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Abstract (English) 

 

 

This thesis examines the Asamblea de Vecinos Autoconvocados por el No a la Mina de Esquel (Assembly 

of Self-Convened Neighbours against Mining in Esquel, also known as Esquelõs No a la Mina), a 

socio-environmental movement against mining in the province of Chubut in Argentinian 

Patagonia. The movement in Esquel emerged in November 2002 in response to the imminent 

commencement of the gold mining project known as Cordón Esquel and by early 2003 had 

succeeded in stopping the project. However, as the pressure to install mining in the province has 

continued and expanded since, the movement has remained active for 20 years now.  

 

Based on a feminist qualitative methodology that combined on-site and remote research methods 

due to COVID-19 and a theoretical framework that brings together an anthropological perspective 

on citizenship and a feminist political ecology lens, this thesis examines the movement as a process 

of community-making ð what is motivating and sustaining it over such a long period, as well as 

how it is impacting the way people practice citizenship. It argues that four practices (or everyday 

actions) of the movement are central to this question: mobilising politically as vecinos (neighbours), 

ôinformingõ about mining, appealing to dignity, and rethinking human-nature relations. By building 

place, knowledge, wellbeing, and nature as shared ð that is, as commons ð these practices have set 

in motion various processes of ôcommoningõ. As these processes support the making of a 

community in Esquel, they are also shaping it as one that is horizontal, epistemically self-sufficient, 

oppositional to the state, and structured around care.  

 

The thesis also examines how commoning is embedded in the relation between people and the 

state, as well as in local power relations organised around social differences. It argues that the 

processes of commoning at play contest the ways in which the state and private sector have tried 

to install mining in the province, reshaping the subjectivity, agency and rights associated with 

citizenship. Yet, as multiple tensions underlie these processes, they have simultaneously 

reproduced exclusions along axes of social difference within the emerging community. 

 

In putting forward these arguments, this thesis contributes to our understanding of the ways in 

which socio-environmental movements can be productive sites not only of citizenship 

transformation, but also of commoning. It develops a theoretical link between commoning and 

citizenship ð a relation which is under-theorised in existing literature ð as well as further develops 
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the theoretical links between commoning and community-making.  By approaching this analysis 

through a concern with power ð vis-à-vis the state and within Esquel ð the thesis also contributes 

to literature on commoning and power. It shows how successfully contesting extractivism over 

time may require changes in the way people relate to the state, and thus shows how citizenship 

transformation can be crucial for environmental justice. It also shows how attentiveness to power 

relations shaping the process of commoning is crucial in order to create just commoning-

communities.  

 

On an empirical level, the thesis contributes to existing literature on Esquelõs No a la Mina by 

providing an analysis of the movement from 2003 through the end of 2021. It is also the only 

study to draw on the understandings and experiences of its members, and thereby provides a more 

complex understanding of the movementõs internal dynamics than previous studies. In doing so, 

this thesis also contributes to literature on socio-environmental movements in Argentina, by 

illuminating the challenges of coalitions between indigenous and non-indigenous peoples. 
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Abstract (Danish) 

 

 

Denne afhandling undersøger Asamblea de Vecinos Autoconvocados por el No a la Mina de 

Esquel (forsamling af selvindkaldte naboer mod minedrift i Esquel, også kendt som Esquels No a 

la Mina ð nej til minen), en social miljøbevægelse mod minedrift i provinsen Chubut i det 

argentinske Patagonien. Bevægelsen i Esquel blev formet i november 2002 som reaktion på den 

forestående påbegyndelse af guldmineprojektet kendt som Cordón Esquel. I begyndelsen af 2003 

lykkedes det at stoppe projektet, men da presset på at udvikle minedrift i provinsen forsat vokser, 

har bevægelsen været aktiv i 20 år.  

 

Baseret på en feministisk kvalitativ metodologi, der kombinerede on-site og 

fjernforskningsmetoder (på grund af COVID-19) med en teoretisk ramme, der samler et 

antropologisk perspektiv på medborgerskab og feministisk politisk økologi, undersøger denne 

afhandling bevægelsen som en proces af lokalsamfundsudvikling ð hvad er motiverer og 

opretholder bevægelsen over en så lang periode, samt hvordan det påvirker den måde, folk 

praktiserer medborgerskab på. Afhandlingen argumenter for, at fire praksisser (eller 

hverdagshandlinger) i bevægelsen er centrale i dette spørgsmål: at vecinos (naboer) mobiliserer 

politisk, 'informerer' om minedrift, appellerer til værdighed og gentænker relationer mellem 

menneske og natur. Ved at skabe fælles steder, viden, velvære og natur ð altså som fællesrum ð har 

disse praksisser sat gang i forskellige processer af õcommoningõ ð õfÞlleskabgßrelseõ. Disse 

processer understøtter skabelsen af et fællesskab i Esquel, et som er formet horisontalt, epistemisk 

selvforsynende, oppositionelt til staten og struktureret omkring omsorg. 

 

Afhandlingen undersøger også, hvordan õcommoningõ er indlejret i relationen mellem mennesker 

og stat, samt i lokale magtforhold organiseret omkring sociale forskelle. Den argumenterer for, at 

de õcommoningõ processer der er p¬ spil, udfordrer de måder, hvorpå staten og den private sektor 

har forsøgt at introducere minedrift i provinsen, hvilket ændrer subjektiviteten, handlefriheden og 

rettighederne forbundet med statsborgerskab. Imidlertid, da flere spændinger ligger til grund for 

disse processer, har de samtidig reproduceret eksklusioner langs akser af sociale forskelle i det nye 

samfund. 

 

Ved at fremsætte disse argumenter bidrager denne afhandling til vores forståelse af de måder, 

hvorpå sociale miljøbevægelser kan være produktive steder, ikke kun for transformation af 
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medborgerskab, men også for õcommoningõ. Den udvikler en teoretisk kobling mellem 

õcommoningõ og medborgerskab ð en relation, der er underteoretiseret i eksisterende litteratur ð 

samt videreudvikler de teoretiske koblinger mellem commoning og lokalsamfundsudvikling. Ved 

at inddrage magt som begreb ð over for staten og inden for Esquel ð bidrager afhandlingen også 

til litteratur om commoning og magt. Den viser, hvordan succesfuld organisering mod 

ekstraktivisme over tid kan kræve ændringer i den måde, mennesker forholder sig til staten på, og 

viser således, hvordan transformation af medborgerskab kan være afgørende for miljømæssig 

retfærdighed. Det viser også, hvordan opmærksomhed på de magtrelationer, der former 

õcommoningõ processen, er afgørende for at skabe retfÞrdige õcommoningõ fællesskaber. 

 

På et empirisk niveau bidrager afhandlingen til eksisterende litteratur om Esquel No a la Mina ved 

at analysere bevægelsen fra 2003 til udgangen af 2021. Det er det eneste studie, der trækker på 

medlemmernes forståelser og erfaringer, og giver derved en mere kompleks forståelse af 

bevægelsens indre dynamik end tidligere studier. Derved bidrager denne afhandling også til 

litteratur om sociale miljøbevægelser i Argentina, ved at belyse udfordringerne ved koalitioner 

mellem oprindelige og ikke-oprindelige folk. 
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Introduction    

 

In 2020, I travelled to the Argentinian province of Chubut to meet, participate in, and understand 

Argentinaõs landmark socio-environmental movement against mining. The Asamblea de Vecinos 

Autoconvocados por el No a la Mina de Esquel (Assembly of Self-Convened Neighbours against Mining 

in Esquel) emerged in November 2002, in the town of Esquel, to block an open-pit gold mining 

project known as Cordón Esquel because of its negative environmental and social impact. People in 

Esquel succeeded in blocking the project by early 2003; but they did not cease. The interests of 

the Argentinian state and mining companies have expanded from Esquelõs gold to silver, lead, and 

uranium deposits elsewhere in the province. As a result, the push has been an ongoing and 

relentless one. No mining project has commenced in Chubut, however, in the last twenty years. 

Since that summer of 2002, vecinos (neighbours) of Esquel take the streets on the 4th of every month 

ð without fail ð to express their rejection of mining as a development pathway for the town and 

province. 

 

At the outset of my research stay in Esquel, I was intrigued by the movementõs long-term success: 

how has it managed to prevent the installation of mining in the province for over two decades?  I 

found that my own experience of being in Esquel and participating in the movement (to which I 

will refer from now on as Esquelõs No a la Mina) was central to my answer to this question.  

 

Since my very first few days in Esquel I was drawn in by the sense of community that I perceived 

within and around the movement. In the street protests I was part of, I saw a community coming 

into being. People of all ages ð teenagers, men and women (some with small children or baby 

strollers), older adults and retirees ð and both non-indigenous and Mapuche-Tehuelche people 

came together for a few hours. At the townõs main square, everyone greeted and hugged, as they 

immersed themselves in lively conversations while waiting for the protest to begin ð a dynamic 

that was repeated at the end of the protest. I also witnessed a community at the movementõs 

information stand (known as the ôlocalitoõ), located on one of Esquelõs main avenues, and in which 

I spend many hours over the first few months of 2020. In the stand, which is used by the 

movement to distribute information and fundraise, two or three members gathered at a time for a 

few hours every day, sharing a mate or a tereré depending on the season, and were joined for little 

bits by other vecinos.  
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Equally significant to the sense of community I perceived was the care that I received, as a young 

woman, from vecinos in the movement (especially older vecinas). Before events, or shifts at the localito, 

I was often offered a car lift from or back to the house where I was staying, during events people 

shared food and drink with me, and knowing that I would be in Esquel for a few months two 

vecinas prepared me with a thicker jacket and a set of Maitenaõs comic books. When the COVID-

19 pandemic was declared, and while I was in lockdown in Argentina, members reached out 

constantly asking how I was. And when I had to leave Esquel in May 2020, amidst the lockdown, 

it was leaving this sense of community what proved particularly difficult and left me for many 

months a sense of loss and nostalgia.   

 

Alongside my interest in the sense of community I perceived in Esquelõs No a la Mina, I was also 

intrigued by the contrasting stories I heard from members of the movement about its diversity 

and internal politics. Existing literature describes and affirms the movement as one where people 

across gender, class, and especially ethnicity, have come together, where people naturally 

converged and seamlessly cooperate (see for example Marin, 2009; Musacchio, 2013; Svampa, 

2008, 2017; Walter, 2008; Walter & Martinez-Alier, 2010; Walter & Wagner, 2021; Weinstock, 

2006). Yet, I frequently heard about contentious issues within the movement, especially from, and 

in relation to, the participation of indigenous Mapuche-Tehuelche people. In fact, my very first 

interview with a member of the movement brought this to my attention. As we sat down in a 

coffee shop that overlooked the road connecting Esquel a neighbouring town and I began to 

explain my interest in understanding the movement from a feminist lens, she was quick to point 

out that gender was not the only axis of difference worth paying attention to and that indigeneity 

was a crucial site of contention. I became interested, as a result, in understanding the process of 

community-making at play in light of how social difference shapes power relations among people 

in Esquel. In my view, rather than glossing over these tensions, it is crucial to attend to them. Not 

only does doing so render the movementõs success all the more impressive ð showing how political 

convergence and alliance is not natural nor easy, but rather the result of challenging and continuous 

work ð but it also underscores how important it is for socio-environmental movements to be 

critical of their own dynamics in order to avoid reproducing injustice. 

 

In this thesis, I unpack what I came to understand as the processes driving the making of the 

community I witnessed and experienced, its characteristics and challenges, and its role in the 

movementõs success. The argument I put forward is that four practices of the movement are each 

driving a process of ôcommoningõ ð that is, a process of creating new arrangements of shared 
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access, use, and/or responsibility around both tangible and intangible resources or ôcommonsõ 

(Gibson-Graham, 2006). These processes of commoning are driving, in turn, the making of a 

community and reshaping citizenship in Esquel ð that is, the terms and conditions of the 

relationship between people and the Argentinian state. These have been processes, however, 

fraught with internal tensions, as the practices of the movement and processes at play are 

embedded in local relations of power, shaped by dynamics of social difference.  

 

Symbolic of the various dimensions of my analysis is the history of the banner with which the 

movement marches.  

 

Figure 1. The banner of Esquelõs No a la Mina from 2002 to 2021 

 

Source: Retrieved from the movementõs Facebook page (Noalamina Esquel). Protest February 2018. 

 

Until 2021, members of the movement marched with a five-metre-long banner that alludes to the 

Argentinian flag, replacing its central emblem with the words ôNO A LA MINAõ (NO TO 

MINING) inscribed in bold black capital letters (see Figure 1). Their choice of banner was 

influenced by the historical protests of December 2001. As the protests expressed popular 

discontent with the ongoing economic crisis at the time, and the role of the government therein, 

the use of the Argentinian flag was inspired by, and expressed, a burgeoning citizenry with a desire 

to reclaim back and rebuild a country that was perceived as institutionally flawed ð or,  in words 

of Ramos & Delrio, to ôrefound the nationõ anew. While other social movements that also used 

the Argentinian flag in their banners ð such as Movimiento Nacional de Empresas Recuperadas (MNER) 

and the Movimiento Nacional de Fábricas Recuperadas ð were not necessarily motivated by the same 

citizenly sentiment present in the 2001 protests, Esquelõs No a la Mina was, as this thesis will 
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show.1 As such, the use of this banner symbolises how the movement has been embedded in 

dialogue with the state, as well as speaks of the way in which it has sought to build unity among 

members from very different backgrounds.2  

 

The change of their banner in 2021 is also symbolic of my analysis: of the processes of commoning 

at play and the power tensions within the movement. In 2016, Mapuche Tehuelche members 

questioned the movementõs use of the baby blue and white banner. They expressed their 

discomfort marching behind a banner that featured the symbol of a nation-state that sought to 

eradicate pueblos originarios (indigenous nations) throughout its territory (discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 4) and that has marginalised them since. They proposed that the movement marched too 

with the Mapuche-Tehuelche and Wiphala flags (the flag that represents indigenous peoples across 

Latin America) as official banners. The debate on this proposal was heated, according to all 

members to whom I spoke, and though it was ultimately accepted by the movement, over time it 

proved unsatisfactory to members on both sides of the issue. Some members who had opposed 

the incorporation of the additional flags left the movement as a result, while indigenous members 

felt that even though this agreement was in place, the Argentinian flag retained pride of place, 

always displayed at the front of marches, with the other two flags positioned behind it and in some 

cases not present at all.3 The topic was brought up for discussion again and in March 2021 the 

movement decided to launch a call to local artists for designs of a new banner. It was also agreed 

that alongside this new banner, any flag could be present at movement events, but not in an official 

capacity. That same year the movement began to march with a banner showing the same words in 

bold capital letters but now inscribed over a depiction of Chubutõs nature ð its mountains, forests, 

river, penguins, and whales (see Figure 2).    

 

The history of the movementõs banner, thus, speaks of the various elements my argument 

examines and brings together: the relationship of struggle between vecinos and the Argentinian state, 

 
1 In these workersõ movements for company/industry recuperation by workers, their allusion to, or use of, the 
Argentinian flag, rather than speaking about a citizenly sentiment to reclaim the state, speaks of a desire to reclaim the 
workplace: to change the configuration of socio-economic power relations in and through production and to build 
autonomous spaces, independent of the capitalist market and (to some degree) the state (Sitrin, 2006; Palomino, 2003; 
Pizzi & Brunet Icart, 2014). The asambleas barriales that emerged in 2002 in Buenos Aires and other major cities of the 
country used the Argentinian flag too. As expected, given they were closely linked to the 2001 protests, their use of 
the flag shared in the 2001 desire to rescue and rebuild the nation. However, as I show in this thesis, differently to 
Esquelõs No a la Mina, the asambleas barriales aimed to do this by building autonomous alternative spaces to the state 
ð resembling in this regard the workersõ movement for company/industry recuperation (see Sitrin, 2006, 2012). 
2 Di-Filippo (2018) makes a similar argument about the meaning of the flag regarding unity and diversity - in his case, 
in the Frente Popular Darío Santillán Rosario, a leftist political movement. 
3 The exception was one protest in 2020, for which it was agreed (in response to members raising this point) that the 
indigenous flag would be at the front of the march for one occasion. 
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the processes of commoning that have emerged as the result of that struggle, and the internal 

tensions deriving from social differences within Esquel, largely between indigenous and non-

indigenous members.  

 

Figure 2. The movementõs new banner 

 

Source: Retrieved from the movementõs Facebook page (Noalamina Esquel). Protest August 2021. 

 

To develop this analysis, I draw from onsite fieldwork conducted in 2020 (interrupted by COVID-

19), as well as remote research methods conducted in 2020-2021 (see Chapter 3). While I did not 

interact in person with the movement for as long as I had originally planned, I was able to gain ð 

through my stay in Esquel in 2020 and my accompaniment of the movement for the following 

year and a half while conducting remote research ð a solid snapshot of the movement and the 

opportunity of becoming interested in the processes resulting in and from it. Thus, while COVID-

19 limited my project in some respects (see Chapter 3), it also proved to be an advantage, as it led 

me to reflect on the causes and impacts of the snapshot I got to witness (in person and at a 

distance) for a duration of two years. 

 

To develop the argument that I present in this thesis, I also draw from a theoretical framework 

that brings together feminist political ecology and an anthropological perspective on citizenship. 

The argument I lay out is rooted in an understanding of how the everyday discourses and actions 

of the movement ð what I call its practices ð have come to support processes of commoning and 

community-making, and how this has reshaped, in turn, the way people practice citizenship. 

Simultaneously, it is also rooted in attentiveness to difference and power, and thus a concern with 

how these practices are embedded not only in relations of power vis-à-vis the state and the private 

sector, but also in those within the movement, shaped by its dynamics of social difference.  
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Four questions, then, have underpinned my analysis:  

1. How have the movementõs practices created processes of commoning? 

2. How have these processes of commoning supported and shaped the making of a 

community? 

3. How does the making of this community impact upon the way people practice 

citizenship? 

4. How is commoning and community-making embedded in power relations outside and 

within the movement? 

 

In addressing these questions, I identify four practices of the movement relevant to its modes of 

commoning: 

1. Mobilising as vecinos (neighbours): participating in the movement under the political identity 

of neighbour and the specific meanings given to this.  

2. ôInformingõ about mining: acquiring and sharing information about the risks and harms of 

open pit mining.   

3. Appealing to dignity: framing the movementõs actions and peopleõs decision to reject mining 

through a narrative of dignity. 

