form of big data, 
carbon markets, social cooperation, cultural identities, and imageries, 
etc.). We can view these various forms of commodification as both a con-
tinual expansion of sources for value accumulation and—the dominant 
form of accumulation by which elite power is restored—the dispossession 
of some parts of the population (Harvey 2007). Such a broad understand-
ing of extractivism may draw attention to different dimensions of how 
capitalist projects extract value from a range of different forms and areas of 
life not previously part of capitalist commodification and accumulation, 
revealing how extractivist dynamics may embrace and affect all aspects of 
life (see, e.g., Krøijer, Brightman, Penfield, and Ødegaard, this volume). 
In the context of South America, these less conventional dynamics of 
extractivism are made particularly evident through green finance as well as 
carbon and biodiversity accounting in and through global carbon market 
programmes. Our concern with extractivism in this edited volume is not 
limited to the extraction of minerals, metals, or fossil fuels but includes 
issues of forests (Marc Brightman’s chapter) or water (Astrid Bredholt 
Stensrud’s chapter) and even issues related to the imminent but still spec-
tral appearance of extractive projects (Juan Javier Rivera Andía’s chapter). 
Therefore, we seek to engage the issue of extractivism and extractions of 
value in a broad sense.7

The extraction of primary materials in South America has affected, 
most visibly and dramatically, vulnerable populations, such as rural com-
munities and indigenous groups. The resulting protests have often been 
motivated by concerns with environmental effects in local communities, a 
common disregard of laws about prior consultation,8 changes of landscape 
and land use, limited employment opportunities for local populations,9 
and land grabs. Scholars have tried to pinpoint the challenges that the 
extractive industry may pose for local populations with the notion of 
enclosure, drawing on Marx by pointing to the enclosure of the commons 
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and the separation of peasants from the land. According to Bridge, enclo-
sure and exclusion are central to the creation of value in the extractive 
sector, in many cases instigated through the extension of state-granted 
concessions to private companies or to state-corporate consortiums (2008: 
415). He argues that the often nonrenewable character of extraction may 
even imply that enclosure is a primary competitive logic in extractive 
industries, a prerequisite for which is the existence of vulnerable popula-
tions who have no legal, or otherwise ambiguous, ownership of land. 
Along similar lines, and seeking to understand the relations between 
enclosure, commodification, and struggle in the extractive industries, 
Bebbington and Bury (2014) discuss the accelerated rate of the extractive 
industry’s recent expansion in South America, arguing that several coun-
tries in the region are currently undergoing a process of increasingly 
extensive enclosure. They note that enclosure is indeed central to the 
commodification of various parts of the landscape, and that it lays the basis 
for new rounds of landscape transformation as, for example, businesses 
seek to gain access to these commodities (2014: 11).

Landscape transformations as a result of the operations of extractive 
industries also create an important backdrop for the recent politicisation 
of nature. In recent years, mega-mining projects and the use of new tech-
nologies in the extractive industries have particularly broadened the extent 
of this landscape transformation (see Li 2015), sometimes resulting in the 
destruction of whole mountains, pasturelands, and water sources. As Li 
(2015) discusses in her study of mining in Peru, mining projects may 
transform people’s relations of access to a wide range of resources. In the 
Andean context, recent forms of extractivism stand in contrast to previous, 
more low-tech and labour-intensive forms, and the practices by which 
locally based miners would give offerings (of food, alcohol, coca) to both 
appease the powerful earth-beings in exchange for the removal of mineral 
wealth and secure their own safety (see Li 2015; Harris 2000; Nash 1979). 
The recent mining landscape transformations exacerbate the disruption of 
forms of life and ways of living, and, as Li shows, have the potential to 
disturb relationships between people and an agentive and living landscape, 
sometimes through specific devices, such as buildings (see Juan Javier 
Rivera Andía, this volume). Li asks (2015: 75): ‘How, then, does one 
argue with an evolutionist logic in which mining is portrayed as the inevi-
table road to progress?’ Regarding the environmental conflicts of recent 
years, one of Li’s central points concerns mountains. Mountains in such 
conflicts are not simply a landform or a resource nor a matter of differing 
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perceptions among the actors involved in the controversy. Rather, protest-
ers have mobilised elements that are usually absent from public debate: 
Apus, usually described as spirits of the mountains in the Andes. Through 
protests, apus have been brought into the sphere of national politics and 
become entities with which corporations and the state must contend 
(ibid.: 110–111; see also Harvey and Knox 2015). On the one hand, some 
scholars have criticised this approach for taking too seriously entities that 
are actually much less fixed and respected than created as a relatable fact in 
encounters with activism and protests (Cepek 2016; see also Krøijer, this 
volume). On the other hand, other authors have proposed that this inclu-
sion of apus in politics can be considered the enactment of ontological 
politics of different worlds. For instance, and as previously noted, Blaser 
(2009) and de la Cadena (2010) have emphasised that contemporary 
environmental struggles in South America are also conflicts over different 
realities or worlds. According to the latter, this implies that:

no separation exists between Ausangate the Word and Ausangate the earth- 
being; no “meaning” mediates between the name and the being. [Mountain] 
Ausangate is, period. Not a belief but a presence enacted through everyday 
practices (de la Cadena 2015: 25–26).

The conflicts do not simply concern competing interpretations of nature—
scholars such as de la Cadena and Blaser argue—but can be understood as 
the enactment, stabilisation, and protection of multiple socionatural 
worlds.10 As similarly noted by Li: ‘Conflicts over mining reveal the mul-
tiple ways of configuring what we usually conceive of as “Nature” and its 
constituent elements’ (Li 2015: 22–23).

Considering the intensity of extractive operations in South America 
over the last two decades, several scholars from different disciplines have 
explored the significance of these developments, examining the many fac-
ets of struggle and protest surrounding extractivism in the twenty-first 
century (Bebbington and Bury 2014; Deonandan and Dougherty 2016; 
Arsel et al. 2016; Jalbert et al. 2017). Some studies focus on practices of 
resistance from a critical ethnographic perspective (e.g., Jalbert et  al. 
2017) and the implications of extractivism as a catalyst for conflicting con-
ceptualisations of nature, region, and nation (Escobar 2016; Bebbington 
and Bury 2014), which are often specifically related to different kinds of 
reactions (usually but not always practices of resistance) to resource extrac-
tion. That which distinguishes these studies from the volume we present 
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here is our intent to more explicitly relate the current projects and debates 
of extractivist expansion in South America to the issues of mobilisation, 
difference, and ontology in local indigenous settings. More specifically, we 
seek to explore the significance of ontological and cosmological questions 
to how local populations negotiate and navigate extractive operations and 
politics. The volume, therefore, addresses ongoing debates on the onto-
logical turn in anthropology, exploring the different ways in which extrac-
tivism actualises questions of ontological difference. Our concern is how 
the intensification of extractivist endeavours in South America actualises 
issues of both indigeneity and ontology in specific ways and in concrete 
situations and contexts.

