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It is a great pleasure to introduce this publication,
a companion to Nanna Elvin Hansen’s solo
exhibition at O—Overgaden. Since 2021,
O—Overgaden has, with the support of the
Augustinus Foundation, published a monographic
series in conjunction with the large-scale in-

house solo exhibitions, aiming at expanding the
conversations around each show and produce new,
offspring material. In this particular case we've been
fortunate to be able to include the voices of Kate
Johanne Utsi, Marianne Lien and Godofredo Pereira
and are very grateful for all contributions. Moreover,
a warm thank you to in-house editor Nanna Friis
and the graphic design team at fanfare for their
always dedicated work, and of course to the artist
for generously sharing her conceptualizations and
expanded co-thinking with all of us, through both
the exhibition and this publication.

The practice of the young Danish artist Nanna Elvin
Hansen moves in the gray between art, research, and
grassroots activism. Building audio and film projects
through collaborative processes, her works unveil how
structural violence and historical inequality impact
human rights and material extraction, as well as human
and non-human migration, and displacement.

For her first grand-scale institutional show, produced
for O—Overgaden, Hansen has created the major new
film and sound installation Groundings, collaborating
with sound artist Eliza Bozek, among others. Based
on long-term research on the quartzite quarry at the
Giemas mountain in the Sdpmi region of northern
Norway, Hansen’s investigation digs into questions

of the manmade structures that control Earth’s raw
materials and ground—hence the title Groundings.
How technology amplifies the mapping, analysis,
extraction, and profitability of natural resources and how
the core resources employed in these new technologies
and shifting geopolitics are the Earth’s raw materials
themselves (just think of the chip in your smartphone).

Hansen'’s forensic project takes as its point of departure
the optical mirrors (also called SiC-optics) used in the
satellites that orbit Earth daily. In the filmic prologue,
co-produced with data engineer Halfdan Mouritzen,
shown on a grand table in the exhibition’s first space,
the artist navigates satellite imagery taken from this
technology of optics—kind of extreme, augmented ‘eyes'—
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that makes it possible to ‘see’, surveille, and remotely
register the Earth’s soil layers, landmasses, and
migrations. The optical mirrors are formed of silicon
carbide, an extremely hard material used in heat
shields for space rockets. Hansen tracks the silicon
carbide optics via the satellite industry’s hi-tech chains
of production to their ground substance: the stone
quartzite. (In fact, she requested permission from
various producers to film the making of the optical
mirrors but was refused.) It turns out that one of the
world’s largest quartzite quarries, extracting around
850,000 megatons annually, is situated in the former
Danish-controlled area of Sdpmi in northernmost
Norway, by the depopulated village Austertana, close
to the Russian and Finnish border. Moreover, it turns
out that the largest stockholder of the extraction
company is China National BlueStar which plans to
expand the mine sixfold. In brief, this is a geopolitical
minefield, not least since the local, indigenous Sdmi
population is still, in part, supported by reindeer herds
migrating through the area.

In the main space of the exhibition the quartzite

stone is the focal point of an engulfing audiovisual
collage. Following the stone as a material witness

to the extraction cycle, three grand screens transport
the visitor from quartzite to silicon carbide to optical
mirrors; from sailing around the quarry at the mountain
Giemas by boat and entering the quarry (right, grand
upright screen) via a drone view of migrating reindeer
tracks where the company is planning to expand

the quarry (grand screen on ground), to a close up

of the artist and Bozek’s hands sorting quartzite,
silicon carbide, and optical mirrors (Ieft, smaller
upright screen).

Hansen thus creates a material cross-section of the
globally controlled extraction of resources and related
questions of consequences for the local ecology,

the indigenous population, economic profit, and a
wider industry of transnational (satellite) surveillance.
The quartzite becomes a point of departure for

a forensic and poetic journey, considering how this
stone can bear witness to geopolitical exploitation.

The exhibition thus asks who—human or non-human—
gets to pose political demands and control a landscape?

Rhea Dall,
O Director, June 2023
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Godofredo Pereira

Techno-scientific modes of seeing, classifying,

and measuring the Earth are reformulating the ways
in which territorial disputes are currently played out.
Due to the mobilization of science by capital,

we today inhabit an Earth that is being reduced

to discrete components. The extreme case of this
condition is what [ will call the underground frontier.
The underground is no longer simply the space where
resources are located, but has itself been converted
into a resource. However, if one wishes to investigate
the processes by which the underground has been
converted into a resource and the role of technoscience
in these processes, one should be prepared to
investigate the spatial and political assemblages of
which technoscience is part: how it is mobilized, used,
financed, and how it becomes part of wider political,
cultural, or legal claims.

AXIOMATICS

The underground frontier emerges from a context
in which the Earth and its constituent elements are
increasingly abstracted into discrete sets of data.
According to Laymert Garcia dos Santos, this is
a consequence of the information paradigm which,
emerging from cybernetic debates, proposes to
understand the whole world—human or non-human,
animal or machine—according to a common epistemic
principle.! Indeed, from genomics to finance, the world
today is conceived as a problem of coding, of managing
increasing amounts of data. Equally important is to
notice how this process of coding has invested in (and
benefited from) constant advances in technologies of
data collection, analysis and interpretation. Up in the
sky, a vast network of public and private satellites is
today equipped with multispectral remote-sensing
tools to analyze surface conditions for mineral
prospection or land use analysis; the increase in
computer processing power allows the global climate to
be modeled and simulated via quantitative methods with
increasing detail; and down below, oil spills are classified
and fingerprinted according to chemical composition
while biotechnologies are increasingly dependent on
bioinformatics for the modeling of living systems.