4. Rethinking human-nature relations: re-imagining different ways of relating to, and valuing, 

nature. 

 

Each of these four practices has motivated a process of commoning, of: place, knowledge, 

wellbeing, and nature, respectively. Making and managing commons motivates, in turn, the making 

of a community, as building something as shared requires creating and nurturing social relations 

between those who will access/use/care for the commons in question (Federici, 2012a; Gibson-

Graham, Cameron, & Healy, 2016; Mies, 2014a; Sato & Soto Alarcón, 2019; Velicu & García-

López, 2018). As such, by setting in motion processes of commoning, these four practices have 

supported the making of a community in Esquel. This is a community that is horizontal, 

epistemically self-sufficient, oppositional to the state, and structured around care, as I will show in 

this thesis.  

 

These processes of commoning galvanised by Esquelõs No a la Mina and the resulting community 

have, in turn, impacted citizenship as belonging, membership, and agency. In other words, the 

processes at play are transforming the way members of the movement relate to the Argentinian 
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state by reshaping the political subjectivity, rights and duties, and political agency associated to 

citizenship.  

 

There is an important caveat, however. While these processes have successfully and against all 

odds contested the ways in which the state and private sector have sought to install mining in the 

region, they have nonetheless been beset by internal tensions deriving from social differences 

within Esquel, largely between indigenous and non-indigenous members. 

 

Bringing together an analysis of ôcommoningõ and citizenship transformation may appear unusual, 

or even contradictory, at first sight. As much of the literature has focused on processes of 

commoning that emerge as a consequence of deliberate efforts to make a commons, where these 

are concentrated in the ôcracksõ (Holloway, 2010) of both state and market and which are geared 

towards the creation of autonomous spaces, the relationship with the state has been understood 

at best irrelevant and at worse contradictory to commoning (see for example, Linebaugh, 2008; 

De Angelis, 2010, 2013; Holloway 2002, 2010; Caffentzis & Federici, 2013, 2014; Bollier & 

Helfrich, 2012). Commoning, however, does not occur in a political vacuum. Even when it aims 

to create autonomous spaces, it necessarily changes the way people relate to the state ð in that case 

through disengagement. This understanding of commoning and citizenship, moreover, does not 

account for: 1. when commoning results not from deliberate efforts but from everyday practices; 

nor 2. for when commoning does not emerge in the cracks of the state, but in sites of contention 

with the state and thus in direct opposition to it. This is the case of the struggle at play in Esquel. 

While the movement does not explicitly seek to create any forms of ôcommonsõ, processes of 

commoning have been brought about through a relationship of opposition to the state (more 

specifically, through four of the movementõs practices). Moreover, as these are processes that are 

emerging in the face of, and in response to, the stateõs attempt to impose mining, the knock-on 

effect of commoning on peopleõs relationship to the state is all the more evident and a logical site 

of inquiry. 

 

In putting forward these arguments, this thesis contributes to existing literature on the ways in 

which socio-environmental movements can be productive sites not only of citizenship 

transformation (Merlinsky & Latta, 2015), but also of commoning. This argument contributes, in 

turn, to the development of a theoretical link between commoning and citizenship ð a relation 

which is under-theorised in existing literature for the reasons already discussed (see Chapter 2 for 

more details). The thesis also further develops an understanding of both commoning and 
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community-making themselves, each with their own logic and history, and then goes on to 

strengthen an understanding of the link between the two ð that is, of why commoning produces 

community ð and how the specificities of the processes of commoning shape the content and 

organisation of the emerging community. Lastly, by approaching this analysis through a concern 

with power, the thesis contributes to literature on how processes of commoning are embedded in 

power relations ð vis-à-vis the state and within the commoning-community. This shows how 

successfully contesting extractivism over time may require changes in the way people relate to the 

state, and thus shows how citizenship transformation can be crucial for environmental justice. It 

also shows how it is crucial to pay attention to power relations shaping the process of commoning 

in order to create just commoning-communities. 

 

On an empirical level, despite the challenges of COVID-19, the thesis illuminates how a socio-

environmental movement is functioning as a site of commoning and what the resulting 

commoning-community looks like ð an idea that has thus far been posited in the scholarly 

literature in theoretical terms only. In so doing, as I discuss later in this introduction, the thesis 

also contributes in original ways to the existing empirical literature on Esquelõs No a la Mina.  My 

study draws on the understandings and experiences of the movementõs members ð a dimension 

of the movement that existing literature has not explored ð as well as provides an analysis of the 

movement that considers the movement beyond its initial years. The result is a more complex 

understanding of the movementõs internal dynamics, and a more contemporary study, than is 

otherwise available.  

 

This thesis also contributes to literature on socio-environmental movements in Argentina and 

social movements in Latin America more broadly. To the first, it contributes by surfacing and 

examining the tensions that may exist in, and thus that must be attended to and addressed 

by, movements and/or coalitions involving both indigenous and non-indigenous people. This 

adds nuance to existing literature on the positive impact of socio-environmental movements on 

indigenous recognition in Argentina (see for example Álvarez, 2019; Galafassi, 2012). As 

discussions of commons are associated to discussions on autonomy, the thesis contributes to the 

second body of literature by echoing the argument put forward by Yashar (2005) on how the 

politics of autonomy associated with some Latin American movements since the 1960s 

(particularly urban and indigenous movements) does not necessarily aim to transcend the state  ð 

an argument developed by various authors such as Zibechi (2012), Sitrin (2012), and Dinerstein 
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(2010, 2015).4 Thus, an analysis of Esquelõs No a la Mina contributes to literature that shows how 

a movementõs politics of self-determination do not have to be directed at building autonomous 

spaces, independent from state governance, but can be expressed instead within peopleõs relation 

to the state (see Ngõweno, 2007) ð in this case, through a desire and demand to transform the 

social contract between people and the state into one that allows people to define and pursue 

socio-environmental wellbeing. 

 

The remaining sections of this introductory chapter lay the foundation of this project by discussing 

a brief account of extractivism and citizenship in Argentina, as this is the context in which the 

movement is embedded and to which it responds. The following section then discusses the history 

of the movement, and the final section contains chapter summaries that demonstrate how the 

argument of the thesis is developed.  

 

Extractivism and citizenship in Argentina 

 

The extraction of natural resources has pervaded the history of Latin America (Bebbington, 2009). 

The economic model that accompanied the project of colonialism (see Galeano, 1973) revolving 

around the extraction of gold, silver, tin, nitrates, petroleum, cacao, rubber, and coffee (among 

other resources) has persisted since then, albeit in a different form. Extraction was reformulated 

and incorporated into Latin American national projects following their independence in the 19th 

century and continuing through their industrialisation in the 20th century (Bebbington, 2009; 

Carruthers, 2008; Chasteen, 2011).  

 

However, it is particularly since the 1990s that Latin America has increasingly functioned in the 

global economy as an exporter of natural resources, irrespective of the ideology of national political 

regimes (Arsel, Hogenboom, & Pellegrini, 2016; Gudynas, 2009b; Svampa, 2012). To attract 

foreign direct investment into the region in the 1990s, governments increasingly chose to pursue 

resource extraction as a development strategy ð specifically oil extraction, open-pit mining, shale 

gas extraction, and industrial agriculture. A ôCommodities Consensusõ emerged across Latin 

 
4 Zibechi (2012) argues the pursual of autonomy as a trend of social movements can be traced back to Chile and the 
1960s, when a land occupation movement eventually known as La Victoria ð after the settlement of the same name ð 
occupied state-owned property to build a self-organised and self-governed community (see also Cortés, 2014; Rolston, 
2010; Giannotti, 2017). In Argentina, this form of demand/project has been attributed, for example, to the asambleas 
barriales (Sitrin, 2012), the unemployed workersõ movement known as piqueteros (Dinerstein, 2010) and the MNER 
(Rebón, 2008). Elsewhere, it has been attributed to the Landless Workerõs Movements, the rubber tappersõ movement 
in Brazil, water cooperatives in Bolivia, and the Zapatista movement in Mexico (see Zibechi, 2012; Hines, 2021; 
Holloway & Pelaez, 1998; Vergara-Camus, 2009).  
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America (Svampa, 2017, 2019) as governments across the region continue to embrace and 

celebrate resource extraction as a path to create economic boons. This Commodities Consensus 

has been supported not only by the soaring prices of raw materials in the international market 

during most of the 1990s and 2000s, but also by technological change which allows for the 

intensification of natural resource extraction. This transformed these industries to become 

fundamentally ôextractiveõ ð that is, they appropriate nature as resources for export at a large scale 

and high intensity (Gudynas, 2013, 2015). This is clearly seen in the case of mining, where new 

technologies have allowed the move from underground mining techniques towards surface mining 

that allows for the extraction of more diffuse deposits of metals and minerals ð a form of mining 

known as open pit mining. As a result, the Commodities Consensus has promoted the 

development of a landscape of extractivism, and the framing of extractivism as development.   

 

Extractivism has posed a challenge to Latin American democracies as it is a mode of appropriating 

nature that has been continuously imposed on communities rather than proposed to and agreed 

upon by them (Svampa, 2019; Svampa & Viale, 2014). Communities across Latin America have 

thus seen their natural and social worlds reconfigured, and often devastated, without having 

sanctioned the decisions shaping their lives. Building on the exclusionary character citizenship has 

historically had in Latin America, extractivism has simultaneously profited from, and reproduced, 

exclusionary forms of citizenship. 

 

As has been the case throughout Latin America, citizenship in Argentina has historically been an 

exclusionary category (Taylor, 2013). The populations politics pursued by the Argentinian nation-

state in the 19th century to effectively occupy its territory were inherently racialised, as Argentinaõs 

indigenous peoples or pueblos originarios (as they refer to themselves) were eradicated and/or 

marginalised, and white European immigration was promoted. A racialised notion of citizenship 

was thus central to the Argentinian nation-state, as across Latin America (Ngõweno, 2007; Yashar, 

2005), relegating indigeneity to a lower tier and valorising whiteness. This has crystallised in, and 

persisted through, a national myth of European-ness (of Argentina as a country that ôdescends 

from shipsõ) ð a myth that obscures altogether the existence of indigenous peoples, who comprise 

36 nations and account for 3% of the countryõs population (Briones, 2005a; Rasmussen, 2021). 

 

Exclusions from citizenship have not only occurred along racial lines. Looking at how land 

property rights were adjudicated also reveals the primacy assigned to being a capital-owning male 

(Rasmussen and Figueroa, 2022; Taylor, 2013). For example, throughout Argentinaõs Patagonia, 
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the right to property was almost exclusively assigned to a white citizenry, and within that group to 

those with the ability to ôimproveõ the land (see Chapter 4) ð an ability that was inherently tied to 

the ownership of capital, which through the 19th century remained mostly (if not solely) in the 

hands of the male population (see Mendoza, 2020; Oriola, 2014). Thus, as in other Latin American 

countries (see for example Holston, 2008), status as equal citizens has historically been also denied 

on the basis of class and/or gender.  

 

Throughout the 20th century, however, legal changes expanded the recognition of citizenship to 

the working-class, women, and the pueblos originarios ð driven for the most part by the demands of 

social mobilisations.  

 

The first government of Juan Domingo Perón (1946-1952) was crucial for the expansion of the 

recognition of the working class, with trade and workersõ unions emerging as ôa prime site for 

active citizenshipõ (Lazar, 2017) supporting a notion of citizenship which òrelied, rather than on 

individual citizenõs rights é. on social justice through the expansion of workersõ rightsó 

(Dinerstein, 2001, p.113). It was, in fact, the politics of Per·nõs government around workersõ 

struggles that gave citizenship a collective dimension during this period ðthough it was co-opted 

by the state, used as a means to mobilise political support by framing the pueblo (or ôthe peopleõ) as 

in opposition to the elites (James, 1988, 2002; Svampa, 2017) or as the basis of clientelist relations 

between people and the state (Taylor, 2004). This was also the period in which social rights took 

root in Argentina, as Per·nõs government developed a network of social protection institutions ð 

though mostly around the figure of the (formal) worker (Levín, 2016).  

 

However, the resurgence of workersõ struggles in the 1990s and 2000s ð through the movement 

of unemployed workers (known as Movimiento de Trabajadores Desocupados or MTD) and of 

company/industry recuperation (known as the Movimiento Nacional de Empresas Recuperadas or 

MNER) ð shows that the recognition of the working-class remains precarious (see Gracia, 2013; 

Svampa & Pereyra, 2009).5 Moreover, while the period of the transition to democracy in Argentina 

in the 1980s saw the notion of citizenship re-emerging òas a way of talking about how people 

interact with the state and the kind of power exercised by themó (Taylor & Wilson, 2004, p. 154), 

as elsewhere in the region, its ôde-collectivizationõ that begun with the period of the military 

 
5 A faction of the MTD became known as the piquetero movement, for its main form of protest was that of the piquete 
or corte de ruta ð a permanent blockade of roads or highways; an action that the movement claimed to have drawn from 
European immigrant anarchists (Di Marco et al., 2003; Svampa & Pereyra, 2009). The MNER split into two factions 
in 2003, which created the Movimiento de Fábricas Recuperadas (Gracia, 2013; Gracia & Cavaliere, 2007). 
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dictatorship (1976-83) has continued. It deepened throughout the 1990s due to Menemõs 

neoliberal reforms, and the 2000s-2010s with the increasing criminalisation of social protests 

(especially that of the pueblos originarios) during the Kirchner governments (Svampa, 2008, 2017; 

Galafassi, 2012; see Chapter Four). As Taylor (2004) and Díaz Rosaénz (2017) argue this period 

has seen the emergence of a neoliberal form of citizenship, òwhereby power (and indeed freedom) 

is equated with personal, individualised agency articulated through private, social and voluntary 

interactions é or through legal or economic transactions (exercising oneõs civil rights or buying 

and selling in the market) é [and] which places responsibility for é inequalities in the hands of 

the individual é outside the realm of politicsó (Taylor, 2004, p. 222-223). 

 

The terms of Argentinian citizenship have also been shaped by struggles over womenõs rights. In 

1947, also while Per·nõs government was in power, the womenõs movement (greatly supported by 

Eva Perón) achieved the passing of Law 13.010 which recognised womenõs rights to vote and be 

elected as public officials (Romero, 2012). In the following decades, the feminist movement, 

organised through the Argentinian Feminist Union (1970-1976) and the National Womenõs 

Encounters (1986-2019), continued to mobilise for the expansion of the recognition of economic 

and social rights (Di Marco, 2011; Lenguita, 2021; Nari, 2002). This history, along with the central 

role that women occupied in the protests against the political dictatorship in the 1970s and 1980s 

through the movement Mother of Plaza de Mayo (or Madres de Plaza de Mayo), has strengthened 

womenõs presence as political actors in Argentina (see Giannoni, 2014; Gorini, 2015). The recent 

burgeoning of the feminist movement since the 2010s ð especially around sexual and reproductive 

rights and gender-based violence (Cabral & Acacio, 2016; Lenguita, 2021; Pis Diez, 2019; Di 

Marco, 2011) ð highlights the work that remains to be done.  

 

Following a regional trend where the notion of territory is increasingly central to culturally defined 

communities and increasingly relevant in the relationship between people and the state (Ngõweno, 

2007), indigenous mobilisations in Argentina begun demanding, by the end of the 20th century, the 

recognition of their cultural rights and the restitution of their ancestral territories (Svampa, 2017). 

Indigenous struggles achieved the recognition of the prior occupancy of Argentinaõs territory by 

the pueblos originarios and of their right to identity in the 1994 Constitution (Art. 75) (Ramos & 

Delrio, 2005; Taylor, 2013). They further achieved the national ratification in 2000 of ILO 

Convention 169 on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Galafassi, 2012). While these legal changes 

were accompanied by a set of laws ð such as Law 26.160/06 on Indigenous Communities ð whose 

objective was to facilitate the access of indigenous communities to land, these have not been 
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implemented to date (Briones, 2017). Moreover, while their demand for territory is central to the 

cultural recognition of indigenous peoples as a culturally defined group, it has remained a 

contentious one as it is tied to a demand for self-determination. This is a demand that would 

profoundly affect the Argentinian nation state ð territory being the basis of the sovereignty and 

authority of the modern nation state (Ngõweno, 2007).  

 

Moreover, this is a claim that inspired by the indigenous movements in Ecuador and Bolivia, where 

they have achieved recognition of the rights of indigenous peoples and the transformation of both 

states into plurinational ones, in 2008 and 2009 respectively (see Acosta & Martínez Ortiz, 2009; 

Colloredo-Mansfeld, 2009; Postero, 2014), has grown tantamount to a demand for plurinationality. 

Thus, it has become all the more explicit about the transformation of the Argentinian state that it 

demands (Ramos & Delirio, 2005; Walsh, 2008). Challenging a historical notion of citizenship that 

has sought to homogenise the national population (Postero, 2014),  the demand for plurinationality 

contests the racialised notion of citizenship that underpins the Argentinian nation-state and thus 

the historical misrecognition of the pueblos originarios, and seeks the recognition of different political 

subjectivities, political structures, and cultures (Galafassi, 2012; Ramos & Delrio, 2005). 6 As such, 

territory is currently a crucial site of struggle with the state, over collective recognition and self-

determination. It  presents a paradox as it encompasses a demand of political autonomy from the 

state while simultaneously demanding it recognises a specific set of rights (Restrepo, 1996 cited in 

Ngõweno, 2007). 

 

In the face of extractivism, environmental justice or socio-environmental movements ð that is 

social movements concerned with the inherent connection between human wellbeing and 

environmental health ð have emerged across Argentina, as throughout Latin America (see for 

example Aranda, 2015; Bustos, Folchi, & Fragkou, 2017; Carruthers, 2008; Gatehouse, 2019; 

Henighan & Johnson, 2018; Lakhani, 2020; Latta & Wittman, 2015; Merlinsky & Wagner, 2019; 

Svampa & Antonelli, 2009; Walter & Urkidi, 2017; Walter & Wagner, 2021).  The Environmental 

Justice Atlas ð a collaborative platform documenting environmental conflicts around the world 

(see Temper, Del Bene, & Martinez-Alier, 2015) ð  has a record of 70 socio-environmental 

conflicts in Argentina to date ð 33 of them related to mining and which can be traced back to 

Esquelõs No a la Mina (Marin, 2009; Walter, 2008; Walter & Martinez-Alier, 2010; Weinstock, 

 
6 In other Latin America countries, this has been done instead through an imaginary of racial mixing or mestizaje (see, 
for example, Moreno Figueroa, 2010; Postero, 2014). 
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2006).7 These movements, which for the most part oppose extractivism for its negative 

consequences on the environment, human health, local economies, and culture, are thus embedded 

in a history in which social movements have been key, particularly since the 1970s and 1980s, in 

contesting and expanding notions of citizenship (Dagnino, 2007; Tulchin & Ruthenburg, 2007). 