In this Amerindian scenario, politics can be considered to entail ques-
tions of fraught and perpetual worldings, which are different although 
thoroughly imbricated (Povinelli 2001). Politics becomes a cosmopolitics 
(Stengers 1996) that questions taking human rights as the ultimate 
 justification for claims mobilised through identity politics (Haraway 
2008). In this regard, and considering how modern politics is premised on 
scientific representations of nature, de la Cadena (2014) proposes we 
explore precisely that which historically falls outside politics—such as 
earth-beings in the Andes—in order to eliminate the blind spots of mod-
ern politics. Such ethnographies may enable us to conceptualise otherwise 
in partial connection (see Strathern 2004) with difference (which, being 
located at sites of limit, emerge as radical difference). Indeed, paying 
attention precisely to such ethnographic (and postcolonial) moments that 
oblige analysis at the crossroads of ontology and modern politics could 
open the latter to a more radical critical view (de la Cadena 2014; see also 
Salmond 2014: 178). Several contributors writing about the ontological 
turn have considered that, if we are to escape the catastrophic effects of 
further environmental degradation and climate change, we may need to 
consider the idea of a ‘world not predicated on the essential difference of 
Indigenous peoples but on our shared capacity to transform ourselves’ 
(Bessire 2014: 227; see also Alberti et al. 2011: 898; Killick 2015).

What happens when the practices and ideologies of extractivism play 
out in places where the components of the world are otherwise entangled? 
Further, what would happen if we try to temporarily abstain from seeing 
resistance and social conflicts as the conceptual points of departure but also 
as emerging facts from the field? We wish to open the debate also to other 
possible problems. Do extractivist and Amerindian ontologies differ radi-
cally? And, if so, in what ways do they interact or mutually entangle each 
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other? Are they, rather, kept separate, and, if so, by what means and under 
what circumstances? What roles do inequality and asymmetry play in entan-
glements and separations? Perhaps more importantly, how can we ethically 
address the suffering, dispossession, destruction, and corruption (Ballard 
and Banks 2003; Gudynas 2018) that entanglements and asymmetries ‘that 
[admit] no exception and [tolerate] no resistance’ (Arsel et al. 2016) pro-
voke in South America?11 And, finally, if we are to take these considerations 
into account, to what extent must we expand our own anthropological con-
cepts in order to grasp ‘how “other” the otherwise can be’ (Candea 2014) 
or how ‘ontologies multiply’ (Law and Lien 2012: 15)?

identity PoliticS And indigenouS mobiliSAtion

It was not until the 1980s and 1990s, as lowland groups started organis-
ing around indigenous identity and demands for territory and highland 
groups mobilised around cultural recognition and political participation 
(Postero 2013: 109), that indigeneity emerged as a way of claiming citi-
zenship, rights, and justice. This emergence of indigenous mobilisations 
and organisations in South and Central America (see, for instance, Warren 
and Jackson 2002; Ramos 1998; Álvarez et  al. 1998; Canessa 2006; 
Postero 2013) was sparked in part by an international discourse of indig-
enous rights as well as the more general turn towards identity politics 
worldwide.

Defining and representing indigeneity is a subject of great debate in 
South America, as it is elsewhere in the world. Considering the way in 
which indigenous peoples12 tend to be understood and defined in contrast 
to modernity and that which is associated with the market economy, the 
relationship between indigeneity and capitalism represents a central theme 
in anthropological writings. Some scholars have emphasised that capital-
ism and state-building have, in fact, played an important role in the forma-
tion of what we now consider indigenous peoples in South America and 
beyond. In a comparative study of Asian and African colonisation pro-
cesses, for instance, Murray Li (2010) argues that practices we associate 
with indigeneity have grown out of attempts by colonial states to ‘protect’ 
natives from market mechanisms. More specifically, she emphasises that 
indigenous people’s collective use of land in Asian and African contexts 
was developed in response to historical dialectics of capitalism and state- 
building (see also Wolf 1957). Colonial powers relied on collective land 
use as a way to control and exploit local populations—often combined 
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with well-intended attempts to protect them against the ‘evils’ of capital-
ism. Similar mechanisms were prevalent in South America, where los indios 
of the Andes—since the 1570s termed República de indios—had to con-
tribute with collective labour and the collection and payment of taxes to 
the Spanish Crown (Platt 1982; Harris 2000). Through these and similar 
arrangements, los indios of the Andes have continually been (re)con-
structed as particular kinds of collective subjects (Wade 2017; Ødegaard 
2010). This kind of dialectical process indicates the importance of consid-
ering how indigeneity may at times act as a tool of governance, while at 
other times serve as a strategy of emancipation and resistance (Murray Li 
2010; Postero 2013). Indigeneity, therefore, cannot be seen as referring 
to a pre-existing, static formation of identity but, rather, as informed by 
the complex politics and interdependencies of capitalism and state- building 
as well as to class, language, ethnicity, and racialised hierarchies in particu-
lar contexts. Along these lines, it is widely recognised that we need to 
‘move beyond thinking of indigeneity in the all-or-nothing terms of 
authenticity and invention, cultural survival and extinction’ (García 
2005: 6; see also Li 2015: 117), as indigeneity has increasingly come to be 
seen as a product of the ways in which ‘difference is produced culturally 
and politically’ (García 2008: 217). Postero (2013: 108) similarly finds 
that the representation of—and representatives of—indigeneity emerge 
from struggles over particular social, cultural, and economic matters dur-
ing specific moments. The way in which indigeneity and the indigenous 
are represented has become a central concern, both among indigenous 
groups and scholars, especially regarding how to and who should repre-
sent the indigenous in postcolonial contexts structured by historical power 
differences. In addition to the heavy influx of external representations of 
the indigenous in official as well as scholarly discourses, Postero points out 
that debates about representation must take into account the issue of 
internal power and differentiating mechanisms in and among indigenous 
groups: the involvement of indigenous communities in global identity 
politics, as well as circuits of capital, may significantly increase internal 
inequalities and power differences and complicate the issue of representa-
tion. Without denying either the existence of forms of community prior to 
the arrival of extractivist projects to indigenous lands or their role in their 
own definition, it is important to take into account that ‘particular, con-
tingent histories of engagement’ around extractivist activities can ‘yield 
specific forms of local community’ (Ballard and Banks 2003: 297). 
According to Murray Li (2010: 400), furthermore, we may need to pay 
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ethnographic attention to what Mike Davis (2006: 181) calls the ‘micro-
capitalism of the poor’, which may be a pervasive feature of people’s liveli-
hoods in cities and countryside alike. Against this backdrop, and seeking 
to understand how extractivism actualises questions of indigeneity and 
difference, we suggest that the large-scale enclosures of extractive politics 
should not exclude sensitivity to the microcapitalism enacted by actors in 
indigenous communities.

