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INTRODUCTION

A primary commodities boom fueled by the demands of industry and the growing middle class in Asia (especially China) for energy, industrial minerals and metals, agro-food products and other natural resources, combined with financial speculation on commodities markets, has caused prices for primary materials exports over the last decade to soar, generating extraordinary profits for extractive capital all over the world, including in supposedly progressive Latin American countries. High prices for commodities are sustaining a trend for continuing export growth while opportunities for increased profits are driving global investment in the exploration and extraction (drilling, mining, intensive processing, harvesting, etc.) of minerals, metals, fossil fuels (oil and gas), agro-food products, biogas and biofuels.1 In the relentless pursuit of profit, these activities, led by the multinational corporations in those industries, have expanded and extended the extractive frontier into remote areas where there remain large untapped reserves of minerals and sources of energy and agro-food products. As a result, Latin America has become the site of major social conflicts over territorial rights to land, water and natural resources. Indigenous territories and communities are at the leading edge of both the extractive capital frontier and the related social conflicts.

These conflicts, and associated pressures and struggles, pit peasant and indigenous movements against agents of global capital, and more often than not against nation states in which the extractive activities and indigenous communities are located. In this situation, the indigenous and peasant communities in the zones where the sought-after resources are sited and where they are extracted are confronting forces and conditions leading to the dispossession of their lands, the loss of livelihoods, the pillage and looting of their subsoil resources, the degradation of the environment and their habitat, and also the privatization, commodification and pollution of the water on which their livelihoods, health and well-being, not to mention life itself, depend. At the same time, while the mining companies are making windfall profits as they ride the wave of soaring prices associated with the primary commodities boom, governments have come to increasingly depend on foreign direct investment (FDI) for the extraction of their countries’ natural resource wealth as well as on the revenues derived from resource rents collected in the process (Cypher, 2010; Helbling et al., 2008).2

At issue in these developments – the ‘new extractivism’ as it is termed in Latin America – are the dynamics of a system in crisis. This capitalist development dynamic, based on an expanding extractive frontier with intensifying social conflicts over territorial rights, land, water and associated natural resources, can be viewed through the prism of class struggle, political conflict and the resource wars that have accompanied the extraction process. The capital accumulation process and the development project associated with it has shifted away from an emphasis on the exploitation of an ‘unlimited supply of surplus labor’ generated by the capitalist development of agriculture (the extraction of surplus value) towards the extraction and exploitation of natural resources.3 This is one way of viewing and understanding the political dynamic of conflict and the contending forces released by the workings of extractive capital and rentier capitalism against a backdrop of a system in crisis: as a process of development of the forces of production within a capitalist system and its institutional and policy framework. Another way of viewing this process is to focus on the dynamic workings of what we might term the imperial state – the capitalist state at the center of the system in its active support of extractive capital – in paving the way for the operations of extractive capital and backing up these operations with the power at its disposal, a project fittingly described and generally understood as ‘imperialism’.4

The interventions of the imperial state in support of extractive capital (the extraction of minerals and other non-renewable natural resources, and large-scale foreign investments in land acquisition, or land-grabbing) have a long and tortuous history that can be traced back to the mercantile era of capitalist development (Girvan, 2013; Polanyi-Levitt, 2013b). In this regard, it is important to view extractive imperialism from a historical perspective of ‘continuity and change’ in the evolution of world capitalism.5 Thus it may be recalled that one of the original motivations for European imperialist expansion into the Americas was the search for precious metals and that the earliest instances of extractive imperialism on the continent were the gold and silver mines of the Caribbean and Central and South America of the early 1500s. In later centuries, the need for lands suitable for large-scale cultivation of sugar cane and other tropical commodities, petroleum, natural gas, copper and bauxite, became an important driver of extractive imperialism. Extractive imperialism has thus taken different forms through the ages of conquest, colonial rule and mercantile capital, through the subsequent transition to industrial capitalism and the emergence of monopoly capitalism, and to the present age of global mega-corporations allied to finance capital.