 

Besides being influenced by labour, feminist, and indigenous struggles, socio-environmental 

movements have also been shaped by the asambleas barriales of 2001 and the resurgence of a 

collective practice of citizenship. The economic crisis that detonated in December 2001 (see 

Chapter 4) prompted a cycle of protests against the Argentinian state caused by the perceived 

widespread failure of political institutions, expressed in the demand ôáque se vayan todos!õ (ôall must 

go!õ) (Sitrin, 2012; Svampa, 2008). Amidst the protests, asambleas barriales or neighbourhood 

assemblies were created in Buenos Aires and other cities throughout the country, first as spaces 

where people gathered to discuss recent events, their experiences of the crisis and their subsequent 

needs, and later as spaces for autonomous social, economic, and political organisation (Borland & 

Sutton, 2007; Di Marco et al., 2003; Korol, 2015; Ouviña, 2002b, 2002a; Sitrin, 2012). However, 

unlike workersõ struggles (supported or embraced by the state), the asambleas barriales pursued a 

politics of autonomy that sought to build self-organised urban spaces (Stirin, 2012) and thus to 

transcend the state rather than work within it.8  

 

It is this history of citizenship in which the movement of Esquelõs No a la Mina is embedded, and 

to which it responds. The movement has been greatly influenced by the asambleas barriales and the 

movement of unemployed workers and is thus embedded in a history of collective citizenship ð 

though it differs from them in many regards as the empirical chapters of the thesis shows. The 

protagonism of women in Esquel is made possible in part by the trajectories of the feminist 

movement and of womenõs movements in Argentina. Likewise, the tensions the movement faces 

with respect to Mapuche-Tehuelche people reflect, and are embedded in, Argentinaõs racialised 

state building and current demands for a plurinational state.  

 

 
7 The exact period covered by the database is unclear. Documentation also may not exhaustive. These figures 
correspond to an updated search made in January 2023. Socio-environmental conflicts concentrate in Argentina 
around agriculture, oil, shale gas, and mining (Machado, 2009; Saguier & Peinado, 2016; Svampa & Antonelli, 2009; 
Walter & Martinez-Alier, 2010). In Latin America, the EJ Atlas has recorded 1008 such cases in Latin America centred 
around mining, fossil fuels, agriculture, water management, infrastructure, tourism, industrialisation, waste 
management, nuclear development, and conservation. The Observatory of Mining Conflicts in Latin America 
(OCMAL) has to date documented 284 conflicts in the region solely around mining ð most of which are specifically 
around open-pit mining. 
8 The Movimiento Nacional de Empresas Recuperadas also pursued this form of politics by establishing control over previous 
state companies (see Gracia, 2013; Gracia & Cavaliere, 2007). 
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The Asamblea de Vecinos Autoconvocados por el No a la Mina in Esquel 

 

The province of Chubut, designated as such in 1955, is located in the Argentinian Patagonia ð a 

region which also encompasses the provinces of Neuquén and Río Negro to the north and the 

provinces of Santa Cruz and Tierra del Fuego to the south. The town of Esquel is in the Northwest 

of the province, in what is known as the provinceõs cordillera (see Figure 3). According to data 

from the 2010 census (the latest available), Esquel has a population of approximately 32,000 

people. The arrival of the telegraph in 1906 is used to mark the townõs founding date, although 

Mapuche-Tehuelche communities had long been settled in the area (Oriola, 2014). Being close to 

the border with Chile, Esquel had a crucial role in the population politics of the Argentinian nation-

state in the late 19th century and early 20th century, demarcating the space under Argentinian 

control. It is unclear what percentage of its population identifies as indigenous, but Esquel is in 

previous Mapuche-Tehuelche territory. Like other cities in the cordillera and along the coast, it has 

received members of nearby Mapuche-Tehuelche communities who have been displaced (such as 

that of Nahuel Pan), as well as indigenous peoples from the interior of the province (ibid.; see 

Chapter 4).9   

Figure 3. Map of Chubut 

 

Source: Made by the author. Location of cities and towns obtained from Google Maps. 

 

 
9 The community of Nahuel Pan was created as people were dispossessed of their lands during the Conquest of the 
Desert. However, despite having a formal land concession (given by the Argentinian state in 1908), the community 
was violently displaced in 1937. In 1948, the state reinstated the land concession, but for less than half of the land 
previously recognised. The community is currently involved in a land dispute over the remainder of the land (Claro, 
2022; Oriola, 2014). 

 

Argentinaôs province of Chubut: 

selected cities and towns 
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Esquelõs No a la Mina emerged in 2002, in response to the gold mining project known as Cordón 

Esquel. Exploration work for this mining project, undertaken by the American company Meridian 

Gold and its Argentinian subsidiary Minera El Desquite, began in 1997. Mountain Willimanco was 

to be mined, locating the mining site 7 km from Esquel as the crow flies. The project was estimated 

to cover an area of approximately 1.25 km2 producing a minimum of 4 million ounces of gold 

during its 10-to-15-year lifespan (Comisión de Prensa y Difusión, n.d.). Articles from the local 

newspaper El Oeste between 2001 and 2002 speak of the project as part of the development of a 

mining corridor between Esquel and Cholila and the concomitant creation of an industrial park 

on the outskirts of the town, as well as a hydroelectric dam (a project that would eventually be 

known as La Elena) on the Carrenleufú River near the town of Corcovado.  

 

Figure 4. Esquel: a view of its main avenue and from the old train station 

  

Source: Taken by the author in January 2020 

 

In January 2001, the Mapuche-Tehuelche community of Huisca Antieco, located 50 km from 

Esquel on territories it had secured a few years before, flagged the presence of the mining company 

in the area.10 After the company entered their communal territory to conduct exploratory work 

without following the procedures mandated by the national and provincial constitutions and by 

ILO Convention 169, as well as disregarding the communityõs clear opposition to their presence, 

members of Huisca Antieco began to organise and demonstrate against Meridian Gold. Protests 

 
10 The community of Huisca Antieco faced an attempted eviction in 1993, when a logging company sought to make 
valid its legal ownership over the communityõs ancestral territory and a resorted to a judicial court in Esquel to order 
the eviction of the community. The community organised a series of protests, which became the first indigenous 
mobilisation to take place in Esquel. Through these actions, they first achieved the temporary suspension of the 
eviction, and later reached an agreement with the national government where the state would buy the legal property 
titles from the logging company and transfer them to the community. While for a long time this was considered an 
important landmark of Mapuche-Tehuelche land recuperation, it is now perceived as a failed agreement as the 
compensatory payment to the company recognised the validity of the companyõs claim over indigenous ancestral 
territory (Ramos & Delrio, 2005). 
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and media campaigns took place in Esquel, supported by the Mapuche-Tehuelche organisation 11 

de Octubre (October 11th), against the governmental authority that had issued the exploration 

permits to the mining company: the Office of Mining and Geology (Dirección de Minas y Geología in 

Spanish).  

 

The company maintained a low profile after these mobilisations until mid-2002 when, supported 

by the municipal and provincial government, the company began to promote the mining project 

through a series of public talks (Agüero & Macayo, 2019). The companyõs resurgence that year and 

its urgency to start the mining project by December of that same year was likely motivated by a 

steep increase in the price of gold on the international market in 2002, after it had (along with 

other precious metals) reached an all-time low during the preceding decade (Dougherty, 2018).  

 

While articles from El Oeste attest to an emerging concern with the open pit mining project in 

Esquel since 2001, it was not until this moment that it took hold in earnest. Concern took hold as 

two women professors from the University of San Juan Bosco in Esquel noticed that Meridian 

Gold was disseminating erroneous information to residents of the town. The company exaggerated 

the economic benefits of the project for the local population, who were at that time still reeling 

from the 2001 economic crisis with approximately 18-20% of them unemployed (Cifuentes 

Valenzuela, 2015; Walter, 2008; Walter & Martinez-Alier, 2010).11 In addition, Meridian Gold 

played down the health issues associated with its mines, insisting that cyanide ð the chemical agent 

most used to leach gold ore and the issue most likely to be contentious ð was innocuous to human 

health.  

 

Concerned with Meridian Goldõs claims, these two university professors began to research open 

pit mining, and organised meetings to share their findings with people in Esquel. At first their talks 

only covered the process of cyanidation that would be used in the project and the health and 

environmental risks this process would entail (from the transportation of cyanide into the province 

to the storing of residues in tailing dams). However, they soon expanded to include other potential 

negative aspects of open-pit mining (and hence other experts), such as acid mine drainage, the 

depletion of overground water sources (namely the Chubut River), and lack of local economic 

benefits (UACCH, 2018).12 

 
11 Cifuentes Valenzuela (2015) estimate 18% of people in Esquel were unemployed by the beginning of 2003, while 
Walter (2008) and Walter & Martínez-Alier speak of a 20% figure for 2002. 
12 As a result of their actions, both women ð as a few other members of the movement ð received constant anonymous 
threats during this period. There were also a few instances of physical violence being perpetrated against vecinos. 
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In October 2002, with increasing public pressure, the mining company presented its 

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). However, residents complained about the process 

(discussed in more detail in Chapter 5), which was to conclude on December 4th 2002 at an audiencia 

pública, where experts reviewing the EIA would make their evaluation public and where doubts 

and concerns from residents could be expressed and answered.  

 

It is unclear whether neighbourhood-based gatherings (known as juntas vecinales) to discuss peopleõs 

concerns about the project (Weinstock, 2006) were galvanised by the discussions and worries 

surrounding the EIA, or whether they had already been happening in parallel with the talks 

organised by the two university professors and others (which begun in June 2002).13 In any case, 

in October 2002, the Asamblea de Vecinos Autoconvocados por el No a la Mina de Esquel was formally 

created in a gathering/meeting (known as an asamblea or assembly) where its 600 participants 

unanimously voted in opposition to the mining project (Comisión de Prensa y Difusión, n.d). The 

resulting movement had primarily middle-class members (male and female), but also included 

representatives from poorer neighbourhoods of the town and indigenous Mapuche-Tehuelche 

peoples living in Esquel and nearby communities (Walter & Martinez-Alier, 2010).  

 

The movementõs raison dõetre was to expose the various detrimental environmental and social effects 

the mining project would have on the surrounding areas of Esquel, as well as the economic 

plundering (which they call in Spanish saqueo) people perceived the mining project to be. Their 

opposition to mining was also informed by their experience, and that of residents of the nearby 

town of Trevelin in the 1970s, of the construction of the Futaleufú hydroelectrical dam ð a project 

that failed to fulfil its promise of improving local development through increased employment and 

energy accessibility (Musacchio, 2013; Walter & Martinez-Alier, 2010).14 

 

The following months of 2002 saw Esquelõs No a la Mina organise various strategies against 

Meridian Goldõs mining project. In the same month of the movementõs consolidation, it began to 

pressure Esquelõs local authority (namely its municipal president or intendente Rafael Williams and 

Chubutõs government Jos® Luis Lizurume) to postpone the date of the audiencia pública to allow the 

public to have more time to form an opinion. In the same month, the Assembly began to collect 

 
13 Existing literature shows different accounts of this part of the history of the movement, echoing the variations I 
heard during the interviews I conducted with members of the movement, as well as the different accounts that coexist 
in documents by the movement. 
14 In fact, the hydroelectric dam proved to have the sole purpose of supplying energy to the aluminium company 
ALUAR located in Puerto Madryn. While infrastructure to take power generated in the Cordillera region to the coast 
traverses Chubutõs plateau, it does not provide a single community with electricity (Oriola, 2016). 
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signatures under the slogan ôNo al cianuroõ (No to cyanide) to demand that the local authority 

conduct a binding referendum on mining. In November, the Assembly organised the first street 

protest against the mining project with the participation of around 1500 vecinos, as well as occupied 

the local government (known as Concejo Deliberante) offices to demand local authorities back 

popular opposition to the mining project. The repetition of this protest on December 4th (the date 

that the audiencia pública would have taken place), this time with about 2800 people, began the 

movementõs strategy to occupy the streets on the 4th of every month, following advice given to 

them by the movement of Madres de Plaza de Mayo (Línea Fundadora) to never abandon the streets.15 

In December 2002, the movement supported a vecina to present a judicial appeal for environmental 

protection (called in Spanish recurso de amparo ambiental) asking for precautionary action against the 

mining project. During these months, the Assembly also began to put together its iconic leaflets 

called ôVeciNos informan a VeciNosõ (or Neighbours inform Neighbours)16, to coordinate escraches 

against local authorities, and to organise artistic events and interventions to gather support against 

the mining project (Comisión de Prensa y Difusión, n.d.; Svampa & Viale, 2014).17 

 

In February of 2003, despite pressures from Esquelõs Commerce Association and the Argentinian 

Building Workersõ Union (which amounted to the threat of physical violence against vecinos), the 

Assembly succeeded in pressurising Esquel's municipal authority to hold a referendum on mining 

on March 23rd 2003 ð a demand that was inspired by the experience of Tambogrande (Peru) where 

the first mining consultation in Latin America took place (Svampa, Sola Alvarez, & Bottaro, 2009; 

Walter, 2008; Musacchio, 2013).  

 

With a turnout of 70% of the municipalityõs population, the opposition to mining won the 

referendum with a very convincing 81% of the votes ð a day that has been commemorated since 

2004 as Esquelõs Día de la Dignidad (Day of Dignity). The referendum was not binding (despite the 

protestorsõ demands to the contrary), but Meridian Gold decided to halt the project nevertheless, 

recognising public pressure.  They sold the project to the Canadian mining company Yamana Gold, 

 
15 In 1986, the movement of Madres de Plaza de Mayo divided due to an ideological rift into Madres de Plaza de Mayo 
Linea Fundadora, led by Nora Cortiñas among others, and the Association of Madres de Plaza de Mayo led by Hebe Bonafini 
(see Giannoni, 2014; Gorini, 2015). 
16 In Spanish, the title of the publication is a play on words. It takes the syllable ônoõ contained in the word ôvecinosõ 
and capitalises it to signal how this is a publication aimed at sharing the reasons to oppose mining ð that is ôto say noõ. 
17 An escrache or to escrachear someone consists today of going to the home address of the person against whom the 

protest is directed to name and shame them for their role in a particular issue. This was a protest strategy developed 
by H.I.J.O.S, who would visit people involved in the abduction and torture of people during Argentinaõs military 
dictatorship, and shout, paint on walls, dramatise performances or chant denouncing the person to express and rally 
moral condemnation for their acts ð what Keck & Sikkink (1998) would call ônaming and shamingõ ð as well as to keep 
history and memory alive  (Di Marco et al, 2003; Kaiser, 2008; Sitrin, 2012).  
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who renamed the project Suyai (meaning hope in Mapuzugun). Soon after the referendum, a 

provincial law was passed (then Law 5.001, now Law XVII-Nº 68) prohibiting open pit mining 

with the use of cyanide in the province.  

 

Figure 5. An interior wall of the localito with the voting cards used for the 2003 plebiscite 

 

Source: Taken by the author in January 2020. 

 

Law 5.001/XVII-Nº 68 has since been crucial in halting the development of open pit mining in 

the region. However, while it prohibits the exploitation of minerals through cyanidation, it does 

not prohibit exploration works, nor other forms of mining and ore leaching. Because of this legal 

ambiguity, the movement remains active to this day, as pressures to initiate the mining project near 

Esquel have continued, and interest in installing other mining projects across the province has 

emerged since. Moreover, as Law 5.001/ XVII -Nº 68 created the legal notion of ôsacrifice zonesõ 

ð areas where environmental regulations would not apply ð Law 5001 has specifically encouraged 

a mining horizon in the central part of the province where there is a lower population density, 

mostly comprising Mapuche-Tehuelche communities (discussed in more detail in Chapter Four). 

As a result of the growth of mining pressures across the province, the movement has spilled from 

Esquel to other towns of the province, most of which now have their own assembly against 

mining.  

 

In 2014, these various Assemblies came together to form the Unión de Asambleas Ciudadanas de 

Chubut (Union of Citizens' Assemblies of Chubut, also known as UACCH), today renamed as the 

Unión de Asambleas de Comunidades Chubutenses (Union of Community Assemblies of Chubut). 

Esquel, in coordination with other assemblies through the Union, has sought to strengthen 

Chubutõs legal framework against mining since 2012, when it began to craft a law project to replace 

Law 5001/XVII -Nº 68 with stronger legislation and to collect the necessary signatures to present 
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it to Chubutõs congress. This effort was made possible by the provincial mechanism known as 

Iniciativa Popular (Popular Initiative), established in Art. 263 of Chubutõs Constitution, which allows 

citizens to directly present law projects to Congress, provided they gather 3% of the provincial 

electoral roll in signatures. In 2014, with 13,000 signatures, the UACCH succeeded in presenting 

the legal project to the corresponding authorities. However, Chubutõs Congress did not give it due 

treatment, leaving its discussion to the very last day before the period for pronouncing on it had 

expired. The Congress also committed what assemblies have labelled a legal fraud, where the 

Congress changed the content of the proposal ð de facto turning it into a proposal supporting mining 

ð before approving it in November 2014. Popular outrage in the period that followed pressured 

the then-governor of Chubut, Martín Buzzi, to withdraw the newly passed initiative (UACCH, 

2020). 

 

Over the years, Esquelõs No a la Mina widened its activities. It created a webpage (noalamina.org) 

and various radio programmes (at local station Radio Kalewche and Radio Nacional Esquel), 

through which the movement aims to share news of, and discussions about, mining in Chubut, as 

well as throughout Argentina and Latin America more broadly. It also published a guide in 2015 

about the social, economic, and environmental impacts of mining titled Hablemos de Megaminería: 

manual de educación y difusión sobre las implicancias [sic] de la megaminería (Letõs talk about mega-mining: 

a guide for the education about and dissemination of information on the impact of mega-mining). 