As noted, the 1980s is usually considered as marking the rise of a politics 
of identity and a shift from a previous class-based mobilisation in Latin 
America and elsewhere. This shift to an emphasis on identity has been seen 
as part and parcel of an increasing tendency to make moral claims to land 
and autonomy during a time when class discourse was losing ground (Orta 
2004). In this regard, consider Friedman’s (1999) somewhat provocative 
analysis of identity politics and the rise of indigenous movements world-
wide from the 1980s onwards. This rise, he argues, was part of a general 
process of transformation in the world system and the idea of nationhood, 
characterised by a rapid increase in economic globalisation and the (sup-
posed) weakening of the nation-state. The transformation produced both 
globalised (cosmopolitan elites) and localised (indigenous and right-wing) 
identities and formed the basis for political strategies claiming identity- 
based rights and cultural liberation from the homogenising force of the 
state (ibid.: 6). Despite the weakening of class-based mobilisation, 
Friedman suggests that the dynamics of class formation was, nonetheless, a 
major operator in the continuum between these different forms of identity, 
with cosmopolitan elites placed at the top of the system and localisers at 
the bottom. A whole range of contradictory forces accompanied this pro-
cess, producing class division and asymmetry at all levels, including within 
indigenous movements. He relates this process of verticalisation to the 
involvement of NGOs and international funds in the organisation of local 
movements. This combination of tribal organisation and capital accumula-
tion produced a tribal capitalist mode (from Rata 1997), Friedman argues, 
with the potential to produce and reinforce class divisions (1999: 10). This 
argument suggests that the rise of indigenous movements should not sim-
ply be understood as (or reduced to) mere opposition to the changing role 
of the nation-state under economic globalisation but, rather, considered 
part of it. Meanwhile, the shift to a focus on identity, culture, and recogni-
tion, in both popular and scholarly discourse, has provided common 
ground for various actors seeking to take cultural difference seriously. 
According to Fraser (2012), however, and as similarly indicated by 
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Friedman, the shift to a politics of identity failed to incorporate a critique 
of capitalism. In Fraser’s view, the politics of identity may even be seen to 
have emerged in a suspect interrelationship with neoliberalism and as inter-
twined with global capitalist promotion of an emphasis on language and 
subjectivity at the cost of social egalitarianism (Fraser 2012: 6).

In this volume, we think of the notion of indigeneity as a dialectical 
construction that is continually made and re-made through historical 
encounters, government policies, and indigenous mobilisation. Indigeneity 
can be seen as both the result and the producer of difference. We would 
like also to point out our hesitation towards what seems to be a tendency, 
in some debates and studies of indigenous mobilisation, to deal with the 
issue of difference merely as a discursive construction. This, we suggest, is 
to sweep the conceptual and political challenge of difference under the 
carpet. For instance, in a study of the 1990s Latin American social move-
ments discussing their potential for fostering alternative political cultures, 
Álvarez et al. (1998) noted that we may need to expand our notion of the 
‘cultural’ and recognise that all social movements (whether class-based or 
identity-based) can be seen as enacting a politics of cultures. While recog-
nising the contested process of the making and re-making of the indige-
nous, we argue that we should not overlook the very different cosmological 
and ontological orientations and dynamics that may be at play and which 
often become particularly salient, given the frictions caused by the expan-
sion of extractive industries. As has been suggested by various scholars 
debating from premises of the turn to ontology in anthropology, we need 
to take these differences seriously (see Viveiros de Castro 2015b; Willerslev 
2013). Now, with the current mobilisation around environmental concerns 
and recent developments of a politics of nature in South America, are we 
experiencing a new shift towards a wider scholarly consideration of a poli-
tics of nature with a potential to reflect on the possibilities of other worlds 
(see Hage 2012; de la Cadena 2010)? How can current indigenous reac-
tions towards extractive industries be understood vis-à-vis, beyond or away 
from the identity or cultural politics of the 1980s and 1990s? Could these 
more recent terms of mobilisation, explicitly linked to a politics of nature, 
be understood as a continuation or extension of the identity  politics of the 
1980s and 1990s13? Or is this a form of mobilisation that should be under-
stood in different terms altogether? Could the recent move towards a poli-
tics of nature be seen to entail another (more fundamental) form of critique 
against capitalism than did the identity politics of the 1980s? In sum, how 
could an interest in ontological questions be reconciled with the epistemo-
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logical scenario of representation, which, historically, has been privileged 
by identity politics? Could the aim of a permanent decolonisation of thought 
be considered a radicalisation of the form of critique brought about by 
identity politics? In this volume, we contend that the recent academic inter-
ests in politics of nature as they are reflected in ethnographies from indig-
enous South America may come from the potential to include a renewed 
critique of capitalism and modernity.

From A PoliticS oF identity to A coSmoPoliticS 
oF ‘nAture’?

The boom in extractive industrial endeavours has been accompanied by an 
intensification of opposition and resistance to large-scale mining and 
energy extractive projects in response to persisting inequalities, marginali-
sation, environmental damage, and ecological devastation. Indigenous 
world- and life-making projects play a central role in many of these initia-
tives to mobilise against the politics of extractivism14; not only as symbols 
of resistance but also in making political claims and (for some) in the for-
mulation of alternatives to modern politics and capitalism.

In many cases, the current mobilisations around nature or entities of the 
landscape are spurred by indigenous people’s immediate experiences of 
loss, alienation, and dispossession related to large extractive operations. 
The issue of loss associated with extractive industries stems from radical 
changes to people’s ways of life, alteration of their environment and means 
of subsistence (in some cases through forced displacement), and the often 
disproportional effects of detrimental by-products from extractive projects 
(Ballard and Banks 2003). Social scientists refer to these areas, where losses 
are dismissed as necessary for the benefit of economic development, as 
human and environmental sacrifice zones (Jalbert et al. 2017; Lerner 2010). 
A range of issues thus arises when considering Amerindian collectives in 
the context of globalisation and the extractivist ‘translation of nature into 
resources’ (de la Cadena 2014) that exacerbates the world ecological crisis. 
One of these issues is ‘the ecologically destructive and socially disruptive 
forces’ that affect those indigenous people who are struggling to deal with 
these processes on their own terms (High 2015: 101, 170).