1. Laymert Garcia dos Santos, “High-Tech Plundering,
Biodiversity and Cultural Erosion: The Case of Brazil”,

in Boaventura de Sousa Santos (ed.), Another Knowledge is Possible:

Beyond Northern Epistemologies, London: Verso, 2007. O
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This multiplication of technological abilities is
allowing an extensive classification of the Earth in its
minute details, a process whereby the sampling

of minerals for energy extraction and the sampling of
microorganisms for medical purposes fulfill similar
purposes. Be it human, animal, microbial, or geologic,
all aspects of the Earth are made into resources once
they are translated into datasets—the epitome of what
Heidegger described many years ago as the age of the
world picture, where the entirety of nature is framed
as a standing-reserve (bestand).” This condition,
whereby resource extraction becomes the paradigm,

[ have called the axiomatic Earth.’

The important point here, however, is that once
captured by quantification procedures, the Earth
is made commensurable with capitalist modes of
valorization and therefore becomes abstracted by
capital as quantities whose differential relations
are productive of surplus values.? In this context,
science becomes a motor of accumulation, each
new analysis allowing for new forms of valorization
and circulation. The epitome of this process is the
transmutation of both people and materials into
“decoded flows” in the operation of contemporary
financial devices.” Thus the constitution of the
underground as a frontier, as well as the specific kinds
of disputes that emerge therein, cannot be uncoupled
from the modes of seeing and knowing the earth that
are characteristic to the capitalist partnership with
technoscience. Rather, it is paradigmatic of the most
violent extremes of this process. | specifically use the
term technoscience following Boaventura de Sousa
Santos in the claim that the two (technology and
science) cannot be detached to prevent the common
claim of science’s presupposed neutrality.®

2. Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology,
and Other Essays, New York: Harper & Row, 1977.

3. Axiomatics is a term that comes from logics and mathematics.
An axiom is a starting point of a theory, a self-evident truth
(postulate or hypothesis) that serves as the basis for the construction
of a formal system, whereas axiomatics are a set of axioms that
define a formal system. An axiom is a rule that is necessarily
indifferent to the nature of what it refers to. What I am interested in
here is this tension between an instrumental form of knowledge and
the problematic limits of that same instrumentalization, namely the
distance between the axiom and the world, that becomes the internal
limit to the axiomatic system. By using the term axiomatic | also
refer to Deleuze and Guattari’s description of capitalism.
See also Daniel Smith, “Axiomatics and Problematics as Two Modes of
Formalisation: Deleuze’s Epistemology of Mathematics”, in Simon Duffy,
Virtual Mathematics: The Logic of Difference, Manchester:
Clinamen Press, 2006.

4. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism
and Schizophrenia, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983.

5. For a discussion of financial semiotic regimes and their
reliance of the management of decoded flows see Maurizio
Lazzarato, Signs and Machines: Capitalism and the Production of
Subjectivity, Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2014.

6. Boaventura de Sousa Santos, “A Discourse on the Sciences”,
in Cognitive Justice in a Global World: Prudent Knowledges for a Decent
Life, Lanham: Lexington Books, 2007.

After Isabelle Stengers and Donna Haraway

we know that science is neither homogenous

nor necessarily eliminativist. Yet the project of
“decolonizing science™ requires us to start by
understanding how science has been used to

undermine other forms of knowledge production.* ()

This complicity of science, technology, and capital can
be clearly discerned in the underground frontier.

In fact, the emergence of the underground as a frontier
is predicated on investments in technology and science.
For instance, the expansion into areas of difficult access
or the ability to extract unconventional resources is
reliant on investments in technologies of soil perforation
and geotechnical intervention. But more than that, the
underground itself could not exist without technoscience
and the ways in which it has radically altered our
regimes of perception: today, sensing machines allow
us to visualize the underground; powerful computers
allow us to process data from the depths of the Earth;
simulation machines allow us develop algorithms that
model the Earth’s future behaviors. At a distance,
hyper- and multispectral radiometers mounted on
satellites orbiting the Earth at 12,500 mph classify the
surface of the planet; geophones and thumper trucks
capture seismic reflections and refractions from the
Earth’s depths that are then processed by complex
algorithms into 2D sections or 3D cubes; boreholes

are drilled to sample the Earth’s composition.

The underground we know is a fabrication, produced
according to what John Johnston, following Félix
Guattari, would call a machinic vision.” The point is
not that the underground is today more adequately
represented, nor that we can see more of it, but that
what we perceive cannot be disconnected from both
the mechanisms we use and the ambitions we develop
while using them. In other words, the constitution of the
underground as a problem of thought and a frontier of
capitalist expansion is immanent to the specific forms
and practices of knowledge production that determine
what I call here the axiomatic Earth.

As a consequence of this, it becomes clear how the
emergence of new technologies is inseparable from
the emergence of new disputes. In the same ways
that in the nineteenth century the construction of
the vertical dimension of territory—as a consequence
of the co-evolution of geological sciences and the
industrial revolution—constituted the problem in law
of distinguishing between underground and surface
property regimes, so today technoscientific perceptions
of the underground raise a series of new problems.
7. See Isabelle Stengers, “Introductory Notes on an Ecology of
Practices”, Cultural Studies Review, vol. 11, no. 1 (January 2005),
pp. 183-96.
8. On the internal heterogeneity of science see Isabelle Stengers,
Cosmopolitics I, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011.
9. John Johnston, “Machinic Vision”, Critical Inquiry, vol. 26,
no. 1 (1999), p. 27.
10. Bruce Braun, “Producing vertical territory: geology and
governmentality in late Victorian Canada”, Ecumene, vol. 7,
no. 1(1999), pp. 7-46.
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The most immediate of these problems is that of

the underground becoming a strategic geopolitical
domain, leading to its militarization (not by
coincidence, as the military is the main source

of funding of scientific research) in the forms of
surveillance programs. Some of these, like the
Transparent Earth project by the Defense Advanced
Research Projects Agency (DARPA), propose to
directly model the full subsurface of the Earth.!
According to Bishop, “a host of projective tools and
developmental sensors will be deployed, including
algorithms that estimate and predict tectonic shifts
and other subterranean movements”.”? But over and
above understanding subterranean spaces as strategic
military sites, it is the geopolitics of resources that
has come to dominate the new underground disputes,
particularly in two areas: disputes over use and
resource ownership, due to the often ambiguous
relation between property regimes based on surface
jurisdictions and an underground domain that exceeds
them; and disputes over the consequences of resource
extraction, such as soil or aquifer contaminations that
cross below jurisdictions, emissions from burning
fossil fuels that migrate into the atmosphere or
particulate materials that are spread by wind.?