In recent years, it has also become prominent on social media (Facebook, Twitter, and more 

recently Instagram), and has maintained a constant presence in the town through a manned 

information stall ð known as the localito ð which the movement uses for its activities and which is 

key for the movementõs fundraising (which occurs mainly through the sale of t-shirts with logos 

and/ or messages related to the movement).18  

 

The lockdown period caused by the COVID-19 pandemic in the first half of 2020 saw increasing 

pressures to install mining in the region. In May and June 2020, Yamana Gold sold part of the 

Suyai project to the Argentinian conglomerate Grupo Elsztain, who become in charge of securing 

legal and political support for the project (No a la Mina, 2020). In response to this, and to growing 

rumours about increasing pressure on the provincial government to abolish Law 5001/XVII -Nº 

68, the Union of Assemblies created a second Popular Initiative project under the slogan ôNos deben 

 
18 During this period, members of the movement have also been subject to surveillance from the state. In 2015, the 
judicial dispute over the territorial recuperation of the Mapuche-Tehuelche community Vuelta del Río revealed that 
various members of Esquelõs No a la Mina had been unlawfully surveilled by Argentinaõs Intelligence Agency (known 
as AFI). The movement achieved in 2023 in taking this case to court (to be held in 2024-2025) (No a la Mina, 2023). 
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una leyõ (ôThey owe us a lawõ), alluding to the legal fraud that surrounded the first initiative. Despite 

the lockdown, the Union collected more than 30,000 signatures in support of the project and 

submitted it to Congress in October 2020. As the Second Popular Initiative Project passed to 

Congress in November 2020, the now governor of the province, Mariano Arcioni, presented a 

contrary executive law project which sought to minimise regulations for the creation of sacrifice 

zones for mining (Law project 128/20, also known as Proyecto de Zonificación or Zoning Project).  

 

For about a year, both law projects were discussed in Congress ð albeit under unequal treatment, 

with the Popular Initiative being subjected to more bureaucratic procedures than the Executive 

project and with numerous anomalies in the Congressõ online sessions.19 On May 6th, 2021, despite 

popular pressure from the Union of Assemblies, the Second popular initiative was dismissed by 

Chubutõs Congress. As the likelihood of the Zoning Project being approved in the following 

months grew, protests intensified across Chubut.  

 

Figure 6. First and second popular initiative ð leaflet and digital invitation to event 

 

Source: From left to right, taken by the author & retrieved from the Facebook Page (Noalamina Esquel). 

 

Despite being against the law ð Law 5001/XVII -Nº 68 only allowed for the creation of sacrifice 

zones in the 120-day period that followed the date the law was ratified (2004) ð the Zoning Project 

was approved by the provincial Congress on December 15th, 2021. The approval of the project in 

the face of mass popular opposition to it, led to massive mobilisations of all the assemblies against 

mining throughout the province, but especially in the provinceõs capital of Rawson where Chubutõs 

 
19 Due to COVID-19, the sessions were online and livestreamed via Facebook, without official records and removing 
audio from the stream whenever voting takes place. 
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Congress is located. These protests, especially those in the capital, faced violent retaliation by 

Chubutõs armed forces ð a pattern that has emerged since the end of 2020. Increasing popular 

pressure forced the government to withdraw the newly approved legislation once again, with the 

governorõs decision announced on December 20th, 2021. Since then, Esquelõs No a la Mina, again 

in coordination with the rest of the assemblies across Chubut, has been engaged in a third attempt 

to replace Law 5001/XVII -Nº 68 with a Popular Initiative law project. 

 

Since its success in 2003, Esquelõs No a la Mina became a key reference for the opposition to 

mining in Argentina, in what has been named by various scholars as the ôEsquel effectõ (see 

Svampa, Sola Alvarez & Bottaro, 2009; Wagner, 2011; Renauld, 2013, 2016). Through its 

formation of the National Network of Communities Affected by Mining (CAMA for its name in 

Spanish), it inspired and advised struggles against mining around the country. This culminated in 

the banning of mining in another 6 provinces ð Río Negro (2005), Tucumán (2007), Mendoza 

(2007), La Pampa (2007), Córdoba (2007) and San Luis (2008) ð and in the creation and approval 

of the National Glacier Law in 2008 which prohibits mining in glacier and periglacial zones (Walter 

& Martinez-Alier, 2010; Machado, 2009; Marin, 2009). Moreover, as already discussed, the 

movement in Esquel has inspired the creation of Assemblies against mining across Chubut and 

the resulting Union of Citizen Assemblies, in which Esquelõs movement is a key a member.  

 

Throughout the years the movement has seen a change in its composition. While the movementõs 

core ð the people who are involved in the movementõs daily organisation and activities ð continue 

to be mostly middle-class and non-indigenous, its visible leadership is now mostly effected by 

women and is increasingly intergenerational. Moreover, it is clear from the number of people that 

joins for the street protests (some of which have had the participation of over 2,000 people) and 

events that the movement extends to other segments of the population in Esquel. 

 

The movement has also seen a change in its organising principles. While for most part of the 

movementõs history its underlying agreement has been to focus solely on rejecting mining (see 

Chapter Five), it has more recently begun take up, or offer support to, other causes under an 

understanding that all justice struggles are linked ð what they refer to as ôla lucha es una solaõ or ôthe 

struggle is one and the sameõ. However, despite this change, the movement has remained 

purposefully focused on rejecting mining and uninterested in the creation and/or  management of 

any alternatives to mining as development ð that is, in planning and managing any form of self-
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organised alternative socio-economic project ð as they perceive this to be an obligation of the 

state, not of vecinos.20  

 

Because Esquel is considered the òbirth of the anti-mining movement of Argentinaó (Walter & 

Wagner, 2021, p.7) and because of its successful history, various scholars have been interested in 

understanding the movement more fully. Existing literature on Esquelõs No a la Mina can be 

divided in two groups: studies that look specifically at Esquel, and those that analyse it in relation 

to other conflicts and/or movements. The studies that solely examine Esquelõs No a la Mina have 

focused on the reasons behind their opposition to mining (Walter, 2008, 2014; Walter & Martinez-

Alier, 2010), the political discursive possibilities of ôsaying noõ (Marin, 2009), the movementõs 

struggle as an act of territorialisation (Weinstock, 2006), and its impact on local electoral politics 

(Mussachio, 2013). Within the body of literature that examines Esquelõs No a la Mina through a 

comparative lens, there has been a focus on understanding how the movement has influenced 

struggles in other parts of the country (Svampa et al., 2009; Renauld, 2016), what the common 

characteristics of conflicts around mining across Argentina are (Wagner, 2016; Walter & Urkidi, 

2017; Walter & Wagner, 2021), and what factors account for the different outcomes of mining 

interests in different provinces (Reboratti, 2012; Torunczyk, 2013, 2015, 2016).  

 

Most of the studies, however, focus solely on the foundational years of the movements (2002-

2003) and do not draw from the experiences, understandings, and interpretations of the 

movementõs members. Moreover, while some of these studies have examined the movement as a 

conflict of decision-making structures and exclusion (Walter, 2008, 2014; Walter & Martinez-Alier, 

2010; Torunzcyk 2015, 2013, 2016), an examination of the impact of Esquelõs No a la Mina on 

commoning and citizenship practices is ð as of yet ð missing. An examination of the movement 

with an interest in understanding how it has made a community and changed the way people relate 

to the state is all the more relevant in light of ongoing discussions in the Latin American context 

about the link between extractivism and democracy, and in light of the demands for plurinational 

states (Svampa, 2013, 2017; Latta & Wittman, 2015; Acosta & Martínez, 2009). The particularities 

of Esquelõs No a la Mina, vis-à-vis the trend of social movements to pursue autonomy from the 

state that Zibechi (2012) and others find in Latin American social movements, allows for an 

examination of how central it is to environmental justice to transform the relationship between 

people and the state into one that allows people to exercise control over their place and lives. 

 
20 This stands in contrast to what Zibechi (2012) argues has been the trend of Latin American social movements: the 
pursual of self-organised and self-governed communities autonomous from the state (see also Cortés, 2014; Rolston, 
2010; Giannotti, 2017). 
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Thesis structure 

 

The argument put forward in this thesis is structured as follows: 

 

Chapter Two discusses the theoretical framework on which this doctoral thesis draws, and to 

which it aims to contribute. It builds a theoretical dialogue between feminist political ecology and 

the anthropology of citizenship, arguing that bringing these two bodies of literature together allows 

an approach to environmental movements as ôproductive sitesõ (Merlinsky & Latta, 2015) of 

commoning and citizenship transformation, while being attentive to the way in which these 

processes are shaped by power relations.  The chapter proposes a theoretically new link between 

the literatures on commoning and citizenship, which addresses in turn theoretical gaps in each of 

these literatures. 

 

Chapter Three discusses the methodology of the doctoral thesis which draws upon a feminist 

qualitative methodology. It discusses why a qualitative methodology was the most appropriate for 

the project, and how following a feminist approach therein shaped the research process. It also 

discusses my choice of research methods and sampling strategy, along with the impact and various 

challenges of conducting the research during the COVID-19 pandemic. It discusses too the 

methodology followed for analysing the material shared with me by members of the movement. 

Lastly, in line with a feminist research methodology, this chapter includes an account of the 

position to which this research project is accountable, as well as the ethical considerations I took.   

 

Chapter Four traces the history of extractivism in Argentina and the regional history onto which 

it has mapped in Chubut. In doing so, the chapter aims to trace the national and regional history 

of extractivism in which Esquelõs No a la Mina is embedded ð that which shaped its emergence 

and trajectory, and that which it contests. It argues that the movement is embedded in a history 

where resource extraction has been linked, since the 1990s, to discourses of economic crisis ð 

where it is framed as key for the countryõs economic recovery and subsequent development ð as 

well as in a history of settler colonialism and thus of marginalisation of pueblos originarios.  

 

The following four chapters make up the thesisõ substantive core, analysing the four practices that 

comprise the process of commoning by which community is made and citizenship re-shaped.  
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Chapter Five examines the practice of mobilising as vecinos in Esquelõs No a la Mina. It argues that 

mobilising as vecinos motivates the commoning of place through the creation of new arrangements 

of responsibility. By building a community where people relate to each other in a horizontal 

manner, and which offers containment through a sense of proximity, solidarity, and care, 

participating as vecinos has supported the creation of a strong collective political subjectivity that is 

functioning as a language for the emerging commoning-community, as well as reshaping the way 

people engage with the state. The chapter argues that to mobilise as a vecino roots citizenship in 

place. This form of citizenship puts into practice an autonomous collective citizenship and 

contests the individualised model of citizenship that would permit the imposition of extractivism, 

transforming historical practices of collective citizenship in Argentina, and emphasising peopleõs 

democratic collective right to decide over their place and lives. However, as mobilising as vecinos 

relies on a depoliticised individual sense of self that conditions participation on peopleõs ability to 

divest themselves of other collective interests, mobilising as vecinos runs the risk of creating a 

homogenous community that unwittingly reproduces existing patterns of exclusion along social 

difference within the movement ð namely, for the recognition and participation of Mapuche-

Tehuelche people, as well as for the recognition of womenõs labour in the movement. 

 

Chapter Six examines the movementõs politics of ôinformingõ. It argues the movementõs practice 

of ôinformingõ has encompassed two parallel processes for members of the movement: making 

oneself an expert (what they call ôinformationõ) and sharing that expertise with others (what they 

call ôdisseminationõ). These processes have culminated in a commoning of knowledge that 

responds to the enclosure of expert knowledge and to the ways in which the state and mining 

companies have relied on it to impose mining. In turn, the commoning of knowledge has 

supported a process of community-making through the creation of epistemic networks, as well as 

shaped the emerging community as one that aims to be epistemically independent. The 

commoning of knowledge is functioning as a critical emancipatory component in peopleõs 

relationship with the state, by introducing an epistemic agency into the way citizenship is practiced 

by members of the movement. However, as the commoning of knowledge has mostly referred to 

expert knowledge, while it has bridged differences of class and supported womenõs role in the 

movement, it has reinforced the exclusion of Mapuche-Tehuelche members by reproducing 

colonial attributions of knowledge and ignorance. 

 

Chapter Seven analyses the movementõs appeal to dignity. It argues that appealing to dignity has 

entailed the ôcommoningõ of wellbeing leading to a process of community-making that seeks to 
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bridge differences of class in particular. It has also contributed a moral grammar that provides 

values and affect around which the emerging community can coalesce. By commoning wellbeing, 

the movementõs appeal to dignity seeks to contest too the ways in which the state and mining 

companies have exploited peopleõs needs and appealed to notions of crisis to impose mining in 

the province. In doing so, the movementõs appeal to dignity speaks in the context of citizenship 

of agency and a right to wellbeing. While appealing to dignity presents an opportunity to further 

the recognition of Mapuche-Tehuelche people in the movement, it also holds potential risks for 

the creation and/or reinforcement of exclusions within the movement. 

 

Chapter Eight examines how members of the movement are rethinking human-nature relations. 

It argues that the movement is re-imagining nature as shared, cared for, and entangled with human 

wellbeing, commoning nature as a result. In doing so, it is challenging the ontological 

underpinnings of extractivism, and supporting a process of community-making: in this case, one 

based on care and one that goes beyond anthropocentric understandings ð what I have called a 

ôkin communityõ, following Haraway (2015, 2016). This impacts peopleõs relation to the state by 

putting forward an understanding of citizenship as caring and being cared for. This continues to 

root citizenship in place, re-shape peopleõs sense of agency and to expand their demands for a 

right to a wider notion of wellbeing ð that is, socio-environmental wellbeing. However, while this 

form of commoning creates opportunities for the epistemic recognition of Mapuche-Tehuelche 

people, and for the convergence of struggles, it has two underlying tensions around the 

appropriation of indigenous worldviews and the valuation of nature as landscape.  

 

The concluding chapter brings together how the four practices of the movement have supported 

processes of commoning, the making of a community and re-shaped the way citizenship is 

practiced by members of Esquelõs No a la Mina. It also brings together how these processes have 

been fraught with tensions, at times reproducing exclusions along the lines of social difference, 

and how these processes contest the ways in which the state has sought to install mining in the 

province. It argues, however, that the movement ð despite its reproduction of exclusions ð is 

opening opportunities for the recognition of social difference and thus to address historical 

inequalities. For this, the conclusion returns to the issue of the movementõs banner, as the change 

of banners is indicative of the ways in which the movement is responding to and redressing its 

misrecognitions. As the notion of community acts as what De la Cadena (2010) calls an 

ôequivocationõ ð that is, as a notion that òenable circuits between partially connected worlds 

without creating a unified system of activismó (p.351) ð the notion of community is being 
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increasingly used as an alternative language of citizenship as it is perceived as recognising and 

encompassing Mapuche-Tehuelche claims to plurinationality. This shows how, while commoning 

can in fact reproduce power injustices, it can also open paths to create just commoning-

communities.  
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Chapter Two 

 
 

A dialogue between feminist political ecology and the anthropology of 

citizenship 

 
This doctoral project rests on a theoretical dialogue between the feminist political ecology and the 

anthropology of citizenship that allows approaching socio-environmental movements as 

ôproductive sitesõ (Merlinsky & Latta, 2015) for commoning and citizenship transformation, while 

being attentive to power throughout. This approach to Esquelõs No a la Mina is made possible in 

turn by the influence of post-structural thought in both literatures, which allow for an approach 

to citizenship and commoning as processual and thus as performative ð that is, as subject to change 

in and amidst the continuous repetition of everyday practices.  

 

Aspects of this approach bring a novel focus to the study of social movements and citizenship, in 

which a feminist political ecology has been relatively rare, and even more so in tandem with an 

anthropological perspective on citizenship. In taking this approach, the thesis aims to understand 

not only how socio-environmental movements re-make the terms of citizenship, but also how 

these changes are a function of socio-environmental processes. In doing so, this thesis contributes 

to anthropological literatures on citizenship, the emerging literature in (feminist) political ecology 

focusing on citizenship, and feminist political ecology work on commoning. Moreover, in line with 

feminist political ecologyõs concern with power, this thesis also aims to understand how the socio-

environmental and citizenship transformations at play respond to the workings of the state and 

private sector, as well as to local power relations organised around categories of social difference. 

As a result, this project also aims to contribute to scholarship highlighting the crucial role of 

environmental movements in the quest for environmental justice (see Scoones, 2007; Temper et 

al., 2018). 

 

To outline this theoretical framework, the chapter first discusses feminist political ecology and two 

bodies of work therein: scholarship on environmental movements and scholarship on commoning. 

It then discusses what an anthropological lens on citizenship entails. Lastly, the chapter brings the 

tenets of an anthropology of citizenship and feminist political ecology together to outline the 

framework and key concepts used in this thesis: performativity, commoning, citizenship, social 

difference, and power relations. 
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Feminist political ecology 

 

Feminist political ecology (FPE), consolidated through the work of Rocheleau et al. (1996), is a 

subfield of political ecology that has focused on understanding how gender shapes: 1. Resource 

distribution, access, control, and use; 2. Environmental knowledge and practices; and 3. 

Environmental grassroots politics. FPE literature builds upon the understanding in political 

ecology of the social and the environmental as co-constituted ð which has been referred to as 

socionatures, naturecultures, and socio-environmental relations, to name a few examples ð and 

thus of an understanding of the environmental as political.21 A feminist approach to political 

ecology furthers this analytical focus on power by calling attention to the ways in which social 

difference shapes and sanctions power inequalities. FPE scholars have, thus, long called attention 

to relations òof conflict, cooperation, complementarity, or coexistenceó (Rocheleau et al., 1996, 

p.13) within households, communities or movements in relation to environmental issues or 

practices: to how social difference influences these dynamics (Elmhirst, 2011a; M. Wright, 2010), 

and how they are shaped by multi-scalar politics that overlap in space, òéfrom the global to the 

micro-politics of the householdó (Jasroz, 2001, p.5472; Rocheleau, 2015b). 