There has been a shift in the narrative framing of indigeneity in the cur-
rent era, especially in countries such as Bolivia and Ecuador, as suggested 
by Fabricant (2013). She notes that in Bolivia, in the 1980s and 1990s, 
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indigeneity was a language of resistance used for claiming rights as well as 
reclaiming lands from the oligarchy and transnational corporations. With 
the government of Morales, the narrative framing of indigeneity has 
shifted with a broadening of indigenous cosmovisión (worldview) to a 
resource for saving the planet from climate change. Fabricant discusses 
this as a narrative of indigeneity that Morales has drawn upon in interna-
tional forums, calling for the adoption of so-called indigenous notions of 
sumak kawsay (in Quechua) or suma qamaña (in Aymara), usually trans-
lated as living well (ibid.; see also Merino 2016). One of the most visible 
expressions of this shift to a politics of nature may be at the crossroads 
between indigenous mobilisation, international environmentalism, state 
governance, and ontologically inflected ethnographic studies. Postero 
writes that at this meeting of local and global environmental concerns, 
indigeneity is (once again) made into both a language of governance, a 
legitimating discourse for the state, and a language of rights employed by 
citizens demanding access to state resources (2013: 114; see also Postero 
2017: 21). This coupling of indigenous notions of sumak kawsay and 
global environmentalism may produce a range of new dilemmas and con-
tradictions related to what an essentialised notion of indigeneity may mean 
for large numbers of urban indigenous people, for instance, who might 
not necessarily oppose resource extraction as such (Fabricant 2013). In 
this regard, while the Bolivian government’s statements about climate 
change may suggest a clear opposition between indigenous values such as 
sumak kawsay and capitalism (see also Schavelzon 2016: 121–122), we 
need to recognise the differing and often conflicting interests among 
indigenous groups (Fabricant 2013; see also Postero 2013: 113; High 
2015), their different relations to the extractive industries, and their pro-
visional uses of particular conceptual resources in specific political contexts 
(Cepek 2016). As noted by Postero, indigenous people remain at the cen-
tre of disagreements over the national development models based on nat-
ural resource extraction, new forms of government, and relations between 
the central state and local communities. We are, therefore, compelled to 
explore the complex ways in which indigeneity is contested and repre-
sented in debates over the extractive industry.

Against this backdrop, it is worth asking how the globalisation of dis-
courses on ecological degradation and climate change (through NGOs, 
governments) serves to inform and spur indigenous mobilisation around 
the so-called nature. In other words, how is indigenous politics of nature 
related to other kinds of mobilisation and protests and to international 
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environmental discourse more widely (see Li 2015; Postero 2013; 
Fabricant 2013; see also Li and Paredes Peñafiel, this volume)? How can 
we relate the simultaneity of different mobilisations concerning ‘nature’ to 
the radical alterity of indigenous ontologies? Considering the recent 
mobilisation against extractive industries in many countries, Li’s ethnog-
raphy of the mobilisation around particular entities of the landscape docu-
ments how such mobilisation sometimes crosscuts conventional groupings 
related to class or ethnic identity, involving peasant and indigenous com-
munities, NGOs, and transnational environmentalists. Li reminds us that 
actions often defined as indigenous knowledge or tradition are not fixed 
entities, since arguments that appeal to such notions are made from local- 
global encounters (2015: 220). For instance, in Porcón, one of the com-
munities where she worked, Li illustrates how it took a proposed mining 
project—with the threat of open pits, chemicals, and altered water 
courses—to actively produce the ‘indigeneity’ of her interlocutors and to 
make their relationship to a sentient landscape politically visible and sig-
nificant in the present (ibid.: 116–117). This is an important point, but 
should not, in our opinion, undermine the gains of ethnographic exposi-
tions to Amerindian ontological patterns and alternative compositions of 
the world (see Pazzarelli 2013; Alberti et al. 2011; Nielsen 2016; Rivera 
Andía 2005a, b, 2006, 2008; Fortis 2014; Alberti 2014; Harris 2000; 
Orta 2004), particularly when both approaches could actually benefit and 
inform each other.

Reflecting on the interconnectedness with worldwide discourses on 
rights and recognition, Steur (2014) notes that indigenous movements 
often rely on a contradictory mix of epistemologies—of legally and 
 scientifically prescribed identification, popular revisioning of historical 
memory, references to differing political ideologies, and attempts to appeal 
to middle- class imaginaries of indigenousness (see also Li 2015; Postero 
and Fabricant, this volume). Against this backdrop, and referring to indig-
enous movements in India, Steur (2014: 2) argues that it would be a 
mistake to read indigenous mobilisation only in terms of an ontological 
critique of Western modernity. She identifies problems in what she consid-
ers a recent tendency in studies of indigenous movements to reduce them 
to a question of ‘ontological critique’ and, more importantly, to engage 
with the question of capitalism only to the extent to which it represents yet 
another problem of Western ontology (see also Bessire 2014). This ten-
dency, which some authors consider a price worth paying (Candea 2017), 
invites the risk that the historical, real, and relational process of capitalism 
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is sidestepped, culturalised, or even reduced to Western myth (or onto-
logical dualisms). In order to understand the emergence and, not least, 
the timing of indigenous movements and politics, Steur argues that we 
need to sharpen our understanding of how capitalist mechanisms work 
themselves out and are renegotiated in people’s everyday working lives, 
organised collectivities, and socially reproductive activities (Steur 2014: 2). 
In accordance with this point by Steur, our volume focuses on indigenous 
responses to extractive industries in an attempt to reveal how these endeav-
ours play out in everyday lives, and, further, we explore how ontological 
differences might inform these processes and responses. We consider that 
the examination of capitalist expansion and extractivism could benefit 
from a focus on the significance of ontological difference to understand 
how these processes are dealt with, lived, negotiated, and altered by local 
indigenous populations. As noted by Blaser (2004), while indigenous 
communities all over the world have opposed many developmentalist 
agendas, their agendas are themselves emergent rather than a mere reac-
tion to other agencies.

Our concern with cosmologies and ontologies in this volume certainly 
does not entail an assumption that indigenous world- and life-making proj-
ects necessarily take the form of opposition or resistance to extractive 
endeavours. In fact, the volume is not limited to the issue of protest, 
mobilisation, or politically motivated actions; we are also interested in 
rather ambiguous situations where ontological principles are made relevant 
as part of indigenous peoples’ way to make sense of their life-making proj-
ects alongside extractivist endeavours. In this respect, we build on Blaser’s 
(2004) focus on how people sustain life projects that are  embedded in local 
histories and visions of the world and the future that are distinct from 
those promoted by state and markets. Underlining how indigenous com-
munities do not necessarily resist development, Blaser argues that struggles 
to pursue life projects, often ‘premised on densely and uniquely woven 
“threads” of landscapes, memories, expectations and desires’, may be at 
least equally important to chronicle and analyse (Blaser 2004: 26). Along 
these lines, our intention is to explore the dilemmas, frictions, and uncer-
tainties arising from the complex coexistence of a global hegemonic notion 
of nature as resource on the one hand and various Amerindian socionatural 
formations on the other hand. We are thus required to uncover the variety 
of ways in which indigenous ontogenies15 are configured and re-accommo-
dated in people’s attempts to resist, to make sense of, or simply survive in 
contexts of extractive industry activity in South America. Hence, our wish 
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to show the significance of different life- and world-making projects in 
everyday lives. We find this to be a useful approach particularly in a context 
of ongoing and heated debates about a tendency in the ontological turn in 
anthropology to fix differences and to restrict itself to the domains of 
abstract and generalising discussion of rigid ‘ontological schemes’ (Vigh 
and Sausdal 2014). To elude a presupposition of ontology as worlds sepa-
rated by incommensurable differences, we propose to consider the expan-
sion of extractive industries in South America (and indigenous peoples’ 
attempts to deal with it) through concepts such as ontological dynamics 
(see Remme 2016) or ontogénies (Ingold in Descola and Ingold 2014). An 
emphasis on ontological dynamics in such encounters involves a concern 
with the emergence of boundaries and entities as an effect of specific prac-
tices, especially attempts to stabilise and contain the entities and boundar-
ies that extractivism makes visible, uncertain, or nonexistent.