To be more precise regarding the changing forms taken by both capitalism and imperialism in this process, it is important to note that different stages of capitalist development have been marked by diverse forms of labor exploitation, including the encomienda, racialized plantation slavery, indentured servitude and industry-based waged labor. Also, the transition from one stage to another has been powered in part by a process of technological innovation as well as by international interstate restructuring.6 For example, a major transition in the form taken by imperialism in the process of capitalist development was that from direct colonial administration of peripheral regions to the era of peripheral state ‘independence’, when the peripheral state became the site where various forms of indirect control for extractive imperialism were exercised and different internal social forces striving for their share of the rents were contested. In this era, there have also been ‘shifting pendulums of bargaining power’ between the multinational corporations of global capital and the imperial states on the one hand and the newly independent states on the other (Girvan, 2013).

In the context of these developments, reference to the ‘concrete forms taken in the evolution of world capitalist-imperialism’ in association with ‘the class struggles generated by the … subjugation of labour, indigenous communities and the former colonial state’ allows us to gain a ‘fuller understanding of these processes through time and space’ (ibid.) and so grasp the potential, pitfalls and limits of extractive capital – the extractive imperialist development model taking shape in Latin America today.

At issue in this model (see Chapter 1) is the dynamic of capitalist development within Latin America, in the region’s transition from the ‘neoliberal era’ (the 1980s and 1990s), based on the Washington Consensus on the need for free market capitalism, to a new era of capitalist development based on a new (post-Washington) consensus on the need for a more regulated form of capitalist development. Also under discussion are the dynamics of what we might term the imperialism of the twenty-first century (extractive imperialism). These dynamics relate to the fact that today many countries in Latin America (also in the Caribbean and Africa) are recipients of a new cycle of large-scale FDI by transnational corporations in the exploration and extraction of their natural resources. To explain these dynamics and to demystify the associated discourse of sustainable resource development, we make reference to and discuss the factors at work and the diverse conditions of social change, both structural and strategic. However, the principal factor in the expansion of capitalism and imperialism today, and the fundamental motivation behind the drive to accumulate capital, is the extraordinary profit to be made in response to the growing demand for these mostly non-renewable resources in the emerging markets of Asia. This demand has given rise to recurring spikes in the price of food, energy and other commodities, and growing fears of resource scarcity exacerbated by speculation associated with the financialization of commodity markets.

The analysis of this situation, which we have termed ‘extractive imperialism’, involves a number of interrelated factors, namely:

• the role of the imperial state in leveraging resource access for its multinational corporations in peripheral states;

• the diverse tactics employed by the imperial state to intervene in domestic political processes, including so-called free trade agreements, bilateral investment agreements, counter-insurgency and the ‘war on drugs’, promotion of coups d’état, bribery and leveraging of peripheral state debt dependency leading to fiscal crisis and FDI dependence, International Monetary Fund (IMF)/World Bank conditionalities, and the co-optation of local elites;

• inter-capitalist and inter-imperial state competition;

• the role of finance capital in financing resource investments and the concentration of capital on a global scale, facilitated by the privatization of state enterprises;

• the class basis and character of the peripheral state;7

• the role of the peripheral state in helping multinational corporations secure access to land, minerals and other resources in a context of resistance and the claims of peasant farmers, indigenous communities and other groups in occupation of resources, and the means employed to settle these conflicts, including deployment of the state’s repressive apparatus and armed forces;

• the division of resource rents among the agents and representatives of global capital, the peripheral state and local communities;

• the policy regime and dynamics of the ‘extractive imperialist development model’, particularly in the so-called post-neoliberal state8 constituted by the self-proclaimed ‘progressive’ elements of the political class;

• the impact of the extractive imperialist development model on the relationship between capitalist production and the social structure;

• the social relationship between capitalist production and the social structure of different Latin American societies; and

• the potential for such a model to be used as part of a transformative economic and social project advanced by a peripheral state that has come under the influence and/or control of popular forces or social movements.

