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Abstract 


Context – Backed by global climate change mitigation efforts, the drive towards electromobility has 
 manifested  itself  in  a  rush  for  lithium,  a  mineral  crucial  for  battery  technologies.  In  the  so-called 


“Lithium Triangle” (Bolivia, Chile, Argentina), hopes of leveraging the region’s resource endowment 
 for economic development are complicated by an increasing awareness of lithium mining’s negative 
 ramifications, spurring protests by local Indigenous populations that are once again feeling by-passed 
 and threatened by extractive projects. 


Purpose  –  This  thesis  investigates  the  externalities  of  lithium  mining  projects  in  terms  of 
 environmental justice. The movement has been adapted by Latin American scholars, incorporating 
 Indigenous struggles and decolonial thinking, and thereby constitutes a particularly insightful tool. 


Methodology – A multiple case study including all three triangle states, both primary and secondary 
 data  collection  techniques  are  utilized  to  arrive  at  a  holistic  understanding  that  takes  into  account 
 structural and subjective factors. 


Findings – Fundamentally, the local impacts of lithium mining are found to be four-fold, affecting 
 environmental,  economic  and  sociocultural  aspects,  while  failing  to  uphold  the  special  rights  of 
 Indigenous peoples. In terms of environmental justice, though not in all cases, lithium mining in the 
 triangle states entails distributional, procedural and recognitional injustices, in addition to threatening 
 community  capabilities.  From  a  decolonial  perspective,  it  becomes  apparent  that  lithium  mining 
 under  the  current  neo-extractivist  rationale  is  neither  compatible  with  relational  ways  of  life  nor 
 contributes to plurality and the construction of otherness. 


Implications  –  The  relevance  of  this  study’s  findings  is  highly  dependent  on  the  audience’s 
 perspective,  but  overwhelmingly  point  to  a  need  for  action  regarding  extraction  technologies, 
 safeguarding human rights, and ultimately a change of course in climate strategy. 


Keywords  –  Lithium,  Environmental  Justice,  Indigenous  Peoples,  Human  Rights,  Transition, 
Electromobility, Decolonization, Bolivia, Chile, Argentina 
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Chapter I: Introduction 



I.1 General Context 


The  consequences  of  climate  change  arguably  pose  the  biggest  challenge  of  our  times  (McNutt, 
 2013). In response, governments around the world are joining forces to foster a “green transition”, 
 aiming to decarbonize our energy and transport sectors, our cities, and our daily  lives  (UNFCCC, 
 1997). On the road to sustainable transport, passenger electric vehicles (EVs) powered by lithium-ion 
 batteries (LIB) are a key driver, resulting in a global mining boom that has manifested lithium’s role 
 as  a  strategic  resource  (Kavanagh  et  al.,  2018).  Likewise,  global  production  capacity  for  LIBs  is 
 growing rapidly, exemplified by Tesla’s Gigafactory in Nevada (Bustos-Gallardo et al., 2021). The 
 soft-silvery metal is predominantly found below salt lakes in what is now known  as the “Lithium 
 Triangle”,  a  desert  area  at  the  trijunction  of  Bolivia,  Chile  and  Argentina  (Barandiarán,  2019). 


Lithium  offers  a  relatively  clean  slate,  seeking  to  break  with  the  region’s  history  of  particularly 
 polluting mining that has taken a devastating toll on both its people and its landscape  (Farthing & 


Fabricant,  2018).  In  addition  to  the  green  rhetoric,  the  international  press  has  painted  economic 
 development visions for the chronically underdeveloped region, with Forbes Magazine coining it the 


“Saudi Arabia of Lithium”  (2008). Albeit relatively scarcely populated, the “triangle” is home  to 
 several Indigenous populations with ancestral ties to the territory. Contrary to the favorable image of 
 lithium-powered EVs, local Indigenous communities have begun to mobilize against the mineral’s 
 exploitation, lamenting environmental degradation and irresponsible conduct by mining companies 
 with a disregard for human rights (Puente & Argento, 2015; Reuters, 2019a). 