All these are problems that were previously framed in
a very different way, or did not exist at all. Like the
underground we know today, they could not be seen,
perceived, measured, classified, quantified,

or even debated.

ATTRACTION

If the underground frontier has been expanding

since the early days of European colonialism,

the recent acceleration in the quest for energy and
mineral resources prompted by investments in new
technologies of seeing and measuring has taken this
process to an entirely new level. Between 2000 and
2010, global oil production capacity recorded

a massive increase, from 80 to 90 million barrels per
day (mbd) (and is expected to rise even more), which
is even more amazing if we consider peak oil theories
that indicated a progressive decrease in oil extraction
due to the expected global depletion of reserves.!
This revival of resource extraction results from large-
scale investments in new technologies of extraction
(particularly horizontal drilling and hydraulic
fracturing) that are able to harness non-conventional
gas and oil resources such as extra heavy oils,

tar sands, tight oils/shale, and pre-salt oils.

11. Ryan Bishop, “Transparent Earth: The Autoscopy of Aerial

Targeting and the Visual Geopolitics of the Underground”,
in Forensic Architecture (ed.), Forensis: The Architecture of Public
Truth, Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2014.

12. Ibid., p. 586.

13. On the atmospheric politics of aerial pollutants see Adrian
Lahoud, “Floating Bodies”, in Forensic Architecture 2014.

14. Leonardo Maugeri, Oil: The Next Revolution:
The Unprecedented Upsurge of Oil Production Capacity and What it
Means for the World, Cambridge, MA: Harvard Kennedy School,
Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, 2012, p. 1.
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At the same time, hydrocarbons located in hard-to-
reach areas like the Arctic, in deep offshore reservoirs
or militarily unstable areas, have also become the object
of massive exploration—not to mention the immense
pressures for the removal of legal and political obstacles
to extracting oil and gas from nature reserves and
protected areas. As Mazen Labban argues, oil is not

so much about reserves but about the willingness to
find them.” Countries such as Angola or Canada are
now part of the list of major oil exporters, their new-
found riches granting them new geopolitical powers.
And this expansion of hydrocarbon extraction has

been accompanied by an expansion in the mineral
prospection of gold, copper, and lithium. Today, nations
like Mongolia (copper and coal), Peru (copper and zinc),
and Mozambique (coal and gas) have been added

to the list of established mineral exporters like Chile,
the US, and China. The extraction of both minerals
and fossil fuels is part of a race that is taking place due
to large-scale Chinese industrialization and expansion
of consumer electronics markets, but also due to
industrial development in India and other BRIC nations.
As such, the knowledge we have about their size,
known quantities of reserves—or even the simple fact
of their existence—is in fact a function of both capital
and technological investments.

In this context we can identify a series of what | would
like to call underground attractors: unique areas of
geopolitical dispute, frontier conditions brought about
by the acceleration of extraction in such areas as the
Arctic region, the Amazonian hinterlands, the Orinoco
oil Belt in Venezuela, the Athabasca Tar Sands in
Canada, or the East and South China Seas. Within non-
linear or dynamic systems theories the term “attractor”
refers to a system’s behavioral tendency. In time, any
given system tends to repeat certain behaviors, even
if never in the same way. For this reason I will use the
term “underground attractors” in reference to the ways
in which the underground frontier seems to function.
It is obviously hard to claim that the history of any
of these cases consists of a single system; neither is it
relevant to define what exactly that system is made of.
And yet to a certain extent the analogy seems capable
of grasping a series of important aspects of underground
frontiers insofar as these territorial conditions remain
predicated on the extraction of resources. It captures
how the frontier has temporal cycles, which despite
historical variances seem to repeat the same pairing of
territorial transformations with violent disputes. In Chile
the frontier was established with the extraction of gold
in the early eighteenth century, followed by nitrates,
mostly in the late nineteenth century, and copper since
the beginning of the twentieth century. Each of these
different cycles was paralleled by legal transformations
and new infrastructural projects.

15. Mazen Labban, Space, Oil and Capital, Abingdon: Routledge,
2008, p. 48.

16. All this only in regard to inorganic resources, leaving out
of the picture agribusiness, such as large-scale cattle herding or
soya farming that is pushing the hinterland frontiers of Sub-Saharan

Africa, South America, and Asia.

Silver was the motor of war against local indigenous
peoples; nitrate originated a war and a civil war;

and copper was the motive for a coup’ and subsequent
genocide.” More importantly, in itself, the term
“attractor” conveys the ways in which social and
political imaginations are, and have always been,
captured by a will to harness the precious riches

of the Earth: from the sixteenth century quest for the
El Dorado by Spanish and Portuguese conquistadores,
underground riches have been central to expansionist
projects but also to nationalist claims or claims of
sovereignty and independence.®

LAWS AND LOGISTICS

The extraction of mineral resources requires a complex
series of legal frameworks, which are theoretically
supposed to regulate the relation between different
interested parties, but which historically have been
used to legitimize plunder, land grabbing, and
dispossession. Starting from the example of the Potosi
mines in Bolivia, where approximately eight million
indigenous enslaved people lost their lives, Ugo Mattei
and Laura Nader trace how the rule of the law was
central to the Western imperialist and colonial project
(for instance, the doctrine of terra nullius denied the
existence and prior rights of original inhabitants),”

and argue that it has expanded into a mechanism of
global plunder working within regimes of transnational
law and supporting the neoliberal project.

We witness this role of law at work today in

the multiplication of special economic zones,
enclaves with exceptional taxation regimes and
labor regulations that circumvent the democratic
accountability of the nation-state, having become
today the most common territorial mechanisms of
capital expansion.