 

FPE and environmental movements 

 

FPE scholarship examining grassroots environmental politics has shown how movements are sites 

where gender roles and relations are (re)produced, but also where they can be contested and 

renegotiated. FPE literature has examined the gendered motivations underlying environmental 

activism (see  Agarwal, 1992, 1994, 1997; Asher, 2004, 2007; Campbell, 1996; Li, 2009; Veuthey & 

Gerber, 2010), as well as gendered experiences of political mobilisation (see Asher, 2004, 2007; 

Brú-Bister, 1996; Campbell, 1996; Jenkins, 2015, 2017; MacGregor, 2006; Pineda & Moncada, 

2018; Sundberg, 2004; Wastl-Walter, 1996).22 It has shown how: womenõs participation is at times 

a public extension of  womenõs caring responsibilities in private spaces and thus of the distribution 

of gendered labour (see Brown & Ferguson, 1995; Di Chiro, 1992; Hallum-Montes, 2012; Krauss, 

1993; Miller, 1996); how it may lead to renegotiations of gender roles and relations (Asher, 2007; 

 
21 Socionatures is used, for example, by Nightingale (2019); naturecultures by Haraway (1997, 2008), and socio-
environmental relations by Rodriguez (2020, 2015), Rodríguez & Inturias (2018), and Ulloa (2016). Other terms used 
are: socioecological assemblages (Rocheleau, 2015b), environmental formations (Sundberg, 2008), social nature (Di 
Chiro, 2015), and second nature(Escobar, 1999). 
22 A smaller subset of this literature has focused on how womenõs mobilisation can be facilitated by their exclusion 
from economic and political structures and the little interest they may have in maintaining the status quo, following 
Hart (1991) (see Asher, 2004, 2004, 2007; Deonandan, Tatham, & Field, 2017). 
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Jenkins & Rondón, 2015; Jiménez Thomas, 2018; MacGregor, 2006; Sundberg, 2004, 2010; Wastl-

Walter, 1996); and how it may be intertwined with gender-based violence (Pineda & Moncada, 

2018; Ulloa, 2016; Marchese, 2019). A feminist political ecology lens thus allows for an 

understanding of socio-environmental movements as sites where relations of inequality can be 

reinforced or challenged, disrupting homogeneous and static understandings of òarenas of 

assumed common interestó (Rocheleau, 2008, p.722).  

 

Moreover, the incorporation of the concept of intersectionality in this body of work (see for 

example Mollett, 2010; Nightingale, 2011; Sundberg, 2004) has highlighted how dynamics of 

conflict and/or cooperation are influenced not only by gender but also by other forms of social 

difference.23 The concept of intersectionality ð originating in the work of Crenshaw (1989, 1991) 

and others (A. Cooper, 1988; King, 1988; Terrell, 1940) ð calls attention to how racial and gender 

identities are mutually constituted, rather than separate or even cumulative identities. 

Intersectionality has been used as an ôanalytical sensibilityõ and a ôheuristic deviceõ (Cho, Crenshaw 

& McCall, 2013) within feminist scholarship to understand how social difference configures power 

asymmetries and exclusions through notions of ôothernessõ and how this operates in historical and 

òplace-specific ways everywhereó (Mollett & Faria, 2018, p.571).24 Within FPE scholarship, Sundberg 

(2004) and Nightingale (2011) have used social interactions and material practices ð respectively ð 

as optics through which intersectional identities can be examined.  

 

An intersectional approach to gender has been supported by the incorporation of feminist post-

structural thought by a second generation of FPE scholars who have sought to understand how 

ògender is not only central for delineating differentiated outcomes of environmental changes, but 

how it is also itself an effect of such changesó (Harris, 2006, p.188; Elmhirst, 2011a, 2011b; Ge, 

Resurreccion, & Elmhirst, 2011; Nightingale, 2006, 2011; Sultana, 2011; Truelove, 2011). This 

entails an approach to gender as an ôidentity-in-the-makingõ (Sundberg, 2004) ð that is, as an 

identity that is constantly (re)produced through practices of the self and its relations with others 

(rather than an a priori), being both a process and an effect.   

 
23 Although, scholars like Mollett & Faria (2013) argue incorporating an intersectional lens is not yet the norm in the 
field, as many studies still prioritise gender as the most salient form of identity and disregarded it as embedded, context-
specific and co-constituted by/with other forms of difference. 
24 In attempts to avoid the depoliticization of the approach, intersectionality scholars (Alexander-Floyd, 2012; B. 
Cooper, 2015; Hopkins, 2019; Nash, 2008) have debated whether intersectionality can be used to analyse other 
markers of difference or if race and gender need to be always present. My use of intersectionality follows Mollett & 
Faria (2018) who approach it as òa sensibility and way of knowing [that] travelsó (p. 571) and which is useful to extend 
to other markers of difference in order to understand power dynamics through a historical lens. 
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Central to this approach to gender is Butler's (1990) concept of performativity. Being concerned 

with how gender identities are central to maintaining a heteronormative order, she argues that 

ògender is not a nouné but always a doing, though not a doing by a subject who might be said to 

pre-exist the deedó (1990, p.35). In other words, as Gibson-Graham (2006) explain, the concept 

of performativity signals the òproductive tension between being and becomingó (p.24) in an 

understanding of òsubjection as an active process that is always ongoing and never completely 

successfuló (ibidem.) as it is composed of a òcontinuous repetition and reiteration of ritualized 

practices that necessarily involve interruptions and productive intervals of discontinuityó (ibidem.). 

Thinking of gender as performative entails understanding it, therefore, as a process composed of 

everyday practices and thus subject to change.  

 

FPE and commoning 

 

As discussed above, most of the scholarship within FPE on socio-environmental movements has 

focused particularly on dynamics of conflict rather than on dynamics of cooperation or co-

existence (see for example, Asher, 2004, 2007; Campbell, 1996; Deonandan et al., 2017; Jenkins, 

2015, 2017; MacGregor, 2006). While some FPE scholars have engaged with the concept of 

commons (see Beban & Bourke Martignoni, 2021; Rap & Jaskolski, 2019; Shrestha, Joshi, & 

Clément, 2019; Tummers & MacGregor, 2019; Zwarteveen & Meinzen-Dick, 2001), only recent 

work within FPE has called attention to ôcommoningõ, and thus to the ways in which 

environmental issues can be at the centre of, and motivate, processes of community-making (see 

Clement, Harcourt, Joshi & Sato, 2019; Nightingale, 2019; Sato & Soto Alarcón, 2019; Velicu & 

García-López, 2018). 

 

This body of work within FPE draws on the work of Marxist feminist (Federici, 2012c, 2012b, 

2012a; Mies, 2014a; Mies & Bennholdt-Thomsen, 2001) and postcapitalist scholars (Gibson-

Graham, 2006; Gibson-Graham, Cameron, & Healy, 2013; Gibson-Graham et al., 2016) who have 

all extended the work on the commons by Ostrom (1990) and others.  

 

As elaborated by Ostrom (1990), the notion of the commons directly challenges the economic 

paradigm of the ôtragedy of the commonsõ outlined by Hardin (1968) which concludes selfish 

behaviour will inevitably lead to the depletion of that which is shared. Hence, the concept of the 

commons in Ostromõs work challenges the behaviour that is attributed to the figure of the ôrational 
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economic manõ which underlies mainstream economic theory: òsolitary, calculating, competing 

and insatiableó (Raworth, 2017, p.81). The notion of the commons calls attention, instead, to the 

possibility of collective cooperative action to manage and maintain a shared resource ð the 

ôcommonsõ ð the institutions or rules that sustain this type of action, and the resulting governance 

arrangement. Ostromõs work has been criticised for continuing to rely on a rational choice model, 

placing at the centre an understanding of human behaviour that is still individual and concerned 

with utility maximization. This obscures the ways in which commons are embedded in power: how 

they can emerge in opposition to a set of discourses and practices, as well as call for the 

transformation of power relations among those managing the commons ð what Velicu & García-

López (2018) argues is a relationship of interdependence and mutual vulnerability (see also 

Caffentzis & Federici, 2014; Stavrides, 2015). 

 

A critical scholarship on the commons emerged in response to the critiques of the institutional 

character of the work of Ostrom and others. Authors such as Linebaugh (2008), De Angelis (2003, 

2010, 2013), Holloway (2002, 2010), Caffentzis & Federici (2013, 2014), Mattei (2011), Bollier & 

Helfrich (2012), Hardt & Negri (2009), and Dardot & Laval (2015) posit the commons as a political 

project that aims to transcend both the state and market. They build on an understanding of the 

state as a hierarchical, coercive, and repressive institution (crucial for the safeguarding of private 

property), of the market as a site of exploitation and oppression, and of both as complicit in 

furthering enclosure, dispossession, and elite interests (Angel & Loftus, 2018; Bianchi, 2018, 2022; 

Cumbers, 2015). As a result, these authors articulate the commons as a revolutionary and 

emancipatory paradigm to bring about just societies (see for example Hardt & Negri, 2009; Dardot 

& Laval, 2015) or a political project that can be pursued at the margins ð or what Holloway (2010) 

calls ôcracksõ ð of the state and the market and that makes it possible to òlive without the violence 

of the stateó (Barbagallo, et al. 2019) and bring about alternative òcollective  and non-commodified 

relations outside of capitaló (Loftus & Angel, 2018, p.126). In this scholarship, the commons are 

understood not as a mere form of collective resource management, but as a political project and 

social practice (Bianchi, 2018) that aims for, and that brings about, self-governing cooperative and 

non-capitalist societies. As such, the notion of the commons is strongly linked, in this body of 

literature, to an òanti-capitalist imaginaryó (Cumbers, 2015, p.64) where alternative social, political, 

and economic relations and institutions that are based on self-determination, cooperation, and 

reciprocity can be pursued (see for example, Federici, 2012).  
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FPE scholars have drawn in their theorization of ôcommoningõ from this critical anti-capitalist 

scholarship on the commons. More specifically, within this literature, they have drawn from 

Marxist feminist and postcapitalist scholars.  

 

Marxist feminists have emphasised the link between the commons and social reproduction ð or 

òthe intersecting complex of political-economic, sociocultural, and material-environmental 

processes required to maintain everyday life and to sustain human cultures and communities on a 

daily basis and intergenerationallyó (Di Chiro, 2008, p.281). This body of work has, therefore, 

emphasised how the commons stand in opposition to the principle of accumulation that underpins 

capitalism, as well as how efforts to maintain them are directly related to an effort to resist private 

enclosure (Barbagallo et al., 2019; Federici, 2012a; Mies, 2014; Mies & Bennholdt-Thomsen, 2001). 

Moreover, an inherent link between commons and community has been emphasised in this body 

of literature, by which òno commons can exist without a communityó (Mies, 2014, p.106). 

However, unlike postcapitalist scholars (discussed next), Marxist feminist scholars have 

highlighted the connection between commons and community as one that is based on 

reproductive labour. While Mies (2014) has argued that maintaining commons always requires 

voluntary collective labour, Federici (2012a) has emphasised how this labour refers more 

specifically to reproductive work ð that is, the affective and material labour that enables the 

reproduction of a given collective, and which has historically subsidised the formal economy 

through its unpaid character (see also Fraser, 2017; Mies, 2014).  

 

Postcapitalist scholars, in turn, have engaged with the notion of the commons from an interest in 

community economies and the disruption of òthe economy as a singular capitalist system or spaceó 

(Gibson-Graham, 2006, p.xxi).25 As Marxist feminist scholars, authors such as Linebaugh (2008), 

Gibson-Graham (2006), Gibson-Graham et al. (2013, 2016), and Amin & Howell (2016) have also 

highlighted a connection between commons and community. However, for these authors the 

connection is one that occurs through relations of negotiation, responsibility, and care. Strongly 

influenced by (feminist) post-structural thought, postcapitalist scholars have furthermore 

conceptualised commons ôas an activityõ (Linebaugh, 2008), as a process that takes place through 

everyday practices, and thus as a verb: ôcommoningõ.  Commoning, as Gibson-Graham et al. (2016) 

 
25 The interest in post-capitalist scholarship on transitioning away from a capitalist (patriarchal) economy towards 
other forms of economies is characteristic of literature on the indigenous notion in South America of Buen Vi vir ð 
which is expressed differently in each indigenous peoples (see, for example, Bremer, 2012; Chuji, Grimaldo, & 
Gudynas, 2019; Gudynas, 2011; Huanacuni Mamani, 2012; León, 2010; León T., 2010; Mamani, 2010; McGregor, 
Whitaker, & Sritharan, 2020; Melìa, 2012). However, work on commoning from within feminist political ecology has 
not drawn from this body of literature. 
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define it, speaks of òa relational process é of negotiating access, use, benefit, care, and 

responsibilityó (p.195) that results in what they term a ôcommoning-communityõ. In approaching 

commoning as a relational process, as ôbeing-in-commonõ (Nancy, 1991) this body of work, 

provides a more solid processual understanding of the link between commons and community, 

compared to Marxist feminists.  

 

As a result, FPE scholars approach commoning as a relational process that is shaped through 

everyday practices and which is deeply intertwined with relations of interdependence and 

vulnerability, community-making and re-subjectivation (Sato & Soto Alarcón, 2019; Velicu & 

García-López, 2018; Wichterich, 2015; Clement et al., 2019; Nightingale, 2019). Sato & Soto 

Alarcón (2019) propose that there are three ways in which commoning can occur: commoning 

previously enclosed spaces, maintaining existing commons, and creating new commons. They 

approach the concept from what they call ôa postcapitalist feminist political ecologyõ and a concern 

with òattend[ing] to how humans and nonhumans engage in the reappropriation, reconstruction, 

reinvention of available resources, practices and knowledges that strengthen community 

wellbeingó (p.4, citing Harcourt & Escobar, 2005). These authors propose understanding 

commoning, thus, as a socio-natural process that encompasses not only biophysical resources ð 

where they argue most attention within FPE on commons has been ð but that also encompasses 

non-tangible ones such as knowledge, culture, and practices. As such, they show how commoning 

òneed not be bounded to ownershipó (Sato & Soto Alarc·n, 2019, p.56) and thus notions of 

property. Nightingaleõs (2019) analysis of community forestry in Nepal furthers this approach to 

commoning by showing how commoning entails not only new subjectivities but also new affective 

relations, as emotions ties individuals to collectives as well as build a sense of ethical behaviour 

(see also Nightingale, 2014).  

 

As these authors tend to understand commoning as a process that entails, and is made possible 

by, human (inter)dependency with/on others, scholarship on commoning within FPE tends to 

focus on care. For example, Sato & Soto Alarcón (2019) also define commoning as revolving 

around òjoint practices of caringó (p.38) between humans and nature. Care, as defined by Tronto 

(1993), refers to the òmaintaining, continuing, and repairing living webs of interdependent 

relationsó and as a result can be understood as composed by òlabours of everyday mundane 

maintenance, and repetitive work, requiring regularity and task reiterationó (Puig de la Bellacasa, 

2015, p.710). However, as Puig de la Bellacasa (2015), Abrahamsson & Bertoni (2018), and Ticktin 
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(2011) caution, care is not an innocent relation but rather one that is inherently political, as it can 

legitimise power and control over others, as well as occur within exploitative contexts. 

 

Central to work on commoning within FPE is also a concern with power ð although this has for 

most part remained a theoretical concern. For example, Velicu & García-López (2018), who build 

on Butlerõs notions of ôbounded selvesõ and ômutual vulnerabilityõ to approach commoning as a 

form of ôrelational politicsõ, stress how commoning entails ònot a mere technical management of 

resources (in space) but a struggle to perform common liveable relationships (in time)ó (p.66, my 

emphasis). This, they argue, entails òbeing mutually vulnerable in power relations which are 

enabling, albeit injuriousó (ibid., p.55). In a similar vein, Nightingale (2019) ð the only empirical 

examination of commoning and power to date ð understands commons as political communities, 

and commoning òas a set of practices and performancesó (p.21) that make socio-natural relations 

òalways contingent, ambivalent outcomes of the exercise of poweró (ibidem.). Her work on 

community forestry in Nepal calls attention to how commoning inherently entails constant 

renegotiations of who and what belongs to the community and thus to how commoning cannot 

only create inclusions but also exclusions, as òany moment of coming together can be succeeded 

by new challenges and relations that un-commonó (ibid., p.30.; see also Nightingale, 2014). This is 

also echoed by Wichterich (2015) in her work on commoning, as she cautions that òcommunities 

that are constructed in the process of commoning must not be imagined as homogeneous and 

power-balanced entitiesé. [as they donõt] automatically harmonize the interests within a 

community nor balance power relationsó (p.90). Wichterich (2015) proposes understanding 

commoning as a process of negotiation for new social contracts, in which power asymmetries need 

to be directly addressed òrespecting and negotiating different interests and identitiesó (ibidem.).  

 

Work within FPE on commoning, however, is incipient and there are multiple theoretical and 

empirical opportunities.  

 

Firstly, there is an opportunity to empirically explore the connection between commoning and 

community-making ð that is, how processes of commoning produce community ð as this has 

remained a theoretical proposition in both postcapitalist and FPE scholarship. 

 

Secondly, there is an opportunity to understand how social movements can drive processes of 

commoning. While Marxist feminist and postcapitalist scholars have linked social movements to 

efforts to protect and maintain commons (as a noun), an FPE perspective allows examining how 
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social movements can be sites of commoning (as a verb). The work of Sato & Soto Alarcón (2019) 

is the only study to date that pursues this analytical avenue. Examining a womenõs cooperative in 

southern Mexico, Sato & Soto Alarcón (2019) show how collective action can lead to, and is 

sustained by, the commoning of nature, knowledge, language, and land. However, their analysis 

draws empirically from an agricultural cooperative rather than a social movement in its most 

traditional definition. As such, there is an opportunity and need to explore how social movements 

ð especially those that do not aim to create and manage self-organised economic activities ð can 

drive processes of commoning.   

 

Thirdly, there is an opportunity to analyse how processes of commoning and community-making 

impact the way people relate to the state. While the work of FPE scholars draws on critical 

scholarship on the commons in various ways (as discussed above), they have not adopted a view 

of the commons as a political project that is antagonistic to the state. As such, various FPE scholars 

working on commoning have alluded to connections between commoning and citizenship. As 

mentioned, Wichterich (2015) talks about how commoning can result in new social contracts and 

democratic processes, and Velicu & García-López (2018) and Sato & Soto Alarcón (2019) describe 

commoning as involving ôcitizenõ engagement or participation. However, this connection can be 

further elaborated, building on the call by Sato & Soto Alarcón (2019) to think of commoning 

beyond binaries ð that of (non)capitalism and (non)state. 

 

The under-development of the link between commoning and citizenship is reflective of two trends 

within FPE scholarship: the influence of anti-capitalist commons scholarship (discussed above) 

on FPE scholarship on commoning, as well as of the little attention there has been within FPE 

literature, more generally, to citizenship.   

