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“Voicing” Earth. Extractivism in Portugal and the 
ambivalence of ecological transition
Giada F. P. Coleandro, Luca Onesti, Giorgio Pirina1

Abstract

The ecological crisis has led to the creation of policies and strategies 
in the EU that aim to oppose climate change and foster the ecological 
transition. However, this transition relies on the use of critical resources 
like lithium, whose extraction process adversely impacts both the environ-
ment and human health. Investigating the contradictory outcomes of a top-
down transition by considering the divergent ideas about socio-economic 
development among local communities, mining companies, national, and 
supra-national authorities could encourage alternative paths towards eco-
logical transition. This paper, through a sociological perspective, explores 
these controversies focusing on the Portuguese case. Finally, drawing on 
post-extractivist and eco-feminist perspectives, the authors propose the 
expression voicing Earth to construct a counter-narrative that seeks to sha-
pe a transition from below, based on a possible alliance between producti-
ve and reproductive activities.
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Riassunto

La crisi ecologica ha portato alla creazione di politiche e strategie 
nell’UE che mirano a combattere il cambiamento climatico e a favorire 
la transizione ecologica. Tuttavia, questa transizione si basa sull’uso di 
risorse critiche come il litio, il cui processo di estrazione ha un impat-
to negativo sia sull’ambiente che sulla salute umana. Indagare i risultati 
contraddittori di una transizione dall’alto verso il basso, considerando le 
idee divergenti sullo sviluppo socio-economico delle comunità locali, del-
le compagnie minerarie, delle autorità nazionali e sovranazionali, potreb-
be incoraggiare percorsi alternativi verso la transizione ecologica. Questo 
articolo, attraverso una prospettiva sociologica, esplora queste controver-
sie concentrandosi sul caso portoghese. Infine, attingendo a prospettive 
post-estrattiviste ed eco-femministe, viene proposta l’espressione voicing 
Earth per costruire una contro-narrazione che cerchi di dare forma a una 
transizione dal basso, basata su una possibile alleanza tra attività produt-
tive e riproduttive.

Parole chiave: Transizione energetica, litio, estrattivismo verde, Portogal-
lo, voicing Earth, estrazione mineraria.

	n 1. Introduction

According to the European Union’s green growth strategy, digitalisation 
processes and the production of green technologies are set to increase. Howe-
ver, these processes require enormous amounts of resources, leading to an 
exponential growth in extractive practices. Among these so-called critical 
resources there is lithium, which has been considered in the public debate 
as white gold to highlight its relevance in the current social, economic and 
ecological conjuncture.

This contribution examines the governance of resource extraction, con-
sidering both its material and symbolic dimensions (Voskoboynik and An-
dreucci, 2022). The discursive strategy that underlies the argument justifying 
the extraction of lithium on the grounds of promoting the market for green 
mobility enables us to frame these processes as green extractivism. The term 
extractivism has traditionally been defined by Alberto Acosta as «those acti-
vities that remove large volumes of natural resources that are not (or only to a 
limited extent) processed, mainly for export in response to demand from the 
core countries» (2011, p.109). The expression green extractivism thus serves 
to highlight that the green transition has become a justification for the lar-
ge-scale extraction of resources for green technologies. 

The present analysis is focused on the case of Portugal for two principal 
reasons. Firstly, in addition to its historical mining activities, Portugal is also 
becoming an important node in the global mining network due to its lithium 
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