17. See Mitchell for an analysis of the political affordances that
each resource and its mode of extraction allow. Timothy Mitchell,
Carbon Democracy: Political Power in the Age of Oil, London:

Verso, 2013.

18. This is in many aspects the continuation of the colonial
project, the history of which is presented with amazing clarity
by Eduardo Galeano when describing Latin America’s history of
quests for gold, silver, or copper, which started with Portuguese
and Spanish colonialism and is today promoted by the international
financial and banking institutions: the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), the World Bank, USAID, the Agreement on Trade-Related
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS), and so on. Eduardo Galeano
and Cedric Belfrage, Open Veins of Latin America: Five Centuries of
the Pillage of a Continent, New York: Monthly Review Press, 1997.

19. Ugo Mattei and Laura Nader, Plunder: When the Rule of Law
is lllegal, Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008. The term “Terra Nullius”
is used to describe a quasi-legal mechanism common to European
colonial powers whereby any land that would be considered empty
could be acquired by a sovereign state; and that the laws of that state
would henceforth be applied to that territory. As a consequence,
its peoples would, at best, become subjects of the new sovereign
power, and at worst killed or enslaved. Importantly, existing social
and political arrangements, customary laws, forms of property or

ownership were disregarded.
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Oil extraction and mining operate through state-
sponsored enclave regimes, this being one of the reasons
why many argue they undermine the state’s legitimacy.?
In a broader account, David Harvey argues how the role
of law has been central to the increase of “accumulation
by dispossession” actively promoted by neoliberal
structural adjustment policies and the partnership of the
state with private capital. This is a process that is not
exclusive to the appropriation of fossil fuels or mineral
resources but part of a wider process of destruction of
the commons: promoting the conversion from common
or collective property rights to private rights, and
expelling peasant populations.” Anna Tsing goes even
further in declaring the cynical deregulation of legal and
illegal to be not a collateral consequence but in fact a
central aspect of the constitution of resource frontiers:
“Frontiers are not just edges; they are particular kinds of
edges where the expansive nature of extraction comes
into its own. Built from historical models of European
conquest, frontiers create wildness so that some and not
others may reap its rewards.”?

According to such accounts it is not that the violence

of resource extraction needs to be accounted for in

law, but that law itself, and its history, is inseparable
from the policies and violence of resource extraction.
Together with legal frameworks, the attraction of the
underground is also predicated on the implementation of
a vast network of planetary logistics, which manage the
transnational flows of raw materials, commodities, and
labor.” The attraction of oil and minerals is, after all, due
to the global necessity of these commoditized natures as
regards the operation of global transport, industrial and
agricultural systems. Following Henri Lefebvre closely,
geographer Neil Brenner describes this reterritorialization
of capitalist expansion over the whole Earth as a process
of planetary urbanization,?* a spatial politics of circulation
that tends to ignore distinctions between urban and non-
urban conditions, replacing them with a net that is traced
across the entire world, so that it “would be ever more
directly instrumentalized and operationalized to serve the
voracious pursuit of capitalist industrial growth”?

By taking into consideration its legal dimensions we
can see how this expansion is not simply a matter
of infrastructures but of complex assemblages of
heterogeneous components, including scientific,
technological, and social ones.

20. Eduardo Gudynas, “Diez Tesis Urgentes Sobre El Nueveo
Extractivismo: Contextos y demandas bajo el progresismo
sudamericano actual”, in Extractivismo, Politica y Sociedad, Quilto:
Centro Andino de Accion Popular, Centro Latinoamericano de
Ecologia Social, 2009.

21. David Harvey, Spaces of Global Capitalism, London:

Verso, 2006, p. 43.

22. Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global
Connection, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005, pp. 27, 28.
23. Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson, Border as Method,

Durham: Duke University Press, 2013.

24. Neil Brenner, Implosions/Explosions: Towards a Study

of Planetary Urbanization, Berlin: Jovis, 2014.
25. Ibid., p. 17.

The Niger Delta in Nigeria or Venezuela’s Orinoco
Belt’s extractive assemblages include pipelines,
refineries, and reservoirs as much as they include
security fences, oil bloc maps or petrochemical
research labs. They constitute what call territorial
machines, apparatuses or assemblings of legal,

spatial, logistic, and subjective systems, leaving a
clear imprint over the surface of the Earth as they
trace new territorial geometries that extend deep into
remote hinterlands on the African or South American
continents.”® This is a list composed of access roads,
water canals, mining towns, tailings ponds, and,

more dramatically, the digging of gigantic canyons

by open-pit mines, such as Chuquicamata in the
Atacama, the river dredging and damming of deltas or
the massive clearance of tropical forest or savannah—
transformations that take place on such a large-scale
that they can only be grasped from aerial photographs
or satellite images. In this light, the use that I have
made previously of the term “attractor” closely obeys
the diagram provided by Manuel De Landa in

A Thousand Years of Nonlinear History,” where he
argues that we should understand these alterations

of the Earth’s surface as the process by which the
forces of underground attractors slowly mineralize over
the surface of the Earth. But what De Landa fails to
mention is how violent such “mineralization” is, both
to the environments and to the peoples that inhabit
the underground frontier.

POLITICS

Finally, what I would like to point out is how there is a
multiplicity of subaltern actors that find in this tension
characteristic of the underground frontier a space
to insert political claims: indigenous peoples, social
movements, student movements, or local communities
have recently taken disputes in the underground
frontier as an opportunity to propose radical political
transformations. More than that, they have done so
by incorporating, instead of denying, technoscience
and resources in their claims. An important example
has recently been given by the indigenous peoples
of Guatemala who have organized for the first time
into a political platform to contest the 2015 elections.
This is a movement whose main common cause is the
necessity to claim control over the environment and
the extraction of natural resources against state-
protected private companies.”® Another important case
was the focus of the Chilean students movement of
2011 on copper re-nationalization, bringing back
a project central to Allende’s government.

26. “Territorial machines” proceed both by operations
of striation (classification and delimitation) and by the production
of models of subjectivity (the idea of energetic sovereignty,
or the images of eco-friendly development).