 

As already discussed, FPE scholarship on commoning draws on the critical anti-capitalist tradition 

on the commons. As Angel & Loftus (2018), Bianchi (2018, 2022) and Cumbers (2015) point out, 

scholars within this school have framed the commons as antithetical not only to the market but 

also to the state. The commons ð and thus commoning ð are framed as incompatible with it, and 

not able to occur within or through the state due to its hierarchical, repressive, alienating, and 

elitist character. As a result, critical scholars on the commons have not considered citizenship ð or 

peopleõs relation to the state ð as a relevant site of analysis. 
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Moreover, FPE literature has not always linked its analysis of socio-environmental movements as 

sites of transformation to changes in the wider political context (Asher, 2007; Brú-Bister, 1996; 

Deonandan, Tatham, & Field, 2017; Jenkins, 2015b, 2017). Instead, works clearly situated within 

FPE tend to restrict their attention to specific spaces ð usually feminised spaces such as subsistence 

economies, the household, and the community ð approaching them in analytical isolation from 

others. As a result, FPE literature has not sufficiently attended to the ways in which environmental 

movements can be productive sites for transformation that go beyond the micro-politics of the 

household or the collective. As a result, while there is a wider body of literature examining 

citizenship within political ecology (Gilbert & Phillips, 2003; Gudynas, 2009a; Latta, 2007; Latta 

& Wittman, 2015a; Sundberg, 2003, 2015; Wittman, 2009), only MacGregor (2004, 2006, 2010) 

has engaged with this theme from an FPE perspective.  

 

Echoing the connection between commoning and citizenship held by Wichterich (2015), there is 

a growing body of work within commons literature that makes the case to keep the state as a 

relevant site of analysis. Authors such as Cumbers (2015), Angel (2017, 2019) and Angel & Loftus 

(2018) agree with anti-capitalist commons scholars that the commons cannot be a top-down 

process, initiated and implemented by the state as this is likely to depoliticize its meaning and 

practice.  However, they question the dismissal of the state in critical anti-capitalist literature, 

arguing that the commons can express a demand for a radical democracy and thus seek to reclaim 

the state, away from violent and repressive relations towards òmore democratic, participatory and 

collaborative forms of human relationsó (see Cumbers, 2015, p.62)  Moreover, studies on new 

municipalism and water anti-privatisation activism show, empirically, how building commons can 

expand the realm of citizen action vis-à-vis and/or within the state and reshape the state as a result 

(Robins, 2019; Bianchi, 2022; Wenderlich, 2021). For example, Robins (2019) argues that the 

defence of a public spring in Cape Town can be read as an exercise of ôhydraulic citizenshipõ ð that 

is, a form of belonging enabled by social and material claims to water infrastructures (following 

Anand, 2017) ð that demanded the state to change its water management practices for a òjust, 

equitable and sustainable water plan by and under direct community control, based on regeneration 

and conservationõ (p.13). Likewise, Wenderlich (2021) shows how urban social movements in 

Germany and the United States attempt to install a notion of energy democracy by advocating for 

public municipal energy utilities.  

 

Cumbers (2015) and others point out, however, that in order to maintain the state as a site of 

analysis it is important to understand it differently than anti-capitalist commons scholars have. 
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While the latter tend to reify the state, Cumbers (2015), Angel and Loftus (2018) and Wenderlich 

(2021) argue for a more fluid understanding: of the state as a òterrain of struggleó (Wenderlich, 

2021, p.65) malleable òthrough time and space through processes of contestationó (Cumbers, 

2015, p.72).   

 

Hence, to further the connection between commons and citizenship, the most fruitful is to create 

a theoretical dialogue between FPE and an anthropological approach to citizenship, which brings 

an akin understanding of citizenship and the state through its post-structural lens.  

 

An anthropological approach to citizenship 

 

Citizenship is a contested concept (Lister, 1997a; Taylor & Wilson, 2004). In its Western modern 

definition, coined by Marshall (1950), it refers to the status of full membership in a (national) 

community which confers equal rights and (minimal) duties upon individuals. The emphasis in this 

definition is, due to its root in liberalism, on the individual as the holder of rights, a minimal role 

of the state as the guarantor of those rights, and an emphasis on civil and political rights ð which 

have also been conceptualised as ônegativeõ rights since the state is mostly non-interferant (Lazar, 

2013a; Taylor, 2004).  

 

Contesting notions abound. Communitarian thought contests understanding the individual as a 

priori to the collective and thus highlights the role of the collective in notions of citizenship; civic 

republican thought places more emphasis in the relation of duty between individuals and the state 

as citizens, and thus conceptualises citizenship as requiring individuals to actively participate in 

political life; and socialist notions have expanded the duties of the state towards its citizens, 

imbuing citizenship with social, economic, and cultural rights ð which are conceptualised as 

ôpositiveõ rights in that they require the intervention of the state for them to be fulfilled (Dobson 

& Bell, 2005; Lazar, 2013a, 2013b; Taylor, 2004). These different conceptualisations of citizenship 

entail debates about individual versus collective rights, the relationship between rights and duties, 

and the relation between civil and political rights on one hand, and social, economic, and cultural 

rights on the other (see Kabeer, 2005b). Underpinning these debates is, however, a consensus that 

citizenship speaks of political membership in a national community, and of the terms and 

conditions of that relationship.  
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Holston (2008) and Holston & Appadurai (1996) take this definition one step further by arguing 

citizenship is a composite. Membership in a political community and the terms that structure that 

membership have a formal dimension (legal membership in a political community and the array 

of rights associated with it) as well as a substantive dimension (the content of those rights and the 

capacities of those to whom they are formally allocated to exercise them in reality). As such, 

citizenship can be more broadly understood as being not only about membership of a political 

community and the quality of such membership, but also about its actual and potential character 

(Lazar, 2013a; see also Taylor, 2004). In this sense, citizenship speaks of the social contract 

between people and the state ð which in democratic models entails the principle of popular 

sovereignty, by which citizens are the ultimate holders of sovereignty under a relationship of 

equality between people and the state (Taylor, 2004; Robins, et al., 2008). 

 

Understanding citizenship as a composite makes it possible to unpack how, while òthe historical 

development [of citizenship] has been both revolutionary and democraticó (Holston & Appadurai, 

1996, p.187), it has also been exclusionary at its core. In fact, as Lazar (2008) highlights, while 

citizenship might promise universal equality, it has been a notion used to differentiate between 

people. It has functioned as a category to discriminate between those who belong and do not 

belong to the national community, as well as a normative notion through which those who do not 

fit preconceived ideas of the citizen have been excluded and misrecognised. Moreover, citizenship 

has historically been linked to virtue, with citizens often framed as òvirtuous, good, righteous and 

superioréfrom strangers, outsiders and aliens who [citizenship] constitutes as alterityó (Isin, 2002, 

p.35; see also Lazar, 2013a). Both citizenship and exclusions thereof have thus commonly carried 

moral connotations, and exclusions justified on moral terms (Isin, 2002, Gustafson, 2009; Lazar, 

2010). 

 

Feminist scholarship on citizenship has focused intently on this exclusionary nature. It has called 

attention to how liberal notions of citizenship have been based on a universal abstract individual 

which òis in fact a very particular white male property-holding individual citizenó (Lazar, 2013a, 

p.8, citing Barrón, 1993; see also Lister, 1997a, 1997b; Molyneux, 2010; Mouffe, 1993; Voet, 1998; 

Young, 1990; Yuval-Davis, 1997). By drawing attention to the gendered assumptions underpinning 

ideas of citizenship, ômaking universal what in actuality is a rather particular form of subjecthoodõ 

(Lazar, 2013a, p.8), feminist scholars have further unpacked the notion of citizenship in two ways. 

They have called attention to how those who are excluded from formal and/or substantive 

citizenship are precisely those that are constituted and perceived as the ôOtherõ (see also Taylor, 
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2013). They have also shown how citizenship, when functioning as a ôdisciplinary categoryõ (Lister, 

2003), is closely linked to òcultural processes of subjectificationó (Ong, 1996, p.737), such as 

schooling, through which nation-states have sought to eradicate ôOthernessõ and transform those 

ôOthersõ into ôgood citizensõ (Bénéï, 2008; Moser, 2016; L. Parker, 2002). 

 

As citizenship has been inherently linked to exclusion, the relationship between people and the 

state has also historically been one of struggle (Kabeer, 2005b). In other words, because of its 

exclusionary character, citizenship has been both the terrain and subject of contestation (Holston, 

2008; Kabeer, 2005b; Lazar, 2013a). It has been a òmeans of articulating claims [that usually] name 

a claim on rightsó (Lazar, 2013a, p.12) ð a way to mobilise a ôright to have rightsõ (Arendt, 1951) ð 

as well as to òredefine, extend and transform given ideas about rights [and] dutiesó (Kabeer, 2005b, 

p.1). Thus, as Taylor (2004) argues, citizenship is both the practice and demand of a relationship 

of equality between people and the state.  

 

Understanding citizenship as a òdynamic space of struggleó (Latta & Wittman, 2015, p.6) calls for 

an understanding of citizenship as fluid and uneven. This is the approach that Yashar (2005) calls 

for through the notion of ôcitizenship regimeõ, which helps locate how citizenship is not a 

monolithic category, but one that can encompass many different constellations of meanings and 

practices (Lazar, 2012), how dominant notions of citizenship change (often in response to social 

struggles), and how different understandings of citizenship can co-exist in space and time (Isin & 

Nielsen, 2008a). The strong role that empirical realities have had in shaping recent debates and re-

conceptualisations of citizenship ð such as, ôinclusive citizenshipõ (Kabeer, 2005b), ôcultural 

citizenshipõ  (Ong, 1996; Rosaldo, 1994), ôembodied citizenshipõ (Beasley & Bacchi, 2000), 

ôbiological citizenshipõ  (Petryna, 2003), ôinsurgent [urban] citizenshipõ (Holston, 2008, 2009), 

ôtransgressive citizenshipõ (Earle, 2012), ôdifferentiated citizenshipõ (Young, 1999), ôhydraulic 

citizenshipõ (Anand, 2017), ôenvironmental citizenshipõ (Dobson & Bell, 2005; Gudynas, 2009a), 

and ôfeminist ecological citizenshipõ (MacGregor, 2010), plurinational citizenship (Acosta & 

Martínez Ortiz, 2009; Postero, 2014; Ramos & Delirio, 2005), ôclient-shipõ (Taylor, 2004) and 

ôdecolonial citizenshipõ (Taylor, 2013) ð is a testament to how citizenship has been and remains a 

dynamic space of struggle. 

 

Understanding citizenship as both the terrain and subject of struggle calls, moreover, for an 

understanding of citizenship as the relationship through which public authority is constituted. 

Ngõweno (2007) shows how the territorial claims made by various Afro-Colombian communities 
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in the country aimed, precisely, to reconstitute authority within the Colombian state.  As Lund 

(2011) and Kabeer (2005) highlight, citizenship is a relationship that has been at its core about 

recognition ð or the social and political acknowledgement of, and respect for, social difference 

(Honneth, 1995). As Lund (2011) argues, this is not a unilateral relationship, but a dialectic one as 

both citizens and the state come into being ð ôbecomingõ ð in relation to each other. The state 

recognises citizens (or not) through the adjudication of rights and duties and citizens recognise the 

state by adjudicating duties and legitimating its public authority.26 Thus, to speak of citizenship is 

not necessarily to presume the a priori existence of the state and citizen, but to speak instead about 

the relationship that co-constitutes them and through which they are in constant transformation 

(see also Isin & Nielsen, 2008b; Isin, 2008). In consequence, this understanding of citizenship 

holds the state is not a monolithic entity, nor indeed as an ôentityõ of any kind, but the result of the 

ongoing series of encounters between people and those vested with public authority (Lund, 2006, 

2016). 

 

To understand citizenship as the terrain and subject of struggle, and as the co-constitution of 

public authority, tightly links citizenship to political agency (Taylor, 2004; Taylor & Wilson, 2004). 

In the words of Taylor (2004), òcitizenship is founded on autonomous political agencyó (p. 214); 

it is founded on political rights and the exercise of such rights are an exercise of citizenship. As 

such, citizenship can be understood as the combination of formal and substantive rights (Holston, 

2008; Holston & Appadurai 1996) òwith a sense of identity as a political being which brings to life 

the sleeping potential of [such rights]ó (Taylor, 2004, p. 214). 

 

While there are various forms of political agency, social mobilisation has been central to struggles 

around citizenship (Kabeer, 2005b; Lister, 1997a; Isin & Nielsen, 2008b; Isin, 2008, 2009). Social 

movements can be understood as ôacts of citizenshipõ (Isin & Nielsen, 2008b): as creative acts that 

have the potential of òrupturing social-historical patternsó (p.2), of òcreating a sense of the 

possibleó (p.4) and producing new political projects, ònew modes of citizenship that can respond 

to the challenge [in question]ó (p.4). As such, social mobilisation is as òalternative act of poweró 

(Robins et al., 2008, p.1073) that contest a specific pattern of power relations within a given 

political community with the aim of bringing into being a new pattern of power and a ònew social 

contractó (ibidem.). Hence, citizenship can be understood as a dynamic space of struggle that 

òinvolves constant efforts to both delimit and to question who has the ôrightfulõ power over 

 
26 As Lund (2011) argues, this is particularly clear in analyses of property: òthe processes of recognition of political 
identity as belonging and of claims to land and other resources as property simultaneously work to imbue the 
institution that provides such recognition with the legitimation and recognition of its authority to do soó (p.1). 
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whomó (Taylor & Wilson, 2004, p.156) in the context of state sovereignty and its monopoly of 

coercive power (Papadopoulous & Tsianos, 2013). 

 

In developing this more nuanced and complex understanding of citizenship, an anthropological 

enquiry has been crucial. This theoretical lens has allowed moving beyond the nation-state to 

recognise other political communities at different scales (local, regional and supra-national). It has 

also illustrated how the nation-state is not necessarily the only political community of importance 

to people but how the local, regional, and supra-national can also be sites of citizenship, as well as 

shown how people may resort to other languages, different to citizenship, to articulate claims and 

political belonging. More importantly, it has allowed focusing on empirical enquiries rather than 

normative theorizations and approach citizenship as the process through which public authority 

is produced in a given political community and through which political belonging is (re)claimed 

and transformed.  

 

The body of literature that comprises an anthropology of citizenship is located within the broader 

field of political anthropology and has emerged from two scholarly trajectories therein ð the 

anthropology of the state (see for example, Aretxaga, 2003; Lund, 2006, 2016; Sharma & Gupta, 

2006) and the anthropology of democracy (Lazar, 2013a; see for example, Gutmann, 2002; Paley, 

2001). Both have relied heavily on a qualitative methodology and more recently on post-structural 

theory. The ethnographic method, in particular, has allowed for a ògrounded analysis of political 

practices of what people actually do, [rather than] éreading political practice through normative 

ideologiesó (Lazar, 2013a, p.5). In turn, post-structural scholarship has shifted the analytical focus 

within this body of work from structure to practice, underscoring a performative understanding 

of citizenship (ibid.). As a result, anthropological enquiries of citizenship are characterised by 

understanding citizenship as a process and as a set of practices associated with producing, being 

part of, acting in, and transforming a given political community, rather than a formal reified 

category ð that, is to study it as a process that is precisely brought into being and shaped through 

practice. As Lazar (2013a) points out, three main analytical concerns within this scholarship are 

subjectivity (Gill, 1997; Isin & Nielsen, 2008a; Lazar, 2008, 2010, 2012; Ong, 1996; Petryna, 2003; 

Rosaldo, 1994), political membership (Glick Schiller, 2005; Holston, 2008; Sassen, 2002; Siu, 2005; 

Stack, 2003) and scalar dynamics (Isin, 2007; Nguyen, 2005; Ong, 1999; Siu, 2005).  

 

Anthropological studies on citizenship begin with a recognition of the multiplicity òof possibilities 

for the organisation of political life that exist in any given contextó (Lazar, 2013a, p.5), and from 
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an interest in understanding òthe actual constitution of political membership and subjectivity in a 

given contextó (ibid., p.2). Scholars in this tradition have thus unsettled homogenising theories of 

citizenship ð whether liberal, civic republican, communitarian or socialist ð widening the study of 

citizenship to the ways people understand, practice, and transform it.27 Kabeer (2005) argues, for 

example, that placing an analytical focus on peopleõs understanding of citizenship shows its 

association to values such as justice, recognition, solidarity and self-determination ð the latter 

understood not necessarily as autonomy from the state, but rather as òpeopleõs ability to exercise 

some degree of control over their livesó (p.5). 

 

In addition, given the abiding theorisation of citizenship as processual, anthropological inquiries 

do not understand citizenship merely in top-down terms, allocated and managed by the state, but 

as a set of practices and as a process that can be produced or transformed in a bottom-up fashion.  

Lazar's (2012) analysis of trade unions, self, and citizenship in Bolivia and Argentina has shown 

how union activism òboth created and required particular forms of [individual and collective] 

political subjectivity, which in turn impacted upon citizenshipó (p.357). Likewise, Holston (2008) 

in his study of slum-dwellers in Brazil showed how inhabitants of the urban peripheries of Sao 

Paulo have challenged their exclusion from political membership through disputes over urban 

spaces and rights to property ð challenging liberal notions of citizenship and building new 

understandings ôfrom belowõ, what he calls ôinsurgent citizenshipõ. Thus, an anthropology lens 

highlights how citizenship is a process both òof self-making and being made by power relationsó 

(Ong, 1996, p.737) and proposes an analytical focus on agency. It calls attention to bottom-up 

processes to understand how citizenship is not only brough about by practices of the state (or 

other relevant political communities) but also shaped by peopleõs everyday actions as they live in, 

and engage with, that political community (Lazar, 2013a; Lazar & Nuijten, 2013).  