Girvan (ibid.) argues – and we are in agreement on this point – that each of these factors is played out in the concrete form taken by world capitalism–imperialism in its expansion and evolution, in association with the conflict and class struggles generated by the subjugation of labor, indigenous communities and the agents of the peripheral state. A fuller understanding of these processes should help us to grasp the transformative potential of the extractive imperialist development model under discussion, as well as its inherent contradictions and limitations.

Our first insight into the capitalist development process is that the incorporation of non-capitalist social formations into the orbit of capital (the subordination of the subject population to the dictates of capital, and the active intervention of the state and the projection of imperial power) is a fundamental feature of the process. Imperialism, as a geopolitical project based on the agency of the imperial state – the projection of its power on behalf of and in support of capital – is a key pillar of the capitalist system, as vital to its expansion and development as are private property, capital–labor relations, the market and the state apparatus itself. We suggest that extractive imperialism in the current context has turbocharged the engine of capitalist development in the region, creating conditions for another period of accumulation by large-scale, long-term foreign investments following dispossession.

The initial and earlier phases of the capitalist development process, ‘accumulation by dispossession’ as David Harvey (2003) has termed it, led to the proletarianization of the small landholding direct producers (or ‘peasants’, in the discourse of critical agrarian change), forcing them to abandon agriculture and migrate in search of waged employment. However, although this needs closer examination, it is possible that in the contemporary phase of capitalist development the dispossession dynamics of capital accumulation have assumed a rather different form than in earlier periods. What Marx described as ‘primitive accumulation’ in the context of nineteenth-century Great Britain took the form of enclosures of the commons (land and its supra-soil resources), thereby dispossessing the rural poor of their means of production and subsistence. This process was reproduced with diverse permutations in subsequent periods of capitalist development on the periphery of the system, thereby generating an industrial reserve army of surplus labor (Lewis’s ‘unlimited supplies of labour’) and a proletariat of rural landless workers. However, it also produced forces of resistance in the form of a protracted land struggle. The Rural Landless Workers’ Movement (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra) in Brazil exemplifies this process in the context of the neoliberal era, which has evidently exhausted its potential and has reached its limits. But in the current situation, ‘accumulation by dispossession’ is taking the form of land-grabbing (‘large-scale foreign investment in land acquisition’, in the World Bank’s lexicon), enclosure of what remains of the global commons, the privatization and commodification of land and water, the extraction and pillage of available natural resources, and the degradation of the habitats and ecosystems on which the communities affected by the operations of extractive capital depend for their livelihoods and way of life.

To be clear on this point, to define imperialism in this context as ‘extractivist’ is not to describe the precise form taken by imperialism today, i.e. the strategies pursued and tactics employed by the agents of the imperial state. In fact, the imperial state, which in this book refers primarily to the United States and Canada,9 together with their collaborator regimes in Latin America, Europe and elsewhere, has at its disposal diverse powers and an arsenal of weapons that are deployed as circumstances demand. The particular and diverse forms taken by imperialism today, in the promotion and support of extractive capital, will be explored in subsequent chapters, but to establish a framework for the analysis presented in this book we need to place the current imperialist offensive within a broad historical perspective.

Imperialism in historical and theoretical perspective

Imperialism was understood and described by Lenin, for example, as the most advanced form of capitalism – as a phase in the capitalist development of the forces of production and corresponding social relations, and the resulting class struggle. The starting point of this ‘development’, by which Lenin had in mind the evolutionary shift in the form taken by capitalism from industrial capitalism to finance or monopoly capital, was what Marx described as ‘primitive accumulation’. This refers to a process in which the direct producers are separated from their means of production10 and proletarianized; that is, converted into a class for hire, compelled to exchange their labor for a wage, subjugating them to the wage relation.

