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ABSTRACT 

This article provides an incisive review of ‘Extraction: The Frontiers of Green Capitalism’ by 

Thea Riofrancos. It is an essential, well-crafted, and conclusive 

work for our current ecological moment. Writing in clear, 

compelling, and page-turning prose, Thea Riofrancos navigates a 

careful path between uncritical technocratic optimism and 

paralyzing cynicism. She leaves readers with a clear understanding 

that the climate crisis cannot be resolved by the same market 

mechanisms, corporate monopolies, and colonial dynamics that 

caused it. Technology alone will not save us; only politics can. 

Extraction serves as both an urgent wake-up call and a hopeful 

guide, offering a clear outline of what a truly just, equitable, and sustainable global economy 

can look like. It is essential reading for anyone seeking a path toward a genuinely flourishing 

planet.  
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For decades, the standard climate-action narrative has been comfortably neat, almost antiseptic. 

It presents an imminent, tech-driven transformation: we swap coal-fired power plants for wind 

turbines, exchange internal combustion engines for sleek electric vehicles (EVs), and unplug 

the global economy from its dirty fossil-fuel past to enter a pristine era of renewable energy. 

This vision relies on a profound psychological and geographic sleight of hand. By branding 

these technologies as "clean," "virtual," or "zero-emission," global society has conceptually 

detached the green transition from the physical earth beneath our feet. In her vital, meticulously 

researched book, Extraction: The Frontiers of Green Capitalism, political scientist Thea 

Riofrancos shatters this illusion. Her premise is simple yet politically explosive: the transition 

away from fossil fuels is not an escape from materiality; it is a massive, unprecedented 

reallocation of it. Decarbonizing our world requires an astronomical volume of physical 

matter—specifically "critical minerals" like lithium, cobalt, nickel, copper, and rare earth 

elements. 

 

Riofrancos guides readers on an urgent journey into the physical core of this dilemma. She 

tracks the global supply chains of the green economy from the pristine, high-altitude salt flats 

of Chile’s Atacama Desert, to the sagebrush valleys of Thacker Pass in Nevada, to the fiercely 

contested rural hills of the Barroso region in Portugal. By embedding herself in these extractive 

frontiers, Riofrancos exposes the central tension of modern climate politics: Is it possible to 

save the planet by destroying parts of it in the process? More importantly, she shows that when 

this transition is led by the dictates of global capital, it replicates the exact colonial, corporate, 

and unequal patterns of the fossil-fuel era it claims to replace. At the heart of Riofrancos’s 

analysis is the concept of "green extractivism." Traditionally, extractivism describes an 

economic model dependent on the large-scale removal of natural resources for export, typically 

leaving the host zone ecologically devastated and economically impoverished. Green 

extractivism applies this same dynamic to the renewable energy boom. 
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Riofrancos uses lithium—the essential component of the lithium-ion batteries powering 

everything from smartphones to grid-scale storage and electric SUVs—as her primary lens. 

Through extensive fieldwork, she demonstrates how the global race to secure lithium creates 

an ecological and social footprint that is anything but clean. A recurring theme in the book is 

the persistent colonial myth of the "extractive wasteland." From the Spanish conquistadors to 

modern corporate mining executives, extractors have long justified their destruction by 

claiming the targeted land is empty, barren, or devoid of valuable life. Riofrancos forcefully 

deconstructs this trope.  

 

In the Atacama Desert, often mischaracterized as a lifeless expanse of salt and rock, she reveals 

a vibrant, fragile ecosystem. This high-altitude desert supports endemic species like the light-

pink Andean Flamingo and sustains Indigenous communities who have practiced sophisticated, 

ancestral agriculture for millennia by managing scarce groundwater. Lithium extraction here 

requires pumping massive quantities of brine out from beneath the salt flats into colossal 

evaporation ponds. Riofrancos illustrates how this process disrupts local water tables, drying 

up wetlands, threatening biodiversity, and directly endangering the livelihoods of Indigenous 

peoples. The book shows that this disregard for local ecology isn't limited to the Global South. 

When Riofrancos shifts her focus to Nevada's Thacker Pass or Portugal's Barroso region, she 

encounters similar dynamics. Corporate entities, backed by state initiatives, frame these 

landscapes as sacrifices necessary for the "greater good" of global climate goals, effectively 

shutting out local voices and ecological realities.  