27. Manuel De Landa, A Thousand Years of Nonlinear History,
New York: Zone Books, 1997.

28. Christin Sandberg, “Indigenous Guatemalans Create Political

Platform for 2015 Elections”, Upside Down World (10 December 2014),

upsidedownworld.org/main/guatemala-archives-33/5149-indigenous-

guatemalans-createpolitical-platform-in-2015.
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And, in fact, even nation-states themselves see the
underground frontier as a possibility for reinvention,
a process whose recent developments in South
America (with Bolivia and Ecuador’s constitutional
reforms) has been extensively described by legal
scholar Boaventura Santos, amongst others.”

All these are projects that have in common the
establishing of a new relation between resources

and politics. But the reason these emerging political
projects are possible, is that today technoscientific
tools of enquiry and analysis bring forth, like never
before, the complex entanglements between man and
nature, providing a different perspective regarding the
histories and realities of resource extraction. They do
so, firstly, by bringing together problems that were
previously seen as unrelated, such as environmental
and labor disputes; secondly, they bring to the fore
violence that was previously ungraspable; and, finally,
they allow political claims to be articulated in novel
ways, as was the case of the Ecuadorian Yasuni ITT
project that mobilized science not against the state but
in support of alternative modes of development.*®

Of course not all politics can be made commensurate
with technoscience. And yet, the more the attraction
for the underground El Dorado leads to the
development of technosciences, the more these tools
become available for other purposes, co-determining
the imaginations of alternative political possibilities.

29. Boaventura de Sousa Santos, Refundacion del estado en
América Latina: perspectivas desde una epistemologia del Sur, La Paz:
Universidad Mayor de San Simon, Centro de Estudios Superiores
Universitarios, 2010.

30. Rhett A. Butler, “Gold mining in the Amazon rainforest
surges 400%”, Mongabay (28 October 2013), news.mongabay.
com/2013/1028-amazon-gold-mining.html.

° INTER-

PTIONS

AFFECTIVE FUTURES AND UNCANNY PRESENCES
AT GIEMAS, FINNMARK

Marianne Lien

I had always noticed the Giemas mountain for its
distinct layers, tilting in the evening sun, like an upright
sandwich, as if swaying, falling, and then it froze. But

[ had never really seen its eastern slope, a sand-colored
meshwork of roads gnawing on its interior—not until
that summer. Giemas, amongst Sdmi speakers—I never
even knew it had a name. Nobody told me, and I guess
I never asked. The mountain is easily remembered,

as its steep layered shape forms a significant part of the
scenery as you take the road, from the river Deatnu
and north across the Varanger Peninsula, toward the
Norwegian coast of the Barents Sea. Nested between
the peninsula and the brackish river, it marks a steep
transition between wetlands to the south and the
mountain plateau to the north. For some, this is only

a familiar sight along the road where the mountain
drops steeply into the water below. For others, it is

a place to make a living, as the river branches off to

a narrow sound; a lively place for fishing, and the
outskirts of a reindeer pasture needed along their route
of seasonal migration. The quartzite quarry is situated
in Juovlavuotna (Austertana in Norwegian), a village
settlement of less than 200 inhabitants near the Deatnu
river. Deatnu is the name of the river, as well as the
municipality that encompasses the quarry.

Open-pit mining is a frequent source of controversy
in the Arctic and beyond. Its invasive technologies
disrupt landscapes and, in turn, irreversibly alter
conditions that sustain specific ways of living. Often,
these controversies unfold where indigenous ways of
interacting with landscapes are already under threat.
By “extractivism”, I refer to processes by which
industrial corporations undertake large-scale and
irreversible extraction or removal of non-renewable
inorganic matter, such as minerals, coal, or oil.
Extractivism denotes not only the material processes
of extraction, but also the ideology and the conceptual
apparatus that supports this practice, which often
involves a naturalization of resources as there for
taking.! Tracing the uneven unfolding of a possible
future, a rumor, a prospect, or an interruption,
[ pay attention to the fragmented nature and affective
dimensions of resource extractivism as it thickens
around a proposed expansion of a quartzite quarry on
the mountain Giemas. | approach this quarry and the
controversy that currently unfolds as an occasion
for mustering various manifestations of the real.

1. See, for example, Frida Hastrup and Marianne Elisabeth Lien
2020; Tanya Richardson and Gisa Weszkalnys 2014.
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Late evening sun is in my eyes as [ approach

Stjernevann, or Néstejavri in Sdmi, a lake on the O

mountain plateau just north of Juovlavuotna, where
the head of the reindeer sizda in this region has his
summer camp.? Smoke comes out of his lavvo.’ | park
the car, hoping to be able to go through some field
notes from a previous visit. August is the time for
marking the calves before the reindeer move towards
their autumn pastures. With around 4,000 animals,
this siida is busy for several weeks. I had spent the
day before watching them mark calves in the reindeer
corrals. But today my interlocutor, Frode, who has
just finished a day’s work wants to relax in the sun,
and look after the fire. “Don’t go inside”, he says,
“you’ll smell of smoke afterwards!” Frode adds salix

to the fire, says it makes the meat turn red. Says it’s

the same calf | saw in the corral yesterday, wounded.

[ can taste it tomorrow. But now he wants to talk about
something else. Frode tells me he is worried. It is

about the quartzite quarry. It interrupts his sleep; he finds
himself awake at night pondering what to do. As we sit
by the lavvo, I learn that there is a quartzite quarry in
Juovlavuotna. It has been there for more than 40 years,
owned by a well-known company called Elkem. A few
years ago, Elkem was bought by Chinese investors,
and with new owners they plan to expand. They claim
that the quartzite available in the current open quarry
will only last a few more years, so to secure

a continuation of the quarry, they need to open up

a vast new area for quartzite extraction. The planned
expansion will bring the quartzite quarry right next

to the area where the reindeer gather now, near the
boundaries of the fenced area known as “the grazing
garden”. Reindeer graze on non-domesticated plants,
and move freely most of the time. The grazing garden
is where they are gathered in late summer, while calves
are marked and tagged. It is a vast area, and needs to
be, in order to provide enough to eat for the reindeer
for however long it takes before they can pass on to the
autumn pastures, and then, a couple of months later,
toward the sound where they can cross the Deatnu
river to reach their winter pastures further south.