 

Thus, an important subset of this scholarship has focused specifically on how citizenship is 

articulated (explicitly or implicitly) in, and through, social movements (Albro, 2005; Castle, 2008; 

Dagnino, 2005; Kabeer, 2005a; Lazar, 2008; Nuq, 2005; Robins & von Lieres, 2004; Yashar, 2005ª; 

Ngõweno, 2007). It has shown how claims articulated from, and by, social movements have 

contested both formal and substantive citizenship and/or shaped political subjectivity, 

 
27 As discussed, liberal and republican theories of citizenship stress a notion of the individual in political communities. 
However, while liberal theory understands the role of the individual as that of bearing rights and responsibilities, 
republican theories of citizenship stress a more participative role where the individual has crucial responsibilities 
towards the state. In contrast to both theories, communitarian citizenship places its attention on the collective, 
understanding individuals as nested within (Dobson & Bell, 2005; Lazar, 2013a). 
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membership, agency, and the scales for political action ð that is, how organising politically can 

shape citizenship in practice (Lazar, 2008, 2012). For example, Lazar's (2008) ethnographic study of 

the relations between residents of El Alto and the Bolivian state shows how political community 

is created and maintained at a local level through collective organisation, and how local and 

national forms of citizenship interact with each other. Hence, an anthropological lens on 

citizenship echoes the understanding of social movements as ôacts of citizenshipõ (Isin & Nielsen, 

2008b), and hence as ôproductive sitesõ (Merlinsky & Latta, 2015) and as agents of citizenship 

transformation.  

 

Yet, there are various limitations in this approach and body of work. Anthropological enquiries 

into how social movements understand and practice (and potentially transform) citizenship have 

not yet specifically paid attention to socio-environmental movements. As a result, questions 

remain of how socio-environmental processes shape citizenship and what citizenship practices are 

emerging as key for bringing about environmental justice. Moreover, this body of literature has 

not yet paid sufficient attention to how changes in the way in which citizenship is understood and 

practiced by social movements are embedded in power relations, not only between people and the 

state, but among citizens as well. These gaps can be bridged by bringing together an 

anthropological approach to citizenship with a feminist political ecology lens. 

 

Key concepts in my theoretical framework 

 

Creating a dialogue between FPE and the anthropological literature on citizenship makes it 

possible to examine Esquelõs No a la Mina as a site of commoning, community-making, and 

citizenship transformation.  

 

Using an anthropological lens to citizenship makes it possible to adopt the more fluid 

understanding of peopleõs relation to the state that critical commons scholars argue is necessary to 

explore the connections between commoning and citizenship (see Cumber, 2015). Hence, the 

theoretical dialogue I propose makes it possible to approach commoning not as an inherent anti-

capitalist anti-state project, but as one that entails a òserious attempt to challenge hegemonic power 

structures and shift towards a more radical and democratic alternativeó (Cumbers, 2015, p.71), 

which can happen òwithin, against, or beyond the stateó (ibid.). The dialogue allows me to explore 

how socio-environmental struggles can be creative political acts that have the potential of 

rupturing power relations and produce new power patterns and new political projects, and what 
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the broader political effects of commoning and community-making can be. The dialogue also 

makes it possible to incorporate an analytical focus on power relations ð those between people 

and the state and within the community itself ð and how these power relations may impact 

commoning, community-making and citizenship. Pursuing this theoretical dialogue contributes, 

therefore, to the work of Cumbers (2015) and others who have sought to understand commoning 

vis-à-vis the state, as well as to existing literature on social movements and community-making 

(see Colloredo-Mansfeld, 2009; Urkidi, 2011; Wolford, 2003) in which there has not yet been an 

analysis of community-making in relation to commoning and citizenship.  

 

Drawing on, and summarising the discussion above, the concepts of performativity, commoning, 

citizenship, social difference, and power underpin this thesis. I understand these key concepts as 

follows: 

 

Performativity:  Butlerõs (1990) concept of performativity called attention to gender as a process 

composed of a òcontinuous repetition and reiteration of ritualized practices that necessarily 

involve interruptions and productive intervals of discontinuityó (Gibson-Graham, 2006, p.24) and 

thus never complete and subject to change. More recent work by Butler (2015) shows how 

performativity is not only a useful tool to understand processes that relate to the individual, but 

also the collective. In her work, Notes towards a performative theory of the assembly, she proposes 

performativity as a useful tool to locate and understand the political potential of social movements 

ð what she calls ôassembliesõ ð as it allows approaching discourse and actions as practices that can 

effect change on political subjectivities and relations through their continuous repetition and 

reiteration. Placing performativity at the centre of an analysis of Esquelõs No a la Mina allows 

analysing how the movementõs practices are shaping a process of commoning ð in other words, 

how commoning is ôbecomingõ through the movementõs practices. Moreover, placing the notion 

of performativity at the centre of the analysis provides a stronger theoretical foundation to locate 

how citizenship is dynamic: how it can result from bottom-up processes by being subject to change 

through the continuous repetition of everyday practices. 

 

Commoning: I take a feminist political ecologist lens to commoning and understand it as a socio-

environmental relational process of creating new arrangements of access, use, and/or  

responsibility around both tangible biophysical resources and intangible elements such as 
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knowledge, culture, and wellbeing.28 I approach commoning, thus, as a form of ôrelational politicsõ 

(Velicu & García-L·pez, 2018) embedded in òa struggle to perform common liveable 

relationshipsó (ibid., p.55). As authors like Gibson-Graham (2006) have argued, it is precisely 

because commoning is a form of relational politics that there can be no ôcommons without a 

communityõ (Mies, 2014). Thus, I approach commoning as a relational politics that entails building 

ways of ôbeing-in-commonõ (Nancy, 1991) and thus building community. It  involves developing 

political subjectivities and affective relations (Nightingale, 2019), as well as epistemic relations and 

moral grammars as this thesis will show. In approaching common as a relational politics, I also 

understand commoning and community-making as processes embedded in power relations that 

shape the community-in-the-making, as well as impact the relation between people and the state 

under extractivism. As such, I also follow Wichterich (2015) who proposes to understand 

commoning as a process of negotiation for new social contracts, in which power asymmetries need 

to be directly addressed òrespecting and negotiating different interests and identitiesó (ibid., p.90).  

In doing so, I draw from commons scholars, such as Cumbers (2015), Wenderlich (2021), Angel 

& Loftus (2018), Robins (2019), and Bianchi (2022) who have shown how grassroot processes of 

commoning can transform the state and notions of citizenship. As a result, I approach commoning 

as a set of relations that necessarily impact or transform the way people relate to the state ð even 

when it does seek to build autonomous spaces, independent of the state and by market, as this 

entails withdrawing recognition from the state as a form of public authority. 

 

Citizenship: I approach citizenship as a notion to be empirically explored (Lazar, 2013a; Kabeer, 

2005b) and from a concern with the nation-state as the political community in question. I 

understand citizenship as a performative process that is enacted through the continuous repetition 

of everyday practices, and which as a result is constantly subject to contestation and transformation 

(Lazar, 2013a; Isin & Nielsen, 2008; Isin, 2009). Thus, I understand it as a dynamic process that 

can be shaped in a bottom-up fashion by peopleõs everyday actions as they live in, and engage with, 

the state (Lazar, 2013a; Lazar & Nuijten, 2013). I approach citizenship as also speaking about the 

relationship through which both citizens and the state come into being (Lund, 2011). As such, I 

approach citizenship as speaking of the terms and conditions of the relationship between people 

and the state ð that is, about the social contract underpinning this relationship and shaping patterns 

of power therein (Taylor, 2004; Taylor & Wilson, 2004; Robins, et al., 2008). Hence, I understand 

citizenship as related to political membership (individual and/or collective rights and duties), but 

 
28 Unlike Gibson-Graham et al. (2016) however, I do not understand commoning as a result of new arrangements of 
care in themselves, but rather I understand care as an underlying principle of commoning ð one which motivates in 
turn new arrangements of access, use, and/or responsibility. 
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more generally to subjectivity, recognition, and public authority. Lastly, as I am concerned with 

bottom-up processes of change, I approach citizenship as a relation of struggle. I understand 

citizenship as a performance of agency ð as a doing ð that may seek to expand or renegotiate 

peopleõs ability to do.  Drawing from an understanding of agency as the ability to choose and to act 

upon that choice (Kabeer, 1999), citizenship speaks of peopleõs ability to have a certain degree of 

control over the lives (Kabeer, 2005b) within the context of the state, as well as of their struggles 

to expand this abilityð a struggle that may involve renegotiating the social contract that underpins 

and constitutes the relation between people and the state. To differentiate between these different 

aspects, I use Taylor and Wilsonõs (2004) conceptualisation of citizenship as composed by three 

dimensions: belonging (political subjectivity), membership (rights and duties), and agency. 

 

Social difference: I follow Young (1990) in my understanding of social difference as that which 

informs social relations and power. Social difference speaks thus of the categories that are used to 

constitute people as ôOthersõ, as well as of the ways in which a denial and/or suppression of 

difference contributes to the oppression of those ôOthersõ (ibid.). In light of a tendency in Western 

thought òto reduce political subjects to a unity and to value commonness and sameness over 

specificity and differenceó (ibid., p.3), I approach social difference as an analytical tool for a 

òcritique of unifying discourseó (ibid., p.7). In other words, I use the notion of social difference to 

engage critically with the unifying tendencies of commoning, community-making, and citizenship 

and to be attentive to how these are shaped by power relations. Thus, it is also a tool to avoid 

homogenising Esquelõs No a la Mina, as well as to avoid romanticising commoning and 

community-making. Approaching citizenship through this framework responds to feminist 

critiques to citizenship studies (more generally) and to communitarian citizenship theory (more 

specifically) that problematize: 1. how citizenship has been conceptualised on the basis of an 

abstract notion of the individual, ignoring as a result how exclusion has been central to political 

communities and belonging (Mouffe, 1992; Lister, 1997a, 1997b; Yuval, 1997; Voet, 1998), and 2. 

how a strong focus on the collective tends to reify communities by leaving no space for an analysis 

of how power and difference precisely shape òwhat ôa communityõ is and what it thinksó (Lazar, 

2013, p.9; see Young, 1990; Pateman & Shanley, 1991). Lastly, incorporating a concern with social 

difference is also a tool through which to engage with feminist political ecology under an 

intersectional approach that decentres gender as the only and/or the main axis of social difference 

and power, as well as one that operates in isolation to other forms of marginalisation. Because of 

the regional/national history and political context that informs the movement, the forms of 

difference that I found to be most relevant for members of Esquelõs No a la Mina is that of 
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ethnicity, and to, a lesser degree, gender and class. When speaking about ethnicity, however, I 

speak of processes of racialisation following Quijano (2000), Silverblatt (2004), Sundberg (2008) 

who argue Spanish colonialism was rooted in a process of racialisation ð that is, in the construction 

of social hierarchies and the naturalisation of the ôOtheringõ of groups of people òthrough the lens 

of descentó (Silverblatt, 2004, p.18). This is a legacy that remains to this day throughout Latin 

America as this form of ôracial thinkingõ informed the way in which òthe new Latin American 

republics codified citizenshipó (Sundberg, 2008, p. 571; see Introduction for a discussion of this 

process in Argentina).  

 

Power relations: I am concerned with power in the context of the relation between people and 

the state ð a relationship in which corporations have also increasingly become relevant, especially 

when discussing socio-environmental conflicts, creating what authors such as Ødegaard & Andía 

(2019) call the state-corporate nexus. I am also interested in an examination of power in the context 

of the relations within the movement itself. While there are many different conceptualisations of 

power in social theory29, I understand power in accordance with post-structural and intersectional 

feminist thought ð more specifically, in accordance with the notion of social difference and 

performativity ð and focus therefore on power relations. As already discussed, I understand power 

as operating through processes of social differentiation, processes which come together to co-

constitute specific constellations of power/oppression. By understanding power vis-à-vis 

performativity, I also understand power following post-structural Foucauldian thought. This 

means I approach it as linked to discourse and practices, rather than as an attribute of particular 

individuals or structures, and thus understand it as diffused and ubiquitous (Butler, 1990; Gaventa, 

2003). Understanding power in this way means refusing to read social reality through a binary 

(those with and without power), as well as understanding power not only as oppressive but also as 

productive, and never total but open to contestation (ibid.). 

 

Conclusion  

 

A dialogue between feminist political ecology and an anthropological approach to citizenship 

begins in their shared interest in understanding the ways in which òwe live with others in political 

 
29 For example: structural theories tie power to property and thus to class struggles (Bidet, 2016); both Giddens (1984) 
and Bourdieu (1980) understand power as both shaped by structure and individual agency (although with differences 
in their approaches; Bourdieu also theorises a connection between culture, language and power); actor-network 
theories approach power as the effect of situated social processes (see Gaventa, 2003); and Gaventa (2006) seeking to 
produce a useful tool for advocacy has proposed to understand power as operating through four expressions (power 
over, power for, power with and power within) and three forms (visible, invisible and hidden). 
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communityó (Lazar, 2013a, p.1), as well as their shared post-structural approach that sets analytical 

attention on processes, understanding them as constituted through practice. 

 

This chapter argued that bridging these two bodies of literature together allows for an empirical 

analysis of how Esquelõs No a la Mina has set processes of commoning in motion through their 

practices, how these processes have built community, and how they have impacted the way 

citizenship is practiced and understood by members of the movement. In doing so, this framework 

builds a theoretical link between commoning and citizenship as the central theoretical ambition 

and contribution of this thesis ð one that is attentive to ways in which these processes are shaped 

by power and difference. As a result, it allows me to explore commoning as a process that is not 

necessarily antithetical to the state, but that can be geared in fact towards its transformation. In 

building this link, I highlight how commoning does not function in a political vacuum, but 

necessarily impacts the way people relate to the state.  

 

A dialogue between the two literatures allows me to address gaps within the two bodies of work. 

It allows me to extend the work within FPE on commoning by empirically showing how social 

movements can be sites of commoning and how commoning produces community. It also enables 

me to extend FPE scholarship on socio-environmental movements by examining how the changes 

created by social movements connect to a wider political arena ð showing how these changes 

contest and/respond to power relations at different levels.  It enables me to show how citizenship 

transformations can be shaped by socio-environmental processes and how the socio-

environmental process in question (commoning) is shaped by, and shapes, power relations at 

different levels: within the commoning-community, and between the community and the state. It 

allows me, lastly, to extend anthropological and feminist political ecology literature on citizenship 

by exploring how socio-environmental movements can be productive sites in bringing about 

changes in the way people relate to the state ð changes that are necessary to advancing 

environmental justice.  

 

As Chapters Five to Eight argue, it is four practices of the movement - mobilising as vecinos 

(neighbours), ôinformingõ about mining, appealing to dignity, and rethinking human-nature 

relations ð that have prompted a process of commoning and community-making and impacting 

the way members of the movement engage with the Argentinian state. 
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Chapter Three 

 
 

Methodological considerations 

 

This doctoral research project is based on a feminist qualitative methodology and a toolkit of 

research methods composed of participant observation, semi-structured interviews, archival 

research, and document analysis. Interviews have been the cornerstone of the project, and the 

other methods have served a purpose of data triangulation. Following Janesick (2000), the research 

project is based on an approach to qualitative methodology as choreography, that is as an iterative 

process between research methods, findings, and analysis. It is also based, more specifically, on a 

feminist qualitative methodology, which focuses on experiences and practices, that produces 

situated knowledge, and that analytically reads for social difference. 

 

The chapter begins by outlining why a qualitative methodology was the most appropriate for the 

project and how I approached it as ôchoreographyõ (Janesick, 2000) from a feminist standpoint. It 

then discusses the choice of research methods for this project, the challenges of implementing 

them during the COVID-19 pandemic, and the analytical strategy I followed. Lastly, in line with a 

feminist research methodology, this chapter includes an account of the position to which this 

research project is accountable, as well as its ethical considerations. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of the limitations of the research project. 

 

A feminist qualitative methodology 

 

The project is based on a qualitative research methodology ð that is an approach of interpretation-

through-interaction (Fontana & Frey, 2000) that is concerned with òthe understanding of the social 

world through an examination of the interpretation of that world by its participantsó (Bryman, 

2001). I chose a qualitative methodology as, thus, the most appropriate choice for this research 

project given its focus on understanding meanings and processes, its holistic intent, its concern 

with the personal, and its attention to connections (Janesick, 2000). 

 

Moreover, in this project I approached qualitative research as choreography, that is, as an ongoing 

effort to give shape and structure, rather than a fixed and ready-made plan from the start. Janesick 

(2000) argues qualitative research resembles choreography as attending to social complexity 
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requires an approach that is simultaneously open-ended and rigorous ð that is, that functions as a 

simultaneous minuet and improvisation. This means that while research needs to be prepared and 

organised in advance, there is always an opportunity ð and necessity ð to be flexible during the 

process, òto improvise, to find out more about something in particular that might emerge as 

interesting, to include more people, to revise more documentsó (p.381). Thinking of research as 

choreography highlights how research needs to be simultaneously intentional and reactive (Blom 

& Chaplin, 1988). As discussed in the following section, I had to be flexible in this project in two 

main ways: by adapting its research methods in response to COVID-19, and by reformulating its 

research questions in the light of what members of the movement wanted to talk about and share 

with me (and what they did not), as well as to follow my own intellectual curiosity once I got to 

know more about the movement. 

 

Approaching qualitative research as choreography, thus, meant I approached the research process 

as an iterative process between research methods, findings, and analysis, adapting the former 

considering the latter to òsituate and recontextualise the research project within the shared 

experience of the researcher and the participants in the studyó (Janesick, 2000, p. 380). Thus, I also 

adopted a grounded theory approach: an inductive research approach developed by Glaser & 

Strauss (2009) which relies on a constant iteration between research methods and findings, as well 

as an analytical openness to recognise important emerging categories and themes (Bryant & 

Charmaz, 2007). As explained by Clarke (2012), grounded theory entails going òback and forth 

between the nitty-gritty specificities of empirical data and more abstract ways of thinking about 

themó (p.3). As using a grounded theory approach had direct implications on how I analysed what 

I observed in the movement and what was shared with me, I return to a discussion of this approach 

in the section on data analysis. 

 

I adopted in this research project, more specifically, a feminist approach to qualitative 

methodology. I approached qualitative research, more specifically, through three feminist 

principles: emphasis on òactual experiences and practicesñthe lived doingness of social lifeó 

(Clarke, 2012, p.392 citing Star, 2007), attention to the body through an appeal to situated 

knowledge (Hanson & Richards, 2019; Haraway, 1988), and attention to social difference (Clarke, 

2012; Gibson-Graham, 2006). These are not the only principles driving feminist methodologies. 