FinAl thoughtS on liFe ProjectS And turbulenceS

Extractivism stands out among the remarkable challenges associated with 
ideologies and processes of globalisation that Amerindian collectives of 
South America are facing. Taking into account this encounter between dif-
ferent perspectives, ideologies, and praxes—by no means new but in many 
cases affected by a sort of acceleration (Brightman et al. 2016: 2)—scholars 
concerned with indigenous societies have had to broaden the scope of their 
reflections and adopt new analytical tools. In this context, some scholars 
have aimed to show ethnographically how ‘the modern world or ontology 
sustains itself through performances that tend to suppress and or contain 
the enactment of other possible worlds’ (Blaser 2009: 16):

[C]ommoning comes at the cost of subordinating one set of practices to the other 
through “same-ing”—that is, an equivalence is proclaimed (and accepted) 
where a divergence is actually operative. The consequence is that dominant 
practices can eventually operate as if the subordinate ones were irrelevant to the 
constitution of the commons (Blaser and de la Cadena 2017: 190).

Suppression and subjection (Escobar 2016: 15) are also implicit in the 
imposition described as part of a war of worlds: ‘the world (“as we know it”) 
is imposed in myriad ways on other peoples’ worlds (as they know them), 
even as this hegemonic world seems to be on the brink of a slow, painful 
and ugly ending’ (Viveiros de Castro 2015b; see also Schavelzon 2016).16
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Along these lines, some scholars insist that culture, as opposed to nature, 
would not be sufficient to understand the challenge represented by contem-
porary indigenous politics and the quest to promote indigenous rights 
(Blaser 2009; de la Cadena 2010, 2015). The challenge of this ‘transition to 
who knows what’ (Gilbert in Haraway et al. 2016: 541) concerns an onto-
logical politics, a cosmopolitics, by which different  possible entanglements 
between humans, nonhumans, and places become occasions for ethical con-
troversy (Wardle and Schaffner 2017: 9–24). Contemporary indigenous 
movements fighting against the predatory policies of multinationals are con-
cordantly perceived as a way to re-establish the sovereignty that humans and 
nonhumans exercise over themselves (Descola 2014b: 55).

Previous attempts to conceptualise the involvements of indigenous peoples 
in a globalised economy have tended to focus on their relationship with exter-
nal extractivist agents in terms of individualism, monetisation, inequality, and 
resistance produced in the relation to capitalist modes of production. Seeking 
to expand from these conceptualisations, we wish to explore how Amerindian 
groups can maintain their ability to be part of a localised (place-based) com-
munity in a socially legitimate manner while simultaneously facing the chal-
lenges produced by, for example, the forceful expansion of a monetary 
economy and wage labour accompanying the extractivist industries. We intend 
neither to deny the depth of the transformations of indigenous life projects 
caused by extractivism nor assert its ineluctability or radicalness. Instead, we 
would like to test the possibility that changes in Amerindian collectives could 
follow indigenous patterns identified across diverse Amerindian regions 
(Fausto 2012 [2001]; Gutiérrez 2001; Rivera Andía 2005a, b, 2008; Erikson 
1986, 1999; Santos-Granero 2009; Ortiz Rescaniere 1999; Pitarch 2003; 
Viveiros de Castro 2004a, 2011). How do the different strategies used by 
indigenous groups and communities to incorporate the external other—
which is often seen as an indispensable feature of the making of the self 
(Viveiros 2004a: 475; High 2015)—operate in extractivist contexts?

Further, how could we reintroduce a kind of morality into our relation-
ships with nonhuman environments (Hornborg 2006: 25), when we have 
for centuries deprived nature of morality (Callicott 1989, Berkes 2005, 
Kapfhammer 2012), historicity, and ‘the inner narrativity that is part and 
parcel of being in the world’ (Latour 2014: 13)? This ethical issue raises the 
question of whether the ontological turn blurs the other’s suffering and 
devastation (see Escobar 2016: 23). Or, put differently, is this anthropology 
of ontology… ‘with the potential to revolutionise anthropological practice 
and even save the planet from ecological apocalypse’ (Scott 2013: 860) 
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indeed hampering much needed situated analyses of afflictions and strug-
gles? Would those proposals in which indigenous people are deemed as an 
environmental remedy to the behaviour of the West (Killick 2015) consti-
tute nothing but a ‘problematic form of speculative futurism’ (Bessire and 
Bond 2014c)? Moreover, is this a sort of futurism where some life-making 
projects have priority over others, thereby doing a disservice to the com-
plexity of indigenous ways of living (Bessire 2014: 228; Killick 2015; see 
also Kapfhammer 2012: 149–152)? Facing these issues, the chapters com-
piled in this volume aim to provide descriptions of South American life 
projects that are being troubled, subdued, ignored, or ‘actively produced as 
non-existent’ (Escobar 2016: 15) by current policies of extractivism 
(Schavelzon 2016). We seek to address the unfolding of indigenous life 
projects in extractivist contexts in line with the proposition of an onto-
graphic method (Holbraad 2009), as a way of avoiding conceptual imperi-
alism and the imposition of our own categories and assumptions. Without 
dismissing conceptual reflexivity, we want to address and describe people’s 
life projects more specifically in contexts of extractivism, including their suf-
ferings, adversities, and struggles. We strive to avoid any type of prophetic 
conceptual futurism (Bessire 2014)—predefining, for example, indigenous 
peoples as hostages of some notion of indio ecologico—and, rather, pay 
attention to the coercive or punitive actions related to ongoing extractiv-
ism. Instead of persisting to simply apply our own pre-conceptualisations 
about extractivism’s specific effects, however, we try to explore indigenous 
experiences of loss and suffering as a function of the (imposed) inability to 
gain, realise, or obtain one’s own life project. We would like this to be our 
contribution to the literature as well as to debates about extractivism in 
South America, by showing the relevance of conceptual reflexivity to pro-
duce ethnographic accounts of extractivist Amerindian contexts’ asymmetry 
and suffering. We draw on various contributors to the debates on the onto-
logical turn and their emphasis on ethnographic conceptual reflection (see 
Holbraad 2014) while suggesting that an ‘ontological opening’ (de la 
Cadena 2014) to people’s urgent circumstances (Bessire 2014) may also 
contribute to ways of thinking otherwise.

the chAPterS oF thiS book

The chapters of the volume address, within various ethnographic contexts 
and from different points of view, the issues, controversies, and questions of 
three broad topics currently relevant when dealing with extractivism in 
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Amerindian South America: the reactions to, access to, or deprivation of the 
wealth linked to extractive industries (Guzmán-Gallegos, Penfield, Krøijer 
and Ødegaard); the conceptualisations and practices associated with territory 
and land ownership (Stensrud, Rivera Andía and Brightman); and the politi-
cal reactions of indigenous peoples through the evolution of activism and the 
concept of indigeneity (Li and Paredes Peñafiel, Postero and Fabricant).