Driving back from the lake, I recall snippets of other O

conversations when the same quartzite quarry came
up: an incident in 1973 when they shot dynamite near
Giema$. A huge rock came rolling down, and buried
the foundation of the crushing plant. Old folks said that
that they should not have been doing this so close to
the stezdi.* Another time | passed Juovlavuotna with a
friend from the coast. We drove as far as we could in the
direction of the quarry. A short walk from the nearest
parking lot we explored the huge hollow pit, as if a giant
creature had taken a bite of the landscape. We saw the
idle heavy machinery up close, and gravel roads that
criss-crossed the greater part of the slope facing east.

2. A siida is a Sdmi local community that has existed from
time immemorial

3. A lavvo is a temporary dwelling used by the Sdmi people
of the Arctic.

4. Sicidis are Sdmi cultural items, usually a rock with

unusual shape.

O O

So, this was the quartzite quarry—so hidden from plain
sight for those who stay on the main road, and so much
bigger than we thought. A few days earlier, my friend
had shared that she had heard that once there was an
accident: a large boulder had come down and fallen into
the water. She had heard it said that an old Sdmi man had
predicted that it would happen. But she did not know
much about it and suggested that | speak with someone
else—perhaps the reindeer herders would know? These
conversations were my first encounters in this region
that enacted sieidi as a relational force in the present,
and agential entity that could potentially interfere in the
course of the events. Sieidi are well-known figures of
Sami religion. Known as Sdmi sacrificial stones, they are
found in many places in northern Scandinavia. Many
are forgotten, but quite a few remain as remnants of a
time when the Earth was alive with forces that exceed
ontological assumptions that constitute the real in
common public discourse. Often classified as “heritage”,
these stones are, however, more than relics of the past.

The Varanger Peninsula bears little resemblance to the
Andean worlds described in accounts of cosmopolitics
in relation to other-than-human presences evoked as
part of mining controversies, such as for instance those
described by Marisol de la Cadena and Fabiana Li.?
Yet, the association between sacred rocks and indigeneity
is a potent one. The attribution of agency to seemingly
inert materials such as rocks is no small matter.® As
Kristina Lyons reminds us, this has been “the grounds on
which to dehumanize colonized and enslaved peoples for
their so-called pre-modern mentalities”” My interlocutors
in northern Norway are rather cautious about evoking
what might be thought of as superstition, and so am 1.
Inculcated in a “modern” way of perceiving the world,
we have learned that matter is essentially inert, and that
alluding to anything else is “myth” or “superstition”.
Hegemonic discourse in Norway is informed by a fairly
secular version of Christianity. Norway’s protestant
Lutheran Church has few and simple rituals and an
emphasis on individualized and personal belief in Christ.
Hence, Norwegians learn to appreciate environmental
surroundings through the metaphysics of scientific
realism. Through schools and public discourse, this
affects Norwegian and Sami alike, yet the implications
could be different, due to the long and dark history

of Sami subordination, and the way the assimilation
policy in Sapmi was particularly harsh towards Sdmi
beliefs and religious practices.

The recognition of Sdmi as an indigenous people,
and the creation of the Sdmi parliament in 1989 was
a late response to more than a century of colonization
of Sémi people and practices by Norwegian state
authorities. The revitalization of Sdmi ethnic identity
and language has made it easier for the younger
generation to identify as Sami, but has not necessarily
challenged the dominance of a secular, modern logic
of reasoning, especially in public discourse.

5. Marisol de la Cadena 2015; Fabiana Li 2013.

6. Elizabeth A. Povinelli 1995.

7. Kristina Lyons 2020, p. 42.



Rather, it can be argued that the political efforts

that curbed the most intensive assimilation were
based on an idea of “equality as sameness™® through
dichotomization and complementarization of ethnic
emblems.” Sdmi revitalization was achieved through
the establishment of numerous institutions that mimic
those of the Norwegian nation (a Sdmi parliament,

a Sdmi national day, a Sami flag and the like),

but rarely questioned the secular, scientific foundation
that underpins Norwegian (and hence also Sdmi)
political discourse. Rather than forging ontological
difference, what Marisol de la Cadena and Blaser refer
to as the pluriverse, Sdmi ways of conceptualizing
and practicing their world have thus not only been
ignored, but are “made unintelligible and unimaginable

as possibly appropriate descriptions of reality”.!

The planned expansion of the quartzite quarry

will not only interrupt reindeer pastures. Many

other practices and landscapes are at risk, including
Mjelkevdggi, a favored lake for Arctic charr,

and marine life. Following Frode’s suggestion,

[ approached Yngve, who had recently spoken up
against Elkem at a public hearing and had prepared

a PowerPoint presentation, detailing numerous
potential effects of the planned expansion on local
livelihoods. I met Yngve at his house in Lavvonjarg,

a tiny settlement on the sound that marks the entrance
to the fjord where the quartzite quarry is located.
Several times a week, freight tankers literally pass

by his house, fetching quartzite for further processing.
Yngve picked me up with his open motorboat,

from the sandy peninsula and nature reserve called
“Hoyholmen”. Some friends arrive while we talk,

and we quickly map our shared social acquaintances
while he prepares a meal of freshly boiled King crab
with white bread and mayonnaise. Aware that I might
interrupt our casual dinner conversation, I told Yngve
and his friends that I kept hearing stories about
strange things happening around the quarry, and so

I wondered, was there anything sacred about it?
Yngve's response was abrupt and cautious: “Who told
you that?” I replied that several people had alluded
to such events, but hesitated to name anyone

in particular.