I.2 Problem Statement 


Due to lithium’s abundance in the area, the “triangle” has become a real-life playing field of global 
climate change mitigation efforts, pointing to a disconnect between sustainability strategies agreed 
upon  by  international  policymakers  and  its  ramifications on  the  ground.  For  one,  the  various 
consequences of lithium mining are not very well understood at this point, and unknown to a large 
majority that sees EVs as a holistically beneficial solution. However, growing unrest and discontent 
among local Indigenous communities, coupled with a forecasted steep rise in lithium demand, call 
for close scrutiny. Matters are complicated further by the persisting marginalization of Indigenous 
populations in the Latin American context, with historical roots that date back to the colonial period 
(Álvarez & Coolsaet, 2020). 
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I.3 What has been done? 


Research interest on lithium mining has proliferated in recent years, with a range of studies focusing 
 on environmental (e.g. Bustos-Gallardo et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2019) and social (e.g. Agusdinata et 
 al., 2018; Egbue, 2012) issues in the triangle region. Furthermore, the political and legal dimensions 
 have been investigated (e.g. Abelvik-Lawson, 2019; Marchegiani et al., 2020; Rossi, 2019). These 
 studies have pointed to environmental externalities of lithium mining, as well as a general disregard 
 for the internationally and nationally recognized rights of local Indigenous communities by both state 
 and firm actors. While the presence of mining projects can mean additional sources of income and 
 improvements  in  local  infrastructure,  we  have  also  seen  social  ramifications  that  range  from 
 community division to the loss of livelihoods and cultural heritage. 



I.4 What is missing? 


Having  gained  a  basic  understanding  of  the  historic  circumstances  and  prevalent  issues  in  each 
 context, the environmental justice literature was identified as a particularly helpful tool for its bottom-
 up  and  people-centered  approach.  Publications  that  apply  this  perspective  to  lithium  mining  are 
 extremely few (Romero et al., 2012). Moreover, Latin American scholars have advanced the concept 
 past its initial emphasis on distribution, procedure and recognition, incorporating decolonial literature 
 with a strong base in regional Indigenous struggles (Rodriguez, 2021). At the time of this study, there 
 have been no decolonial perspectives on lithium mining published, to the best of my knowledge. 



I.5 Purpose of Study & Research Questions 


As a direct outcome of the above, this study aims to address the impacts of lithium mining operations 
in the “triangle” in terms of environmental justice, while also attempting to offer a perspective based 
on decolonization and Indigenous environmental justice. Incorporating all three “triangle” states, it 
looks at the current state of affairs on the Bolivian Salar de Uyuni, Chilean Salar de Atacama, and 
Argentine Salar de Olaroz and Salinas Grandes. Based on a combination of critical realist and social 
constructionist philosophical assumptions, it thereby seeks to lay bare both structural factors as well 
as the subjective realm, which are assumed to co-contribute to the observed issues. The findings are 
relevant for a diverse set of audiences, such as academics, policymakers, private companies, and civil 
society. 



(7)Accordingly, this thesis aims to answer the following two research questions: 


RQ 1: What are the impacts of lithium mining operations on Indigenous communities in the “Lithium 
 Triangle” in terms of the four tenets of Environmental Justice? 


RQ2: What is the outcome of assessing lithium mining operations in the “triangle states” from an 
 Indigenous and Decolonial Environmental Justice perspective? 



I.6 Overview of Thesis 


Having introduced the general topic and the research questions guiding this study, the remainder of 
 this thesis is organized as follows. Chapter II gives a broad overview of the background conditions, 
 starting with a brief historic account of Indigenous peoples in Latin America and the special rights 
 protecting them today. Subsequently, lithium’s role in the low-carbon transition is addressed, and the 
 so-called  “Lithium  Triangle”  is  presented  in  more  depth.  Finally,  the  problematic  nature  of 
 extractivism in the region and its impact on Indigenous peoples is explained, setting the stage for the 
 chosen theoretical model of environmental justice. Chapter III introduces the environmental justice 
 literature, starting with its initial emphasis on distribution, procedure and recognition. It then moves 
 on  to  a  reimagined  emphasis  on  community  capabilities  before  introducing  Latin  American 
 reconceptualizations  of  the  concept,  based  on  decolonization  and  Indigenous  epistemologies.  This 
 chapter also features a literature review on environmental justice applications, determining the current 
 state of research in the “Lithium Triangle”. Chapter IV presents the chosen methodology, a multiple 
 case  study,  while  also  developing  the  assessment  model  that  will  guide  the  following  chapters. 