Part I, Flows, Wealth, and Access, considers the Kichwa people in the 
Upper Tigre River near the frontier between Peru and Ecuador (Guzmán- 
Gallegos), the Sieko-pai (or Secoya) of northeastern Ecuador (Krøijer), the 
Sanema of Venezuelan Amazonia (Penfield), and the Andean smugglers 
working in the frontier between Peru and Bolivia (Ødegaard). In each of 
these cases, the authors highlight local indigenous communities’ strategies 
to face asymmetries and turbulences created by extractivism in their worlds.

María Antonieta Guzmán-Gallegos’ chapter examines the diverse and 
changing ways in which the Kichwa people relate to the leftovers of oil 
extraction in their everyday lives in the Upper Tigre River. She explores 
different types of abandoned oil installations and toxic waste that are part 
of landscapes of rubble saturated by ruination processes. The chapter 
shows how rubble and ruination embody the expansion of extractive capi-
talism in northern Peruvian Amazonia. This expansion entails a persistent 
disregard, both corporate and state, of the Kichwa people’s ways of life, a 
disregard which constitutes them as disposable and the places they inhabit 
as sacrifice zones. It suggests that the Kichwa’s current attempts to take 
control (a topic also addressed by Krøijer, and Rivera Andía) over aban-
doned oil installations and the remaining toxic wastes are acts of contesta-
tion. Their attempts at control, the author argues, are a rejection of the 
negation of their existence. The chapter shows that these attempts are, at 
the same time, an actualisation of divergent notions of ownership and 
their enactments (a topic also addressed by Brightman, Stensrud and 
Rivera Andía). Guzmán-Gallegos suggests that this actualisation multi-
plies the object owned. For the Kichwa, owned land is both the result of 
acts of care and transformation as well as legally titled area. While the first 
form of land ownership manifests and is a product of the relations of the 
people living in a place, titled land materialises their relationship with the 
state. The author proposes that, through multiplication of what is owned 
as well as the articulation of distinct enactments and understandings of 
ownership, the Kichwa seek to redefine the overwhelming asymmetries 
that characterise their long-standing relations with the state and other 
nonindigenous actors.
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The chapter by Stine Krøijer considers the devastating social and envi-
ronmental consequences of the constant penetration of the extractive 
frontier into indigenous territories in northeastern Ecuador. She explores 
the strategies followed by the Sieko-pai (formerly known as Secoya) living 
in or near oil fields for dealing with the transformations suffered by their 
world during decades of oil extraction. How do they, in fact, maintain a 
sense of control over their lives in the encounter with the extractivist 
imperative in its Ecuadorian version? Documenting the Sieko-pai’s consid-
erations about the disruptions—caused by the incorrect treatment of oil 
and blood—of positive ‘flows’ between powerful others (from jaguars to 
private companies) and indigenous territories and bodies, Krøijer pursues 
the analytical implications of a specific enquiry concerning indigenous life 
projects in a world saturated by extractivism. Her chapter contributes to 
current debates around the ontological analogy between oil and the so- 
called subterranean spirits’ blood without amounting to either an indige-
nous submissive acceptance or a heroic resistance of the circumstances 
externally inflicted on them. Instead, the author shows us that living with 
oil extraction expresses the Sieko-pai’s flexible ability to control a set of 
transformations in their world with their own life-project agendas.

The chapter by Amy Penfield explores more understated and multifac-
eted responses to extractivism that differ from the common depictions of 
indigenous resistance to extraction. These resounding tropes, while accu-
rate representations of extraction in many cases, often eclipse the ways in 
which indigenous responses may be more layered and perhaps even inter-
woven with their social and cosmological ethos. Drawing on field research 
among the Sanema of Venezuelan Amazonia, Penfield demonstrates how 
extractivism and its products, as well as associated wealth are integral to 
the Sanema livelihood and transforming notions of personhood in unan-
ticipated ways. Their unique location in the resource-rich forests of the 
Venezuelan petro-state means that extraction has a twofold bearing on 
their lives: first, as an abstract phenomenon in the form of oil wealth dis-
pensed to citizens and, second, as the intimate reality of gold mining in 
their territory. Both forms of extraction have manifold and significant 
impacts. Contrary to the perception that incorporation into the extractive 
economy brings with it individualism and social degeneration, Penfield’s 
chapter vividly shows how the wealth associated with extraction may also 
facilitate sociality, reciprocity, and compassion among kin (a similar situa-
tion is described in Ødegaard’s chapter). Wealth, among the Sanema, is 
found in human relationships, not self-interest.
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The chapter authored by Cecilie Vindal Ødegaard leaves the rural set-
tings of most of the chapters for an urban one, describing issues related to 
those of Krøijer and Penfield. Ødegaard focuses on the smugglers of fuels 
who operate in the frontier between Peru and Bolivia. Despite their strong 
Aymara and Quechua origins, the contrabandistas have usually been 
addressed by ethnographies more interested in economic ‘informality’ in 
South America (Goldstein 2016) than in Amerindian worldviews. Instead, 
Ødegaard considers the labour of contrabandistas as a redirection of com-
modities from official circuits of distribution (in this case, fossil fuels) and 
explores how the practices of contrabandistas contribute to subsume wealth 
to particular modes of sociality, including relations with market colleagues, 
kin, and earth-beings. Translating from one form of value accumulation to 
another, more redistributive form, these actors’ life projects are aimed at 
recreating local forms of relatedness. Both redistribution and translation 
here entail a semiotic multiplication involving different systems of meaning 
that exceed what the author calls the capitalist system of commensuration: a 
hegemonic, modernist production of equivalence supported by narratives of 
progress and development that usually accompany extractivism in South 
America. By exploring commodity flows as well as contrabandistas’ relations 
to the powerful earth-beings of the Andean landscape, Ødegaard reveals the 
partial connections of locally embedded worldings and dominant extractive 
practices. As in other chapters of this book, and without dismissing the con-
sequences of accumulation and inequality in the Andes, Ødegaard finds that 
resistance to extractivism is not absolute. Instead, the author describes a set 
of strategies used to deal with the forces and wealth of extractivism while 
paying attention to the relational and cosmological aspects of wealth and 
its mediation; here termed accumulation by diversion.