Soon afterwards, the topic of accidents came up O
again in the now-familiar format: warnings had been
uttered but not taken seriously, and then something
unexpected happened (a rock suddenly came down)
that was both dangerous and hard to explain. These
events were not part of his PowerPoint presentation.
Yngve's intervention is part of a political process,
and he knows the unspoken rules. As he described
the process so far, he mentioned the company’s lies
and deceit. He explained that Giemas used to be a
preferred site for migratory birds as well as grazing
land for reindeer and sheep.

8. Marianne Gullestad 1992.

9. Harald Eidheim 1971 p. 75.

10. Marisol de la Cadena and Mario Blaser 2018.

11. Liv @stmo and John Law 2018, p. 350. O

O

He lamented the loss of herring and haddock in

the bay near his house, and said he thinks it is due

to the heavy traffic of ships in the sound, ships that
transport the quartzite to processing sites elsewhere.
And he mentioned that at least two people suffer from
what is locally called “steinlunge”, a lung disease caused
by mineral dust. All of these relations are included in
his PowerPoint presentation. He described the planned
expansion of 15 km2 as equal to 1,900 soccer fields.
And he added that the Norwegian state has promised to
subsidize a dredging operation to improve the shipping
canal. This is yet another environmental hazard,

and might affect the salmon smolt, the trout, and the
local seal, as well as sand eel that the smolt feed upon.

Later, I return to Frode to learn more about how

the planned expansion matters for the reindeer
herding operation. I have plugged in my computer

at his kitchen table, where he serves me fried freshly
smoked reindeer and coffee. Gradually he conveys

an understanding that I, mindful of the fragmentary
nature of my own understanding, can at least partially
recapture, as follows: During the seasonal migration

to and from the peninsula, the reindeer need to cross
the river Deatnu. In order to get to where they can
cross, they follow a route along a valley that takes them
between the current quartzite quarry and the planned
area of expansion. If this valley is blocked, how will
they migrate, and how will they cross the river?
Frode’s concerns give us a glimpse into another set

of trajectories than that of the quartzite quarry.

He depicts a seasonal migration route that has left its
subtle traces in the landscape; he details multispecies
relations of domestication that are not easily noticeable
for an outsider; and his concern reflects his care for

a sicida complex that goes back many generations,
while anticipating future generations. But this, and
other precolonial reindeer enterprises, are now partly
under the governance of state institutions—institutions
that know reindeer differently. Furthermore, various
infrastructures (electricity lines, roads, windmills) have
carved out the area, bit by bit, and diminished the
space available for pasture.?

The planned expansion of the quartzite quarry is not
a case of rampant multinational land grabbing from
a local indigenous community, incapable of defending
its interest in the state judicial system. The territory
in question was handed back in 2005 from state to
regional and indigenous ownership, through the so-
called Finnmark Act which grants ownership of most
of the territory in Finnmark to FEFO (the Finnmark
property).” In 2019, and with a narrow majority,
FEFO voted against the expansion, but FEFO cannot
veto the proposed plans, and in 2020, the county
governor warned against environmental impact on the
marine environment. But none of this can guarantee
that the process will come to a halt. Perhaps it will
proceed as proposed.

12. See also Tor A. Benjaminsen, Inger Marie Gaup Eira,
and Mikkel Nils Sara 2016; Mikkel Nils Sara 2011.

13. For details, see Gro B. Ween and Marianne E. Lien 2017.

Perhaps it will end up in court, amplifying existing rifts
in the local village. What does it take to acknowledge
the mountain for everything that it is? How may
affective relations come to matter?

Late in the evening, I research the quartzite quarry on
my computer. With Google as my research assistant,

[ learn that the first stages of planning that could

lead to a re-regulation of the entire area for mining
activities has just begun. The online report prepared
by the consulting company SWECO for Elkem

had been presented to the public in March 2016.1
Labelled detailed regulation for the quartzite quarry at
Geresgohppi, Giema$, and Vdggecearru, it contains 50
pages of detailed mapping and description, listing all
the things that allegedly should be taken into account
in the upcoming process. I learn that Elkem Tana is
one of the largest producers of quartzite worldwide,
with a total of approximately one million tonnes of
quartzite shipped out through the narrow sound every
year. The operations employ a total of 41 people (not
all are local). I study the Sami spelling of names of
mountain ranges that are new to me, and learn that the
expansion will involve a sixfold increase of the total
quarry area from 2.5 km2 today, to 15 km2 if the plans
are realized.

If natural resource exploitation is a “sustained project
of abstracting substances identified as useful, valuable
and natural in origin from their environment”,”

then that process has just taken another turn. Carefully
attuned to the political and legal procedures established
by the Norwegian state, it has already done the
groundwork of abstraction. By anticipating and naming
the various entities that may be impacted by its future
operations, it has also assembled the tactics for dealing
with them, whether through the form of the due
political process, through sidelining them (as marginal
or irrelevant) or through financial compensation. In this
way, it has already defined the scope of the real, and
the scope of anticipated harm. The logic of Norwegian
resource capitalism functions within the coordinates

of the modern contract. Hugo Reinert writes:

If extractive resource capitalism is a sort of ontological
machine — an engine that continuously remakes the world
and 1ts entities as already-given, in ways that facilitate
surplus value extraction — then it is all the more vital 1o
question the paradigms that subtend it and produce not
Just nonhuman life but also nonlife as domains of control,
use, modification, and productive investment."®

But what if harm exceeds the domain of an impact
assessment? Or more precisely, following Reinert’s
proposal to treat harm as a matter for ontological
exploration: “What beings exist, such that they
can be harmed?”"” And how might they make
themselves known?

14. SWECO 2016.

15. Richardson and Weszkalnys 2014, p. 6.

16. Hugo Reinert 2016, p. 96.

17, Ibid., p. 97.