Chapter  V  presents  findings  in  terms  of  the  various  externalities  of  lithium  mining  in  the  triangle 
states, grouped into environmental, economic, sociocultural and human rights impacts. Chapter VI 
then  discusses  these  impacts  and  how  they  relate  to  different  understandings  of  environmental 
(in)justice (distribution, procedure, recognition, capabilities) before offering a perspective based on 
decolonization  and  Indigenous  environmental  justice.  Chapter  VII  summarizes  the  thesis  by 
presenting conclusions and answering the research questions. A quick note on limitations precedes a 
section on implications for future research, as well as recommendations for different stakeholders. 
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Chapter II: Background 



II.1 Indigenous peoples in Latin America 


II.1.1 Definitions & Historical Struggle 


The term “Indigenous peoples” refers to a diverse group of peoples that is spread across the world, 
 generally defined as the descendants of those who inhabited a geographical region at the time when 
 people of different cultures or ethnic origins arrived (United Nations, n.d.-b). Other denominations 
 include Native populations, Aboriginal people, and First Nations. Due to the vast diversity of cultures 
 that classify as “Indigenous Peoples”, the United Nations has adopted an understanding of the term 
 based  on  self-identification  and  a  historical  continuity  with  pre-colonial  societies  (ibid.).  The 
 condition  as  non-dominant  sectors  of  society,  determined  to  preserve  ancestral  territories  and  an 
 ethnic  identity  as  a  basis  of  their  continued  existence  (Daes,  2008,  p.  9),  is  consistent  across 
 definitions,  pointing  to  an  inherent  struggle  that  has  characterized  Indigenous  societies  since  the 
 colonial period. 


In  this  regard,  the  case  of  Indigenous  peoples  in  Latin  America  is  a  tale  of  exploitation  and 
 subordination symbolic for this struggle. Characterized by slavery, exploitative labor systems like the 
 encomienda,  and  segregation  during  the  colonial  period,  discrimination  and  marginalization 
 continued  throughout  the  continent  after  independence,  reducing  the  Indigenous  population  to  a 
 fraction of what it was before the arrival of European settlers (Díaz Polanco, 1997). An exploitative 
 project of this magnitude has dire consequences on many levels; a 1957 survey found that four in five 
 Paraguayans thought that “Indians were animals”, irrespective of the fact that almost all Paraguayans 
 are of Indigenous descent (Galeano, 1973, p. 42). While a comprehensive account of the hardships 
 endured by the Latin  American Indigenous populations would go greatly beyond the scope of this 
 thesis as well as its purpose, it should be noted that it is argued to play a significant role to this day. 


In  this  regard,  Indigenous  communities  have  been  disproportionately  impacted  by  neoliberalism, 
 constituting the poorest and most politically disenfranchised groups in a struggle to remain engaged 
 in  traditional  productive  activities  (Wickstrom,  2008a).  In  response,  the  past  decades  have  seen  a 
 proliferation  of  Indigenous  rights  movements,  resulting  in  widespread  acknowledgements  of  the 
 pluralist make-up of most contemporary Latin American societies (Schlosberg & Carruthers, 2010). 


Indigenous  peoples  exhibit  a  distinctive  and  profound  relationship  with  their  lands,  territories  and 



(9)of  Indigenous  societies,  with  consequences  for  “social,  cultural,  spiritual,  economic  and  political 
 dimensions”  (Barelli,  2012,  p.  1).  Such  Indigenous cosmovisions  are  said  to  be  at  odds  with  the 
 contemporary  developmental  paradigm,  in  which  nature  often  takes  on  the  role  of  an  exploitable 
 resource  in  the  quest  for  never-ending  growth  (ibid.).  Moreover,  Indigenous  peoples  have  been 
 identified  among  the  most  vulnerable  human  communities  to  climate  change  (Sandoval-Rivera, 
 2020). This vulnerability has been attributed to the combination of Indigenous peoples’ dependence 
 upon and close relationship with the environment with a complex set of background injustices, such 
 as colonial practices of resource exploitation, relocation, land appropriation and persistent economic 
 exploitation (Figueroa, 2011). As a major instrument for confronting these issues, Indigenous rights 
 play a significant role as communities strive for the recognition of their identities, ways of life and 
 rights to traditional lands, territories and resources (United Nations, n.d.-b). 