In Part II, Extractivism, Land, Ownerships, Stensrud writes about the 
Quechua indigenous communities in the Arequipa highlands (Peru). 
Rivera Andía offers an ethnographic account of the Cañaris people (also in 
Peru but around 2000 kilometres north of Arequipa). And, finally, 
Brightman describes the case of the Trio in Suriname. These three chapters 
consider the issue of indigenous conceptualisations and assertions of own-
ership and management of lands in contexts that are not often addressed 
directly in the literature on extractivism: ‘spectral’ mining projects, mega-
projects of channelling water for agroindustry, and hydroenergy and, last 
but not least, quantification of biodiversity and forest carbon.

Astrid Bredholt Stensrud suggests that earth-beings in the southern 
Peruvian context are not necessarily or deliberately invented as an indige-
nous strategy to stop extractivism, but, rather, form facets of relationships 
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that are continuously nurtured as part of ongoing local life projects. While 
most studies focus on the boom in oil, minerals, and logging, Stensrud’s 
chapter explores another form of extractivism which is growing in impor-
tance in Peru and elsewhere: the extraction of economic value from water 
in infrastructural mega-projects for the damming and channelling of water. 
She examines the implications of the Majes Irrigation Project for Quechua- 
speaking farmers and how they make claims to the water located within 
their lands. More specifically, she explores the conditions that make these 
land claims possible and how they are connected to notions of belonging 
and ownership that emerge from particular ontological compositions of 
water, mountains, personhood, earth-beings, and other nonhuman enti-
ties. These compositions and the life projects associated with them, 
Stensrud argues, conflict with the extractivist and modernising project of 
colonising water by turning it into an economic resource.

The chapter by Juan Javier Rivera Andía explores the terms by which the 
Cañaris Quechua-speaking people of the northern Peruvian highlands estab-
lish their relationship with the ‘land’ in a local context marked by extractiv-
ism. The extraction of resources implies taking the local places inhabited by 
the Cañaris people as an inert ‘natural’ land-object that is susceptible to 
being used and appropriated without much attention to what a president of 
Peru recently called ‘absurd ideologies’. The author examines the conflicting 
ways in which land is experienced and understood in an area with ever-
growing social conflicts linked to mining in Peru. Leaving open the possibil-
ity of the radically distinct multiplicity of a ‘living’ environment with whom 
humans relate in ‘social’ terms (illustrated also by Stensrud and by Ødegaard) 
that exceeds but is entangled with modern European conceptions of private 
property, he describes local practices and conceptions concerning the pro-
duction, access, and administration of the land (also addressed by Brightman). 
What emerges then is a nonhuman entity that is less ‘natural’ and ‘indige-
nous’ than what is usually expected in this type of ethnographic account: the 
Iglisya (Quechua term that comes from the Spanish iglesia, church). This 
indigenous building not only represents the land but constitutes it; it is the 
land (or what we could expect to find in Cañaris when arriving with such a 
concept in mind). Distant from combative public speeches, environmental 
activism, or ‘classic’ Andean nonhuman beings, the prevalence of the 
material,  collective, and nonverbal aspects of the relationships that produce 
the Iglisya, might, in fact, constitute a truly cosmopolitical and powerful 
fighting device to contend on their own terms (which Krøijer also 
addresses) with the threat currently suffered by the Cañaris. In Cañaris, 
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extractivism is affecting not only the rights of an indigenous people but a 
particular way to compose the world, a form that should be taken into 
account in any serious attempt to define key concepts in Andean ethnogra-
phy (such as ‘communal lands’ or comunidad campesina).

Marc Brightman’s chapter discusses the works of international environ-
mental NGOs that seek to conserve biodiversity among native Amazonian 
people in Suriname as a nonconventional form of extractivism. As recog-
nised in various cases, these efforts are increasingly inserted in a globalising 
modern worldview associated with refined techniques for the monitoring 
and (more importantly) the quantification of biodiversity and forest car-
bon. Addressing the significances for the Trio of this relatively new eco-
nomic, political, and ideological context promoted by the liberalisation of 
conservation, the author explores how indigenous conceptualisations (for 
instance, those regarding land ownership) contrast and entangle with the 
perspectives of technical and governmental agents intervening in their ter-
ritory. Thanks to this comparative view, Brightman allows us an ethno-
graphically informed insight into the different sets of distinctions and 
continuities between carbon and biodiversity accounting and other more 
conventional forms of extractivism taking place in indigenous worlds.

Part III, Indigeneity, Activism, and the Politics of Nature, is somewhat 
less interested in debates on ontology and comprises two co-authored 
chapters. The first, by Li and Paredes Peñafiel, discusses central leaders of 
anti-mining activism in both Peru and Brazil. The second study, by 
Fabricant and Postero, focuses on the conflicts around the construction 
project of a highway that traverses the Bolivian Isiboro Sécure National 
Park and Indigenous Territory (abbreviated as TIPNIS in Spanish). Both 
chapters offer detailed descriptions of events known nationally and inter-
nationally and that are still evolving.

The chapter by Fabiana Li and Adriana Paredes Peñafiel explores the man-
ifold interconnections between community-based resistance and national, as 
well as international activist networks. Focusing on organised resistance to 
mining activity (including indigenous peoples but also other actors) in Peru’s 
northern highlands (neither geographically nor culturally far from the region 
studied in Rivera Andía’s chapter), the authors trace the opposition to a pro-
posed mining project (the Conga campaign) and the dynamics that arise 
when local activism travels through documentaries, news media, lawsuits, 
and networks. Analysing the international reverberations of the conflict and 
activist efforts, they describe the emergence of key leaders—particularly 
female ones—and how they and media actors represent the conflict. In so 
doing, they explore the translation of these (media) representations from the 
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Peruvian context to a situation of increasing open resistance among scholars 
and middle-class activists to resource extraction in Rio Grande del Sul, Brazil. 
The authors document how this resistance may reverberate elsewhere and 
discuss its potential to challenge the logic of extractivism by opening up a 
space for alternative life-making projects that both transcend and communi-
cate between connections to a local landscape.

Addressing how indigeneity is actualised in social mobilisation, Nicole 
Fabricant and Nancy Postero examine the ways in which indigeneity is 
performed in Bolivia. Focusing on current protests against the construc-
tion of a highway through indigenous territories, they consider how per-
formance can play a central role in what they call moral reflection about 
indigeneity, gender, and the articulation of alternative social worlds. Using 
the concept of ‘ethical substance’ (Povinelli 2012), the authors explore 
how, through performance, indigeneity serves as a central site of moral 
reflection and conduct in their particular ethnographic settings. In so 
doing, they show how protests and performance also call into question the 
legitimacy of the Evo Morales government’s claim to stand for all indige-
nous peoples. The chapter demonstrates how distinct actors may claim 
access to indigeneity, and that multiple actors perform indigeneity to push 
through their own ethical and political agendas.