The dynamics of this accumulation process unleashed forces that gave rise to a system of industrial capitalism and a process of productive and social transformation11 (of a pre-capitalist, traditional agrarian society into a modern, industrial capitalist system).12 Imperialism, then, was an advance on this system on the level of four major developments: i) the merger of industrial and bank capital in the form of finance or monopoly capital; ii) the export of capital; iii) the territorial division and colonization of the non-capitalist world by the capitalist states; and iv) the emergence of an international division of labor based on an exchange of raw materials and primary commodities for goods manufactured by industries at the center of the system.

Although imperialism in this sense can be conceived of as an advanced stage of capitalism, it is fundamentally a geopolitical project aimed at securing the conditions needed for the further capitalist development of the forces of production, including access to land, labor and natural resources. The aim of imperialism in this context – and, of course, the raison d’être of all empires – is access to loot (the extracted resources), land and labor, and the mobilization and capitalist development of these resources for the sake of private profit.

Notwithstanding this conception of imperialism as the most advanced phase of capitalism, it was evident that the system would, and did, continue to evolve – into the welfare state formed in response to the systemic crisis known as the ‘Great Depression’, a crisis brought about by conditions of untrammeled ‘economic freedom’ and corporate greed. In this period (the 1930s and 1940s), capitalism turned inward, resorting to the state as a means of mobilizing the forces of production as well as securing the conditions needed for the system to survive its propensity towards crisis – what Surendra Patel (1993) has described as the ‘taming of capitalism’.

With the victory of anti-fascist popular forces, a new welfarist capitalist state took a definitive form and an alternative system for developing the forces of production was built in the Soviet Union. The British-led European empire fell apart, riven by the forces of anti-colonial resistance, setting the stage for what historians would describe as ‘the golden age of capitalism’ (Marglin & Schor, 1990). The institutional and policy framework of this system was established in the form of a liberal world order (the Bretton Woods system), which set out the rules needed to govern international trade and a development process based on the exploitation of an unlimited supply of labor generated by the capitalist development of agriculture, Harvey’s ‘accumulation by dispossession’. The argument advanced by Harvey is that the forces that led to capital accumulation in the nineteenth century and earlier are still at work. The result was a new form of land enclosure, via privatization (and commodification) of the commons of land and water and the degradation of the environment. However, what many followers of Harvey forget with regard to this concept of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ is the pivotal role of imperialism in this process of capitalist development. In this regard, we argue that the role of imperialism is crucial – with specific reference to the part played by the Canadian state with regard to extractive capital.

The 1970s can be viewed as a period of transition from state-led capitalist development to a new world order of free market capitalism and neoliberal globalization.13 In the debates that have surrounded and followed this evolution, there has been much discussion of the form subsequently taken by capitalism, as well as by the state and imperialism, in the process. For example, exponents of the theory of ‘neo-imperialism’ (including Hardt & Negri, 2000) have argued that the neoliberal world order weakened the state in its relation to capital to the point of generating a powerful new actor in the world economy, the multinational corporation, and that such corporations are in the service of and are instruments of a transnational capitalist class that has no allegiance to the nation state nor is beholden to it. The argument advanced is that imperialism as a geopolitical project of world domination was passé, and that, in the new ‘empire’, power had shifted from the state to the multinational corporation, or from the capitalist class located within and in the control of nation states at the center of the system to an ‘international capitalist class’ (Robinson, 2007; Sklair, 2001).

These debates ignore the dynamics of capitalist development over the last three decades and are unable to explain the latest imperialist offensive in Latin America (in conditions of a resurgence of extractive capital advanced with a development model predicated on the ‘new extractivism’). Under these conditions, imperialism has taken different and diverse forms, including:

• globalization in the form of policies (‘structural reforms’) imposed on the peripheral governments in the national interest of the imperial countries (i.e. in the interests of the capitalist class in these countries) but presented as the only way forward to a condition of economic development and general prosperity;14

• development with international cooperation and social participation as the means of weakening resistance (social movements) by providing the ‘rural poor’ (the semi-proletarianized or landless peasant farmers) an alternative to social mobilization and a direct confrontation with class power as a means of bringing about substantive social change;15