II.1.2 Indigenous Rights 


The  special  rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples  are  recognized  by  a  number  of  international  as  well  as 
 national legal standards. Fundamentally, Indigenous peoples’ right to be different is protected by the 
 1948  Universal  Declaration  on  Human  Rights  (UDHR)  (Coolsaet  &  Néron,  2021).  More 
 specifically, the two most important international legal instruments concerning the special rights of 
 Indigenous Peoples are  the International Labor  Organization’s Convention No. 169 (ILO 169) 
 and  the UN  Declaration  on  the  Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples  (UNDRIP).  This  subsection  will 
 introduce both of these instruments before zooming in on national legislation in the triangle states. 


Here, the decision was made to focus on recognized international instruments, as these also form the 
 basis of any further tools of guiding nature, such as the UN Framework, UN Guiding Principles, or 
 OECD Guidelines. 


II.1.2.1 ILO 169 & UNDRIP 


ILO 169, drafted in 1989,  is the only international  instrument concerning Indigenous peoples that 
produces legally binding obligations and is still open to ratification (Barelli, 2012, p. 6). However, it 
has  been  argued  that  the  contribution  of  ILO  169  goes  well  beyond  the  ratifications,  having  been 
highly influential in the conception of other international human rights instruments and movements 
(ibid.). It guarantees “Indigenous and Tribal peoples” (ILO, 1989) the right to free, prior and informed 
consultation “in good faith” (ibid., Art. 6). While this was an important concept at the time and still 
carries weight in the present, it is important to note that ILO 169 does not grant Indigenous peoples 
the right of refusal on projects in their communities (Farthing & Fabricant, 2018). Nevertheless, it 



(10)posits that consultations should be conducted with a view to finding appropriate solutions, and that 
 Indigenous peoples should have a realistic chance of affecting the outcome (Barelli, 2012). 


Although international human rights treaties do not explicitly refer to FPIC (free, prior and informed 
 consent) or Indigenous rights, it has been argued that several UN bodies, namely the Committee on 
 the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
 as well as the Human Rights Committee, have continuously developed interpretations that link their 
 generic provisions to Indigenous peoples’ cultural  attachment to  their land (ibid.).  While this can 
 generally be seen as constructive, it also led to uncertainty about the exact legal obligations. 


UNDRIP, adopted in 2007, attempts to resolve this uncertainty. Importantly, as a UN declaration, it 
 does  so without  producing  legally  binding  obligations,  but  nevertheless  “represents  the  dynamic 
 development of international legal norms and reflect[s] the commitment of states to move in certain 
 directions”  (United  Nations,  n.d.-a),  carrying  moral  force.  UNDRIP’s  cornerstone  is  Article  3, 
 granting Indigenous peoples the right to self-determination concerning their political status as well as 
 economic, social and cultural development (UNDRIP, 2007). Furthermore, provisions are included 
 in regard to FPIC. However, there is still substantial discussion on whether or not UNDRIP grants 
 Indigenous peoples a definitive right to veto developmental projects on their land. In practice, the 
 Inter-American  Court  of  Human  Rights  has  adopted  a  flexible  approach,  meaning  that  while 
 Indigenous communities do not have a definitive right to veto, states are obliged to obtain consent 
 when a particular project is likely to have a serious impact on the cultures and lives of Indigenous 
 peoples (Barelli, 2012). 


II.1.2.2 National Legislation in Triangle States 
 II.1.2.2.1 Bolivia 


The  Andean  west  of  Bolivia  is  home  to  the  two  most  prevalent  Indigenous  ethnic  groups  of  the 
country, namely the Aymara and Quechua-speaking Indigenous peoples (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). On 
the national level, around half of the country’s population is made up of 36 recognized Indigenous 
ethnicities  (ibid.).  Nevertheless,  historically,  Bolivia  poses  no  exception  to  the  exploitation  of 
Indigenous  peoples,  who  were  completely  excluded  from  decision  making  until  after  the  1952 
revolution, when they were recognized simply as campesinos (Wickstrom, 2008a). During the 1990s, 
constitutional reforms included  the acknowledgement of the multicultural nature of the population 



(11)country  is  seen  as  one  of  the  nations  most  engaged  in  protecting  the  rights  of  Indigenous  peoples 
 (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). 