In sum, the third section of this book deals with widely held notions 
and practices linked to activism and indigeneity in current (and different) 
South American national scenarios. Extractivism is here expressed either 
directly, as in an open-pit mine, or indirectly, as in a highway project. In 
contrast to this section, the first two parts of the book explore local indig-
enous situations. The second part deals with relatively less frequently 
described forms of extractivism: the conflicts over an extraction yet to 
come in the Andes, the fight to control a substance as scarce as water in 
relation to an agroindustrial project, and the not so visible consequences 
of quantification of carbon and biodiversity in forest in Amazonia. In all 
these cases (and also in other sections of the book, although to a varying 
extent), the chapters highlight the diverse entanglements of humans and 
nonhumans and the reconceptualisation that these entanglements require. 
Finally, this brings us back to the first part’s descriptions of the diverse 
strategies indigenous peoples and urban proletarians use to face extractiv-
ism in their life-making projects in South America. Here, humans and 
things (such as rubble, abandoned wells, irrigation canals, ritual offerings, 
and gas cylinders) are not only entangled but might also mutually consti-
tute each other in the mist of the asymmetric turbulences emerging from 
South American extractivism.
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noteS

1. We build here on Blaser’s (2004) focus on how people sustain life projects 
that are embedded in local histories and visions of the world and the future 
distinct from those promoted by state and markets.

2. As is well known, animism is one of the oldest concepts in anthropology, 
representing the ‘century-old problem [of] why people animate what we 
regard as inanimate objects’ (Bird-David 1999: 70). In fact, ethnologists’ 
efforts to understand this ‘bizarre scandal’ (Kohn 2009: 136) could be 
traced at least to the seminal work by Edward B.  Tylor (1871) who 
explained ‘animism’ in accordance with David Hume’s thesis in Natural 
History of Religion (Brightman et  al. 2012: 3) and the German proto-
vitalist Ernst Stahl (Halbmayer 2012: 9). After more than a century, this 
attribution of a social character to relations between humans and nonhu-
mans is traditionally understood as configuring a world in which the default 
form of interaction between beings is modelled on that which occurs 
between subjects (Costa and Fausto 2010: 94).

3. Debates about the turn to ontology are often complicated—or perhaps 
enriched—by the variety of definitions and uses of the term ontology. Most 
of its proponents attempt to decentralise what being human entails and 
apply the porous or negotiated nature of its boundaries to other species 
and materialities (Bertelsen and Bendixsen 2016: 7). For instance, Scott 
(2013: 859) defines ontology as ‘the investigation and theorization of 
diverse experiences and understandings of the nature of being itself ’. Our 
discussion of the question of ontology in this introduction is by no means 
intended to provide an exhaustive account of the contributions and debates 
in its wake, as comprehensive overviews of these debates have been pro-
vided elsewhere (e.g., Holbraad and Pedersen 2017; Kohn 2015; Alberti 
et al. 2011; Bertelsen and Bendixsen 2016).

4. Rivera Andía’s translation.
5. Rivera Andía’s translation.
6. The fall of prices was caused partly by US oil sands production. In the 

period 2011–2015, a nearly 50 per cent fall in the prices of raw materials 
and energy (oil, gas, carbon) directly affected countries, such as Bolivia, 
Colombia, Ecuador, Venezuela, Chile, and Peru, that export hydrocarbons 
and metals.

7. This approach allows us to include, along with mining and oil extraction, 
fishing and cocaine production among extractivist activities in South 
America. It should be recognised that, either because of tacit consideration 
as a nonconflicting activity (as fishing) or as too conflictive (as narcotraffic), 
both are social, political, and economic extractivist activities that are still not 
being as closely studied as, for instance, ‘petro-cultures’ (e.g., Cepek 2016).
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8. Based on the International Labour Organization Convention 169 and the 
Native Communities Law which have been signed by several governments 
in South America between 1991 and 2008, through which states are 
expected to recognise indigenous land rights, and which later, at least on 
paper, have been reinforced by laws pertaining to participation and prior 
consultation.

9. Because of the shift towards a capital-intensive dynamic instead of a labour-
intensive one.

10. This form of detection and inclusion of entities such as spirits of the moun-
tains in current anthropological ethnographies has been labelled as a ver-
sion of the ontological turn called ‘alternative ontology’: ‘a highly 
influential theoretical intervention in political and political-economic 
anthropological debates’ (Holbraad and Pedersen 2017: 52) that never-
theless ‘still operate[s] by grounding the possibility of political difference 
in a prior story of how the world(s) must work’ (Holbraad and Pedersen 
2017: 54; see also Mol 1999; Latour 2014).

11. A whole range of issues could be drawn from this single question. What 
are, for instance, the implications of addressing it from outside of the 
Global South or, more precisely, from those ‘rich nations’ which 
Chakrabarty considers guilty of ‘the current crisis’ (2009: 216)? How to 
compose a common world thinking, as Stengers (2005) puts it, ‘in the 
presence of’ those most negatively affected by extractivism from a ‘North’ 
sometimes imagined as free of the conditions and consequences of the 
inequalities that characterise the South American scenarios described in 
this book? Finally, and regarding only the domain of the production of 
anthropological knowledge, how could the asymmetries between hege-
monic and marginal narratives and groups taking place in different parts of 
the world (Narotzky 2010) be put into a productive dialogue?

12. Being defined through their historical use of and belonging to a certain 
area and the rights attached through collective use of this land, indigenous 
peoples are further ascribed cultural specificities that often have bearing on 
their practices related to the land.

13. Indigenous mobilisation in this period certainly included land and titling 
as part of their claims for cultural rights. We should also be aware that this 
periodisation may overly simplify struggles that were in fact multifaceted 
and entailing not only questions of language and culture (but whose 
acknowledgement mainly in terms of language and cultural expression may 
have been in the interest of national governments).

14. The same could be said to happen against the developing clean energy 
projects driven by the increasing demand for energy in South America 
(Howe 2015).
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15. We take this term from Tim Ingold, who uses it in several works ‘to 
describe how form, rather than being applied to the material, is emergent 
within the field of human relations. This is neither making nor growing, 
but a kind of making-in-growing, or growing-in-making’ (Ingold and 
Hallam 2014: 5). Or put differently: ‘What if we were to reverse our priori-
ties, and subsume making under growth? Would not the concept of agency 
then take second place to that of animacy, as embodiment would take sec-
ond place to ontogenesis, and being to becoming?’ (Ingold and Hallam 
2014: 17; see also Ingold 2013: 95–97; Descola and Ingold 2014).

16. Similar positions have been delineated by Latour: ‘There is no such a thing 
as a “common world.” The issue of vegetable oil fuels is a war’ (Latour 
2015, authors’ translation). ‘War is infinitely more likely than contract’ 
(Latour 2014: 5). In the case of scholars working on South America, this 
position resonates with those of Escobar referring to the ‘struggles for the 
defense of territories and difference’ (2016: 13) and Schavelzon regarding 
the project of a Bolivian constitution (2016: 126).
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