Characteristic of feminist methodologies is also a concern with womenõs knowledge in order to 

counter the epistemic exclusion of women and challenge òtraditional male constructions of 

knowledgeó (Landman, 2006, p.430), as well as a concern with transformative research that makes 
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a tangible contribution to womenõs wellbeing and/or contributes more generally to bringing about 

gender justice (Acker, Barry & Essveld, 1983; Landman, 2006). However, I do not incorporate 

these principles in this research project, as my concern is with Esquelõs No a la Mina as a 

movement and not only with women participating therein. Moreover, while the original research 

design planned to produce a useful output for the movement and their struggle, I decided to forgo 

of this component of the project in light of COVID-19 (see following section for the discussion 

of this point). 

 

Attention to ôlived doingnessõ means feminist research aims to engage with both representation 

and analysis. Representation entails centring the experiences of the people and/or groups with 

whom the project is concerned, while analysis aims to understand the social processes motivating 

them or of which they speak (Clarke, 2012; Riessman, 2008). This entails, in the words of 

Rocheleau (2015), to write as both a listener and a thinker. It does not mean, however, approaching 

experience as natural or inherent, but to understand it ð as Scott (1991) argues ð as discursively 

constructed at the moment of retelling and as historically situated. To incorporate this principle in 

the research project, I centred the experiences and testimonies of members of the movement (by 

making interviews the cornerstone of the project, as discussed in the following section) and built 

my analysis of the movement around them. 

  
Paying attention to the body means feminist qualitative research is attentive to, and critical of, the 

position from which knowledge is constructed and of its embeddedness in power relations. It also 

speaks of its approach to the body as a site of knowledge in and of itself, which is made possible 

through a variety of research methods such as body mapping.30 My approach to this principle 

focuses on the former implication, rather than the latter, though my own experiences in and of 

the movement (i.e. my body) have been central in many regards to the analysis I present in this 

thesis. As a I discussed in the introduction, it was my experience of a sense of a community, and 

a sense of loss when I was forced to leave due to COVID-19, that shaped the research questions 

I ask in this thesis and that shaped, therefore, my analysis of the movement. Likewise, my own 

experiences in the movement were central in locating the practices that are driving the processes 

at play of commoning, community-making and citizenship transformation, as the subsequent 

empirical chapters show (see Chapters 5 to 8). 

 

 
30 It also means feminist methodologies often place analytical attention on the body through a variety of research 
methods, such as body mapping. This however was not done as part of this research project. 
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Paying attention to the body challenges claims to exhaustiveness, universality, and neutrality 

produced through what Haraway (1988) calls the ôgod-trickõ ð that is, òthe gaze that mythically 

inscribes all the marked bodies, that makes the unmarked category claim the power to see and not 

be seen, to represent while escaping representationó (p.581). By being attentive to the body, a 

feminist approach to qualitative research challenges the ôvocal silenceõ (Hanson & Richard, 2019) 

about the impact of the body on the research process which is central to the ôgod-trickõ and which 

results in homogenised and sanitised narratives of the research process (ibid.). By challenging the 

notion of research as disembodied, a feminist methodology challenges the principle of 

òdisembodied scientific objectivityó (ibid., p.576) as grounds for methodological validity, arguing 

this hinders rather than advances research. Holding a disembodied notion of objectivity closes the 

door to further interpretations and/or explanations, as it obscures how research is always partial 

and invested. By being explicit about òwhich kinds of experiences are informing our positions in 

academiaó (Da Costa & et al., 2015, p.279), the resulting account is rather always one of ôpartial 

perspectiveõ (Haraway, 1988). Feminist methodology relies thus on what Haraway (1988) calls 

ôsituated knowledgeõ, calling attention to how research is influenced by the researcherõs ôstandpointõ 

(Harding, 1986) or ôlocationõ (Haraway, 1988) ð for example, of how it is shaped by how the 

researcher is perceived by the people they encounter and by what their own beliefs and worldviews 

are. Unlike disembodied objectivity which relies on obscuring the place from which research is 

made, the ôembodied objectivityõ (ibid.) proposed by feminist methodology holds objectivity is 

about accountability and about transparency of the partiality of our accounts, about òbecom[ing] 

answerable for what we learn how to seeó (ibid., p.583-584).  

 

To incorporate the principle of being attentive to the body, I adhere to Harawayõs call for ôsituated 

knowledgeõ and appeal to the principle of ôembodied objectivityõ. To do so, I incorporated the 

principle of positionality ð that is, an enquiry and account of the location from which research is 

produced and to which it is accountable; the position from which see, think, and speak (see 

Harcourt, 2015; Nazneen & Sultana, 2014; Rose, 1993). I was reflective of how my identity shaped 

the research process and I am explicit in this thesis about the position from which research is 

carried out and the partiality of my account and analysis (see subsection on positionality). 

Incorporating this principle, allows me to simultaneously have òan account of radical contingency 

for all knowledge claims and knowing subjects, a critical practice for recognising our own semiotic 

technologies for making meanings and a no-nonsense commitment to faithful accounts of a real 

worldó (Haraway, 1988, p.579). In other words, it allowed me to recognise the existence of a 
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material reality that can be grasped, while identifying how our understanding of it is influenced 

and constrained by the position I occupy.  

 

A feminist methodology, because of its emphasis on embodiment, also calls attention to the 

political embeddedness of research. It challenges how sanitised versions of the research process 

obscure the power dynamics that are entangled in this practice. A feminist methodology thus 

prompts engaging with and reflecting on what type of knowledge we are interested in, who 

produces it, how it is collected, analysed, and presented, and what the goals and implications of 

this are, as òresearch relations are never simple encounters, innocent of identities and lines of 

poweró (DeVault & Gross, 2012, p.10). Recognising and engaging with the power dynamics 

embedded in research entails adopting the principle of reflexivity which calls for paying constant 

attention to, and addressing, power inequalities in the research process ð from its research methods 

and analysis to the dissemination of findings (Apffel-Marglin, 2011; Faria & Mollett, 2016; 

Madhok, 2013). In this sense, a feminist methodology resonates with concerns and proposals to 

decolonise research (see for example, Smith, 2012) ð which seek to address and redress the role of 

research in (re)producing relations of inequality. As such, the reflexive approach in feminist 

methodology entails a concern with devising more just research processes and producing socially-

engaged knowledge (Jackson, 2006). 

 

My attempt to render this research project as just as possible was to approach research as a process 

of encounter and sharing (Da Costa et al., 2015; Smith, 2012; Tsing, 2015; Warin, 2010). In this 

sense, this doctoral thesis should be understood as a result of the experiences and knowledge 

members of the movement decided to share with me during our conversations and the position 

from which I listened. Further implications of incorporating the principle of reflexivity in the 

research process is discussed in the section on ethics, as plans to present the doctoral research to 

the movement seek to redress the tendency for research to be extractive (see Da Costa et al., 

2015).31  

 

Attention to difference means feminist research ôreads for [social] differenceõ (Gibson-Graham, 

2006) by being attentive to power relations within the social reality that concerns the project ð an 

 
31 Feminist methodology and an approach to qualitative research as choreography converge in their attention to the 
body and the importance of the principle of positionality. Understanding research as choreography also highlights 
(rather than obscures) how qualitative research tends to be a very personal enterprise, as the researcher acts as an 
instrument that produces a unique interpretation of that which they observe, which in turn allows for òa much more 
modest than arrogant approach to the production of new knowledgeó (Clarke, 2012, p.390 citing Haraway, 1997). 
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issue to which I return to in the section on data analysis as it is central to the way in which I read 

the movement and the understanding I developed. 

 

Researching in times of COVID-19: research methods and their adaptation 

 

This research project developed from my personal interest in a feminist analysis of the politics of 

socio-environmental movements in Latin America. After considering various social movements in 

different countries, I chose to research Esquelõs Asamblea de Vecinos Autoconvocados por el No a la 

Mina (Assembly of Self-Convened Neighbour Against Mining) for various reasons. First, the 

movement is a landmark in the history of environmental resistance in Argentina, having influenced 

the emergence of other socio-environmental movements in the country (see Introduction). 

Second, it has a trajectory of almost 20 years, which provides the opportunity to understand the 

impact of the movement over a longer time frame. Thirdly, and most importantly, members of 

the movement expressed interest and willingness to host me for a few months when I first 

contacted them in 2019 ð an issue to which I return when discussing my positionality as a 

researcher.  

 

The initial focus of the project was to understand the way in which gender had shaped and been 

shaped by the practices of Esquelõs No a la Mina. However, as I learned more about the movement, 

and interviewed more of its members, I became aware of how community-making is at the centre 

of the movementõs practices, and I became interested in how these practices have brought about 

community and how this has changed the way members of the movement relate to the Argentinian 

state. Moreover, having had fieldwork interrupted because of COVID-19 (discussed in more detail 

ahead) hindered gaining an in-depth understanding of gender relations in Esquel and within the 

movement. Gender analyses require careful attention and nuanced contextual interpretation, and 

a high degree of trust to witness and speak about what is usually considered private interactions. 

Thus, having to leave after only two months of fieldwork limited what I could directly observe 

within the movement, as well as restricted the rapport I could build over time with members of 

the movement. Though, by relying on a grounded theory approach, I was able to adapt my research 

project to respond to what I observed and to what people shared with me.  

 

The research methods used in the project also changed as a result of COVID-19. Initially, the 

project planned to combine qualitative and visual participatory methods. Within qualitative 

methods, I set out to use an ethnographic approach with a ôtoolkitõ  (Renfrew, 2018) consisting of 
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document analysis, archival research, and semi-structured interviews, and within visual 

participatory methods, I wanted to potentially use photovoice (see Wang, 1999; Wang & Burris, 

1997) if the movement considered it to be a useful process for them. I chose these methods 

because they would allow for the inductive and interpretative approach, focusing on meanings and 

processes, needed to answer the projectõs research questions (Arce & Long, 2000; Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000; Janesick, 2000). My choice of nesting document analysis, archival research, and 

semi-structured interviews within an ethnographic methodology ð usually defined as prolonged 

participant observation and ôbeing thereõ (Bradburd, 1998) ð was based on the long-term and 

immersive nature of ethnographic research (ibid.; Malinowski, 1922), as well as its relational 

character (Da Costa et al., 2015; Tsing, 2015). I chose to use this methodology, thus, to gain a 

good contextual understanding that would allow for grasping and understanding details in 

meanings and processes, as well as building rapport and trust with people of the movement.  

 

COVID-19, however, impacted my research in Esquel, halting it after two months and a half. 

While I was in Esquel for a total of 5 months, I was only able to use half of this time to conduct 

ethnographic observations. In mid-March all of Argentina went into a strict lockdown which 

continued for a few more months after I was able to leave the country in May 2020. I decided to 

leave Argentina due to personal medical reasons, thinking, however, that I would be able to come 

back to Esquel a few months later, as international travel restrictions into Argentina were to be 

eased in September 2020. However, as entry restrictions into Argentina for non-nationals were 

continuously postponed (only lifted in November 2021), I decided to adapt my research methods 

to be able to continue learning about the movement from the UK.  

 

Adapting my research methods entailed moving semi-structured interviews online, working in 

collaboration with Esquelõs Municipal Library to get relevant archives, and using whatever 

resources were online ð analysing the movementõs past and then-current radio programmes, their 

written content (whether in the form of formal statements or content on their website) and 

following the movement through its social media (Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram). Moreover, 

it meant that interviews became the cornerstone of the project, and the other methods were mostly 

used for data triangulation ð as the following sections in this chapter discuss in more detail. It also 

meant I decided not to use participatory research methods since COVID-19 motivated the mining 

sector and government to push forward once more the mining agenda in the province (see 

Introduction). As a result, the movementõs activity greatly increased since June 2020 and I did not 
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feel comfortable proposing an activity that would ask them to invest even more personal time in 

activities related to the movement.  

 

This adaptation of the research project to online methods due to COVID-19 was greatly facilitated 

by the urban context of the movement, which meant internet connectivity was already available 

for members of the movement ð though it limited (as the last section of this chapter discusses) my 

ability to understand more in-depth Mapuche-Tehuelche views of, and experiences in, the 

movement as many of the communities involved with the movement are based in rural areas with 

low or no connectivity.   

 

Moving to online methods proved challenging, however, in many ways. Firstly, as I have already 

mentioned, it presented an emotional challenge as I had to deal with uncertainty (unable to know 

when and if I would be able to go back to Argentina) and a sense of loss after I left Esquel abruptly 

without having a possibility of emotional closure. It also proved challenging to remain connected 

to the movement despite the distance. As a I retake in Chapter 5, I felt I lost a right to participate 

in the movement when I left Esquel. I was only able to interact with members of the movement 

as an outsider through scheduled interviews (not anymore by also sitting in their general meetings 

(called assemblies) ð then online ð or other activities) nor support them in other ways besides re-

sharing information via social media. I tried, however, to remain in contact by sending messages 

of support in particularly difficult times to members of the movement that I got to know better, 

as a way of letting them know that I was thinking of them and was accompanying their struggle 

even if at a distance. Witnessing the intense period that COVID-19 brought about for their struggle 

(see Introduction) from the UK provoked in me, though, a feeling of impotence that caused me 

to email in numerous occasions ð without success ðinternational media outlets in the hope that 

they would cover the events in Chubut. 

 

As the next subsections discuss in detail each of the research method I used, I elaborate further 

on the challenges I experienced due to COVID-19 when carrying them out. 

 

Encounters in Esquel 

 

I approached my time in Esquel as a process of encounter, rather than of ôfieldworkõ. This 

approach is based on feminist and decolonial critiques to the power-laden imaginary that underlies 

the notion of fieldwork. Speaking of ôfieldworkõ categorises a particular place and group of people 
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as ôbeing out thereõ, in a distant elsewhere (Di Chiro, 2015), and thus as ôotherõ (see also Da Costa 

et al., 2015), which runs the risk of objectifying the place and people that it refers to, portraying 

them in a static and detached manner and obscuring the role of the researcher (Warin, 2010). 

Approaching research as ôfieldworkõ can moreover encourage a disembodied approach to research, 

òto see and not to be seen, to represent while escaping representationó (Haraway, 1988, p.581), as 

well as an extractive practice under which research is òéabout gathering the fruits and eating 

themó (Da Costa et al., 2015, p.266).  

 

Figure 7. Cycling against mining on February 4th 2020 

 

Source: Taken by the author in February 2020. 

 

Speaking of a process of encounter, rather than of fieldwork, reflects the fluid and shared nature 

of the process. It allowed me to recognise how the relationships that formed during this process 

were bilateral rather than unilateral, as well as to recognise the epistemic role of members of the 

movement, and thus to understand research as a process of collective thinking (Tsing, 2015) ð 

albeit to different degrees. As a result, approaching ethnographic work as encounter encouraged 

me to dissolve òthe sharp separation between the academic space as the space of knowledge 

generation, and the field as a place to extract raw materialsó (Da Costa et al., 2015, p.270) and to 

make òa move from doing research about people to doing it with peopleó (p.271). Thinking of 

encounter rather than of fieldwork allowed me, therefore, to recognise how research projects are 

always processes of co-creation, even if to different degrees (Tsing, 2015; Da Costa et al., 2015), 

as well as to maintain positionality and reflexivity as central in the research process. Thus, while 

this project is not participatory, it is not only the result of my interests and analytical role. It is a 

process of co-creation in the sense that is greatly shaped by what members of the movement 

decided to share with me and considered relevant when speaking about the movement. 
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As briefly mentioned, my ethnographic participation comprised two and a half months, from 

January to mid-March 2020. During all my stay in Esquel, I lived with a family, whom I initially 

found through an online platform, and who made my time in Esquel memorable. Between January 

and March 2020, I participated in 6 meetings (asambleas) of the movement, 4 monthly street 

demonstrations, various community events (such as a cycling event, see Figure 7) and workshops 

organised by the movement, 3 festivals against mining in Esquel and elsewhere in the province, 

the annual festival celebrating the foundation of the town (in which I helped run the movementõs 

stand, see Figure 8), artistic interventions across the town, as well as accompanied members in 

their daily shifts at the movementõs information point (the localito) in the town. This meant that 

almost every day I was involved in some way or another with the movement. I also began 

interviewing various members of the movement during this period, as well as collecting documents 

from the movement such as leaflets, posters and statements. An opportunity also arose for me to 

attend an event ð a climate camp followed by a protest in Esquel ð organised by the Movimiento de 

Mujeres y Diversidades Indigenas por el Buen Vivir (Movement of Indigenous Women and Diversities 

for Buen Vivir or MMIBV) in the nearby Mapuche-Tehuelche community of Pillán Mahuiza in 

February 2020. Being part of these events was crucial for my understanding of Mapuche-

Tehuelche struggles in the province, and on-going tensions between them and Esquelõs No a la 

Mina. 

 

Figure 8. The movementõs stand at Esquelõs anniversary festival

 

Source: Taken by the author in February 2020. 

 

Spending these few months in Esquel also allowed me to have a good number of informal 

conversations with members of the movement and other residents of Esquel, which in turn 



 71 

allowed me to tune my interview questions and archival research criteria. As shifts were usually 

covered in groups of two or three and they lasted 3 or 4 hours, spending time at the localito (see 

Figure 9), selling t-shirts, listening to members of the movement provide information to visitors, 

and drinking mate together provided me perhaps with the best opportunity to ask questions about 

the movement and about Esquel, get to know vecinos and their experiences, and for them to get to 

know me. Moreover, having spent these few months with members of the movement was 

fundamental in setting the conditions that allowed me to continue my research online from the 

UK, as it allowed me to create a foundation of trust with the members of the movement whom I 

met and interacted with. Having met in person numerous vecinos of the movement and being 

personally referred to members of the movement who I didnõt get to meet while I was in Esquel 

but who I was interested in interviewing, was key for them to agree to online interviews. Moreover, 

these months proved invaluable in terms of the insights I was able to gain, which allowed me to 

redirect my research focus, tune my questions, and better understand the testimonies of members 

of the movement. 

 

Figure 9. The movementõs localito on Avenida Ameghino 

 

Source: Taken by the author in February 2020. 

 

I kept a research journal during this period, which I used to keep track of my daily activities and 

encounters, as well as of emerging questions and insights. In this sense, I used journal writing as 

an exercise during which I could begin to reflect on and analyse events and conversations, as well 

as reflect about the development of the research process ð of where I was at and of what I wanted 

to drop and/or include. Journal writing was also adopted as a òtechnique to accomplish the 

description and explanation of the researcherõs roleó (Janesick, 1999, p.507) and reflect on my 

positionality at different points in time. In this sense, journal writing was crucial to my approach 

of qualitative research as choreography, and my use of a grounded theory approach and a feminist 

methodology.  


































































































































































































































































































































