Bolivia  ratified  ILO  169  in  1991,  and  incorporated  UNDRIP  into  national  legislation  with  the 
 approval of Law No. 3760 in November 2007 (IWGIA, 2020). Moreover, Bolivia officially adopted 
 the status of a plurinational state in its reformed constitution in 2009, acknowledging, among other 
 rights, the territorial autonomy of Indigenous peoples (Rodríguez & Inturias, 2018). In this regard, 
 the city of Charagua has become  the country’s first Indigenous autonomous municipality in 2015 
 (Postero, 2015). Importantly, resources are recognized as the property of the Bolivian people by the 
 2009 constitution, formally guaranteeing consultation to communities before resources are exploited 
 in their territory (Hancock et al., 2018). Furthermore, the “sustainable use and development of natural 
 resources” is assured, which must be used to benefit the nation as a whole (Heredia et al., 2020, p. 


232;  Revette,  2017).  This  understanding  to  use  natural  resources  responsibly  is  argued  to  be  the 
 central  foundation  of  Bolivia’s  neoextractivist  policies,  confirming  the  sole  control  of  the  state 
 (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). Bolivia also became the first nation in world history to grant rights to nature 
 with  the  passing  of  the  Law  of  Mother  Earth  in  2012.  However,  critics  lament  that  a  lack  of 
 quantifiable targets impede application in any substantial way (Farthing & Fabricant, 2018). 


While Bolivia has arguably undertaken the most extensive measures in  terms of Indigenous rights, 
lithium mining is also central to Bolivian development visions. The inherent conflict present in this 
is  mirrored  by  the  opaque  legal  situation.  For  instance,  in  addition  to  extensive  legislation  on 
Indigenous rights and consultation regarding development projects, Bolivia also passed a mining law 
in 2014. This law provides a framework for consultations, which are to be done in a maximum of 
three  meetings  and  carried  out  in  the  place  closest  to  the  mining  location.  Importantly,  such 
consultation is not granted for projects in exploration or prospecting phases. Thus, the law is in breach 
of Bolivia’s own domestic UNDRIP law, according to which consultations require as many meetings 
as  necessary  in  a  location  that  is  convenient  for  community  members  to  attend  (Abelvik-Lawson, 
2019). Because of issues like this, experts have pointed to the populist character of the (on paper) 
advanced legal framework in the country, alluding to the disregard of Indigenous rights when these 
come into conflict with state interests (e.g. CEDLA, 2019). 
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Chile ratified ILO 169 in 2008 and voted in favor of UNDRIP in 2007. Additionally, Chile passed 
 Law  19,253,  also  known  as  the  “Indigenous  Law”  in  1993  for  the  promotion,  protection  and 
 development of Indigenous peoples. However, there have been calls for amendment of the Indigenous 
 law, as bringing it into line with the international standards mentioned above would require reform. 


This  has  not  yet  happened  (IWGIA,  2020).  Major  recent  developments  in  this  regard  include  the 
 constitutional reform process commenced in 2016 under then-president Michele Bachelet, of which 
 one element was to be Indigenous peoples’ consultation. With the election of neoliberal Sebastian 
 Piñera in 2018, this process has stalled, yielding no constitutional reform with regard to Indigenous 
 issues (ibid.). In fact, the Piñera administration proposed a number of measures to weaken the 1993 
 Indigenous  law,  which  were  in  clear  contradiction  of  ILO  169  and  UNDRIP,  despite  Chile’s 
 respective  ratification  and  assent.  Meanwhile,  there  have  been  continuous  issues  surrounding 
 consultation and consent with development projects on Indigenous territories (see chapter III). A new 
 opportunity is provided by the forthcoming rewriting of the Constitution, in which Indigenous peoples 
 were  granted  17  out  of  the  155  seats  (Reuters,  2020).  It  remains  to  be  seen  whether  this  will 
 materialize in significant advancements in regard to territorial and consultation rights. 


II.1.2.2.3 Argentina 


In modern-day Argentina, Indigenous peoples make up about 2% of the population, but most of the 
 Indigenous population is concentrated in the Andean north and Patagonian south (Abelvik-Lawson, 
 2019). Kolla, Atacama and Wichi peoples, among others, live in the province of Jujuy, which has the 
 highest concentration of Indigenous households in the country (ibid.). 