• an international division of labor and a trade regime based on the exchange of raw materials and primary commodities for goods manufactured at the center with advanced technology;

• a policy of financial liberalization and market deregulation designed as a way of removing the restrictions on the free movement of capital, thus allowing for the extraction and transfer of surplus value from the periphery to the center of the system;

• FDI in the region’s productive resources and in the capitalist and state enterprises built up over decades of capitalist development;

• direct intervention in the politics of capitalist development, including the promotion of coups d’état and financing of the electoral campaigns of those members of the political class supportive of the empire and US interests;16 and

• the deployment of state power in active support of the private sector operations of extractive capital in the peripheral countries.17

Most characteristic of imperialism, in the current context of a system in crisis and in transition towards a new post-neoliberal or revised neoliberal form of capitalist development, is the combination of ‘old’ and ‘new’ forms of exploitation, domination and subjugation. For example, in addition to a forced reversion to an international division of labor characteristic of the ‘old’ imperialism, and the persistence of a strategy and tactics deployed in the 1980s and 1990s (imposing a policy regime of neoliberal globalization), US imperialism over the past decade has brought into play – replayed, rather – a strategy devised in the postwar years: a judicious combination of ‘development assistance’, the promotion of capitalism (free markets) and democracy (elections), and more coercive measures, including the projection of military power.18 However, the specific difference between the imperialism of the twentieth century and imperialism today is the globalizing dynamics of capital in its diverse large-scale investment and extractive operations.

The new extractivism in Latin America

The various chapters in this book are organized as a number of case studies and analytical probes into the ‘new extractivism’, the form taken by extractive capital and extractivist imperialism under current and changing conditions of a system (capitalism) and a model (neoliberalism) in crisis. The central focus of the book is on the mining sector, the extraction of metals such as gold and silver and minerals including copper, zinc, lead, tin, bauxite, coal and iron; these are the major minerals by volume of extraction and export. But, strictly speaking, extractivism covers much more than mining. The appropriation of large volumes of natural resources, or the use of intensive processing, as a means of boosting exports also occurs in other economic sectors, particularly hydrocarbons or fossil fuels and agriculture. Thus, we have included a discussion of what might be termed ‘agrarian extractivism’ in the case of Argentina, which is second only to Brazil in the scale of agricultural and mineral extraction.19 Except for Mexico, a paradigmatic case of neoliberal extractivism, the context for the case studies in this book is provided by South America, arguably the most important theater today in the worldwide offensive against neoliberalism (free market fundamentalism) if not capitalism, and also in regard to the formation of a new type of state that marks the end of capitalism as we have known it during the neoliberal era.

We have included in the book four cases of extractivism associated with various permutations of this new type of state – Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru. The state is still in a process of formation and has been consolidated in only a few countries, particularly in Argentina and Brazil, but also in Venezuela, Bolivia and Ecuador. The latter three countries represent (relative to Argentina, Brazil and Chile) a more statist form of what Gudynas has dubbed ‘progressive extractivism’ and what others have termed ‘developmentalist post-neoliberalism’ or ‘post-neoliberal developmentalism’.

The three Andean countries (Bolivia, Ecuador and Venezuela) are also the subject of an intense ongoing debate. While many political analysts lump them together as embodying a distinct and more radical form of post-neoliberalism than Argentina, Brazil and Chile – oriented towards what Hugo Chávez dubbed the ‘socialism of the twenty-first century’ – others (including the authors of this book) see Bolivia and Ecuador very differently. For one thing, socialism in the case of the Morales and Correa regimes does not mean what it apparently meant for Chávez (the socialization of production as well as distribution); socialism, in the case of Bolivia, means communalism or communitarianism,20 while it is totally unclear what it might mean for Correa. Secondly, the branding of these post-neoliberal regimes as ‘radical’ relates primarily if not exclusively to a shared
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