 

One of the book’s strongest analytical contributions is its dissection of the changing political 

economy of the green transition. The laissez-faire, highly globalized supply chains of the late 

twentieth century are rapidly shifting. Riofrancos tracks a fascinating development: the 

emergence of a new state-corporate alliance characterized by geopolitical rivalry, supply-chain 

nationalism, and a return to vertical integration. Because minerals like lithium and cobalt are 

concentrated in specific geographic regions, Global North governments (particularly the 

United States and the European Union) view supply vulnerabilities as existential threats to both 

their automotive industries and national security. This anxiety is amplified by China’s dominant 

position in mineral refining and battery manufacturing. 

 

Riofrancos notes that this geopolitical friction has sparked an aggressive return to industrial 

policy. Legislation like the U.S. Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) and the EU’s Critical Raw 
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Materials Act are not just climate bills; they are geostrategic blueprints. They allocate billions 

in subsidies to secure domestic supply chains, fast-track mining permits, and incentivize 

"friend-shoring"—sourcing minerals from geopolitical allies. The author expertly shows how 

this dynamic alters corporate behavior. Automakers like Tesla, GM, and Ford are no longer just 

buying parts from tier-one suppliers; they are directly investing in mining companies and 

signing long-term off-take agreements with extraction sites in Nevada or Chile. This corporate 

integration mimics the early twentieth-century strategies of Henry Ford or John D. Rockefeller, 

anchoring corporate profits deep within the earth's crust. 

 

A compelling element of Extraction is its focus on the human resistance emerging along these 

mineral frontiers. Drawing on Karl Polanyi’s concept of the "double movement"—where 

society naturally organizes to protect itself against the destructive forces of unregulated market 

capitalism—Riofrancos documents a global counter-geography of protest. Riofrancos rejects 

the reductive label of "NIMBYism" (Not In My Backyard) often used to dismiss these 

protestors. Instead, she reframes their activism as a profound defense of democracy, 

biodiversity, and local self-determination. They are not climate deniers; they are communities 

refusing to let their homes become the sacrifice zones for a green capitalism that leaves the 

core habits of global consumerism untouched. 

 

Riofrancos also turns her analytical eye toward the shifting policy landscapes of governments 

in the Global South. For decades, international financial institutions forced these nations into 

structural adjustment programs that hollowed out state capacity and left resource extraction 

entirely to foreign multinationals. Today, a new wave of "resource nationalism" is challenging 

that status quo. Focusing on Latin America's "Lithium Triangle" (Chile, Argentina, and 

Bolivia), Riofrancos details how governments are trying to rewrite the rules of engagement. 

Rather than simply shipping raw lithium carbonate overseas, leaders are attempting to use their 

mineral wealth to jumpstart domestic industrial development—demanding that foreign 

companies invest in local processing plants, transfer technology, and manufacture batteries 

domestically. 

 

However, the book avoids uncritical praise for these state-centric models. Drawing on 

arguments from her previous book, Resource Radicals (2020), Riofrancos notes that state-led 

extraction can be just as ecologically damaging and socially exclusionary as private corporate 

extraction. Whether managed by a multinational corporation or a state-owned enterprise, a 
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mega-mine still consumes vast amounts of water and alters local landscapes. The core friction 

between national economic development and localized ecological defense remains a defining 

paradox of the left-wing governments in the Global South. 

 

If Extraction were merely an exposé of the environmental costs of mining, it would be an 

excellent, if sobering, piece of investigative journalism. What elevates the book to a major 

political and theoretical contribution is its refusal to yield to climate fatalism. Riofrancos does 

not argue that we should abandon the energy transition; she argues that we must transform its 

underlying logic. The final section of the book offers a visionary, concrete roadmap for 

harmonizing climate action with social justice. Riofrancos challenges a fundamental 

assumption of green capitalism: the idea that we can achieve a sustainable future through a 

one-to-one replacement of fossil-fuel infrastructure with a resource-intensive green alternative.  

The ultimate solution to the extractive crisis is not simply finding cleaner ways to mine, but 

radically reducing the total volume of materials our global economy demands. 

 

To sum up, Extraction: The Frontiers of Green Capitalism is an indispensable, elegant, and 

definitive work for our current ecological moment. Writing in clear, compelling, and page-

turning prose, Thea Riofrancos navigates a careful path between uncritical technocratic 

optimism and paralyzing cynicism. She leaves readers with a clear understanding that the 

climate crisis cannot be resolved by the same market mechanisms, corporate monopolies, and 

colonial dynamics that caused it. Technology alone will not save us; only politics can. 

Extraction serves as both an urgent wake-up call and a hopeful guide, offering a clear outline 

of what a truly just, equitable, and sustainable global economy can look like. It is essential 

reading for anyone seeking a path toward a genuinely flourishing planet.  

 