Indigenous peoples in Argentina hold a number of constitutional rights at the federal level as well as 
in several provincial states (IWGIA, 2020). Argentina ratified ILO 169 in 2000 and voted in favor of 
UNDRIP. There is some confusion in regard to land rights of Indigenous populations. While a 1994 
constitutional change paved the way for the conferment of land rights, this was not fully implemented, 
and  has  been  deemed  of  direct  significance  for  the  application  of  ILO  169  (more  on  this  later) 
(Marchegiani  et  al.,  2020).  While  the  incoming  administration  has  demonstrated  a  desire  to  grant 
Indigenous  peoples  collective  property  titles  to  their  land,  it  has  also  continuously  engaged  in  the 
promotion of extractive activities (IWGIA, 2020). 



(13)Meanwhile, the International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs has called for a need to debate the 
 continually postponed Argentine law on Indigenous communal ownership as envisaged by Article 75 
 of the constitution, as a necessary step for Indigenous peoples to overcome evictions, land claims, 
 and the advancement of neo-extractivist projects onto their territories (IWGIA, 2020). Currently, a 
 number of draft bills through which Indigenous communal ownership could be implemented are being 
 debated in Parliament, yet consensus is regarded as unlikely, since there is a clear conflict of interest 
 between allocating territory to Indigenous communities and economic benefits arising from extractive 
 projects (ibid.). 



II.2 Lithium 


II.2.1 General information 


Lithium is a soft-silvery metal with a low melting point and the lowest density of all metals (United 
 Nations,  2020).  It  does  not  occur  as  a  metal  in  nature,  but  always  bound  with  one  or  more  other 
 elements  or  compounds.  Total  world  resources  are  estimated  at  62  million  tons  (ibid.).  The  two 
 common  forms  of  exploitation  proven  economically  feasible  are  either  from  hard  rock  or  brine 
 deposits, with hard rock mining roughly twice as expensive as mining from brine. The latter is found 
 in  interior  saline  drainage  basins,  commonly  referred  to  as  salt  flats  or salars.  However,  not  all 
 lithium-containing  salars  are  economically  fit  for  exploitation,  as  lithium  concentration  varies 
 considerably. In an additional step, the mined concentrates are chemically treated in refineries, where 
 they are turned into lithium hydroxide or lithium carbonate. Lithium has long found application in 
 industries as diverse as aerospace, medicine, and ceramic manufacturing. However, demand is now 
 mainly driven by its use in rechargeable batteries, such as consumer electronic goods, but also high-
 power storage applications like batteries for electric vehicles (EVs) (IEA, 2021). 


II.2.2 Lithium’s role in the Low-Carbon Transition 


The global quest for sustainability in an effort to mitigate climate change has arguably become the 
most ubiquitous debate of our time. It features prominently in policy priority areas across the globe, 
with the scientific community overwhelmingly pointing towards the need to take measures now and 
further  strengthen  political  commitments  (Rockström  et  al.,  2017).  At  present,  global  efforts  are 
governed  by  the  2015  Paris  Agreement,  a  legally  binding  international  treaty  which  aims  to  keep 
temperatures at a maximum of 2 degrees above pre-industrial levels (UNFCCC, 2020). Meanwhile, 
estimates  of  the  weight  of  greenhouse  gas  (GHG)  emissions  from  transport  rise  continuously,  not 



(14)least due to increasing demand from developing and emerging economies (United Nations, 2020). At 
 this stage, emissions from transport are to be lowered by transitioning to EVs, which are argued to 
 have  the  potential  to  significantly  reduce  the  carbon  intensity  of  car  transport  (Agusdinata  et  al., 
 2018). In line with this, the UNFCCC has called for at least 20 per cent of all road transport vehicles 
 globally to be electrically driven by as soon as 2030 (2015). 


Fig. 1: Demand for lithium carbonate per subsector, comparison of 2012 to 2025 projections; 


the blue part concerns electric vehicles (Source: CEDLA, 2018) 


Accordingly, governments around the world are deploying policies to incentivize the production and 
purchase of EVs, as well as the development of charging infrastructure (United Nations, 2020). EVs 
will become the main driver of demand for lithium, as illustrated by figure  1, with global demand 
increasing by over 1000% until 2050 (BHRRC, 2020). As its extraction history is unknown among a 
broad public, lithium offers a “clean slate” in its communication as a green technology (Barandiarán, 
2019).  As  recent  as  2019,  three  chemists  were  awarded  the  Nobel  Prize  in  Chemistry  for  their 
contributions  in  developing  the  LIB  (NobelPrize.org,  2019),  further  underlining  the  international 
community’s  support  for  and  hope  in  the  technology.  Although  the  global  market  is  currently 
characterized by an oversupply,  experts  expect a supply crunch within the next decade due to  the 
projected  increase  in  demand  (Riofrancos,  2020).  This  in  turn  is  dependent  on  a  number  of  other 
factors, such as whether or not lithium will be recycled from discarded batteries. 