O O
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Britt Kramvig has argued that in order to face global
warming and take on the responsibility that we as
humans have for the future of the planet, we could
learn from Arctic ontologies where people live with
the land, the animals, and other-than-human entities
that exceed the realm of what is publicly known."
Historically, the sicidi has had many roles, one of
them was to signal the way. Like cairns, they pointed
wayfarers in the right direction. But they were also,

as Kramvig and Verran point out, an institution of
moral governance, regulating human behavior through
protocols of fairness, politeness, honesty, and respect.”
Perhaps the interruptions of sieidi that unfold in
Finnmark today are particularly timely. If we see
these sieidi as cairns to navigate an uncertain future—
a future replete with unexpected twists and turns of
governance processes and environmental impact—then
perhaps we might create a broader base from which
to find a way. Situated between a troubled past and
an unknown future, the sieidi stories are broken,

their presence is hardly known, yet their unexpected
interruptions instigate calls for care and caution

in uncertain worlds.

18. Britt Kramvig 2015.

19. Britt Kramvig and Helen Verran 2020.
This text is a short version of an article previously printed in Polar
Record, January 2021, doi.org/10.1017/S00322474200004453.




"EUROPE
ON OUR
SHOULDERS

Kate Johanne Utsi

It is May and the reindeer herd has arrived at their
summer pastures at the tip of the Varanger peninsula
facing the Barents Sea, as far north and ecast as

you will ever get in mainland Norway. It has been
another challenging winter, with rains in the middle
of February, putting an ice crust on what should have
been powder snow. The ice makes it hard for the
reindeer to access their food. It is not the first time

it has rained in February but these days it happens
more often.

My name is Kate Johanne Utsi and I belong to

a family of Sdmi reindeer herders. My ancestors

have survived in these harsh and barren lands for
centuries with the help of the reindeer and their
ability to cope in extreme conditions. The Sdmi are
closely connected to the reindeer and have, over time,
adapted a lifestyle that follows the seasonal migrations
of the deer, from coast to inland. Our language,
knowledge, the joik (traditional Sdmi songs), and our
values are closely tied to the reindeer and the nature
we surround ourselves with.

The Sami are the only indigenous people of Europe.
We populate the north of Norway, Sweden, Finland,
and Russia. Indigenous people across the world have
been, and are still, subjected to the harsh measures
of assimilation and colonization.

My family was subjected to severe measures of
Norwegianization. My grandfather and grandmother
were both Sdmi growing up with Saami as their
primary language. My grandfather spoke poor
Norwegian his whole life. Still, they never taught their
nine children to speak Saami. My father was the only
one who taught himself the Saami language. He was
also the only one who followed in the footsteps of my
grandfather and became a reindeer herder. He learned
Saami through his work with the deer. Unfortunately,
he did not see the point in teaching his children Saami,
so my sister and | were brought up without Saami as
our home language. | do not speak Saami; my sister
learned it as an adult. | have 23 cousins on my father’s
side; not one speaks Saami. Over the course of one
generation, we lost our language. Today, only two

of my grandparents’ decedents speak Saami. It could
have been close to a hundred. It hurts to think about.
My grandmother said that her children would learn
Norwegian and “become something”. Her experiences
as a Sdmi person in post-war Norway led us to be
deprived of a large part of our identity.

O O

There are similar stories in many other families
where | am from—family members who assume
the reindeer responsibilities speak Saami while
others never learn the language. Reindeer herding
was, and still is, an incredibly important part of the
Sdmi identity and knowledge. Reindeer herding has
helped preserve the Sdmi heritage, while coastal
communities and Sdmi people not involved in
reindeer herding have lost so much.

These days, reindeer herding is under immense
pressure from green industry. Europe needs power and
minerals to replace oil and gas with renewable energy
sources. There are now two wind turbines on our
summer pastures. We experience a distinct negative
impact from the turbines; the deer avoid these areas by
up to 10-14 km. This causes the reindeer to frequent
other grasslands, more often causing them to get worn
down and deteriorate. The first wind turbines arrived
ten years ago and three years later we found out that
the quartz mine, also on our summer pastures,

was about to expand.

This was frightening news. The plan presented to

us demonstrated a mine that would expand by eight
times its original size. The mine had been operating
for nearly 50 years. Most of the activity had been
toward the sea-side with little disturbance to our
reindeer activities. Now it was about to expand inland
across important grasslands and gathering areas for the
reindeer. The mine would also cut across important
migratory routes.

This became the start of a harrowing and complicated
process for the whole district. The mine is located

on my homeland. My father and his siblings grew up
here and many relatives work in the mine. Obviously,
this would cause challenges both within the family
and with the local environment. We had no idea that
mining company Elkem would be involved in raising
the stakes on such a sensitive issue. I had imagined
they would take strict measures on what was being
communicated by their people and that they would
make sure to listen to the reindeer herders and keep us
well informed throughout the process.

Instead, we felt that Elkem used the already existing
conflict between reindeer herders and those who

think that we have too much power when it comes

to development issues and other land disputes. Many
think that reindeer herding is stifling development and
job creation in the Finnmark county. It has always been
like that; I remember it going on when I was a child as
well. This is not a conflict that has slowed down with
the green transition.

I think that much of this clash stems from the
Norwegianization process. So many people in
Finnmark have lost their identity and feel unfairly
treated compared to ‘real’ Sdmi. This must be a
painful experience and it is a perfect breeding ground
to divide us.

O

We attack each other instead of standing

united, favoring the developers. In that way,

the Norwegianization continues to this day.

It is painful to think that reindeer herding, such

an important carrier of Sdmi culture, is causing

even more conflict within the Sdmi population.

We have been in negotiations with Elkem for seven
years now and it has been a steep learning curve.
Elkem is a multinational corporation with billions

of Norwegian kroner in revenue. It is not easy to go O
up against such a powerful machine. Throughout,
we have felt mistrusted, sidelined, and manipulated,
but we refuse to be subdued. We are now in
negotiations over a much smaller area that would not
cut across the migratory routes, but we know that

in a few years Elkem will apply to expand beyond
the planned area. But the migration routes belong

to the reindeer; they have walked these trails for
centuries. We cannot destroy them—not for anyone
or anything. These are sacred paths.

O

O O
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