(15)II.2.3 The “Lithium Triangle” – Institutional Organization 


The  so-called Lithium  Triangle  is  a  geographical  area  at  the  trijunction  of  Bolivia,  Chile  and 
 Argentina. Together, the three states combine for well over 50 per cent (estimates vary substantially) 
 of  global  lithium  reserves,  representing  a  highly  valuable  resource  endowment  for  each  of  the 
 countries (United Nations, 2020). While Bolivia holds the single largest reserve of the world’s lithium 
 resources with the Salar de Uyuni, estimates on Bolivian lithium reserves vary significantly, and have 
 been subject to contestation because of their political weight in the country (Zuleta, 2020). Contained 
 in the form of brine, deposits in the triangle stand out both because of the abundance of lithium and 
 the relatively low cost of extraction  (Barandiarán, 2019). Importantly, each of  the three countries’ 


policies  and  idiosyncrasies  towards  mining,  and  lithium  in  particular,  completely  differs  from  the 
 others (Heredia et al., 2020). 


II.2.3.1 Bolivia 


From  a  foreign  investor’s  point  of  view,  Bolivia  arguably  exhibits  the  most  difficult  terrain  for 
 investments related to lithium mining. For one, lithium is considered a strategic resource, reserving 
 extraction,  industrialization  and  commercialization  rights  exclusively  to  the  state  (Heredia  et  al., 
 2020). Apart from this, there are several additional  hurdles to Bolivian lithium extraction, ranging 
 from  a  lack  of  infrastructure,  lower  concentrations  of  lithium  and  potassium  in  brine,  heavy 
 precipitation, weak rule of law, and a lack of legal  security  (CEDLA, 2018; Hancock et al., 2018; 


Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). The state’s reluctance to open up mining to foreign interests is arguably linked 
to the mining industry’s past in the country, and a desire to move away from exploitative extraction 
models.  For  example,  the  silver  mines  of  Potosí,  which  have  been  exploited  for  over  500  years, 
claimed around 8 million lives since their opening by Spanish colonizers, and are regarded as one of 
the deadliest atrocities in human history (Hancock et al., 2018). Experiences like this contribute to a 
political  sensitivity  around  lithium  mining,  and  serve  as  the  core  of  the  contemporary  Bolivian 
national imaginary, symbolized by the election of Evo Morales in 2005 (Revette, 2017). Morales is 
considered a revolutionary by many Bolivians, who has shifted the balance of power away from Euro-
descendent elites (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). 



(16)Figure 2: “New economic, social, communal and productive model” proposed by 
 MAS government (Source: Poveda, 2020)


Bolivia  is  determined  to  leverage  its  lithium  resources  for  domestic  economic  and  social 
 development, with a clear emphasis on state ownership (Barandiarán, 2019). The MAS government 
 (Movimiento al Socialismo) proposed a model to supersede the  historic  economic model based on 
 primary exports in favor of a “pluralization” of the economy. This model is in large parts based on 
 the  revenue  from  export  commodities  like  gas,  which  are  then  used  for  social  programs  and  the 
 diversification of other sectors (see figure 2). In the long term, lithium is supposed to replace the role 
 of gas in this model (Poveda, 2020). 


Declaring resource extraction in the Salar de Uyuni a national priority in 2008, the construction of a 
 pilot plant, as well as the establishment of what would later turn into the GNRE (Gerencia Nacional 
 de  Recursos  Evaporíticos)  was  agreed  upon  (CEDLA,  2014).  Initially  a  section  of  COMIBOL 
 (Corporación  Minera  de  Bolivia),  the  GNRE  was  superseded  by  YLB  (Yacimientos  de  Litio 
 Bolivianos) under the newly established Ministry of Energy in 2017 (YLB, 2020). YLB is the state 
 corporation in charge of developing lithium operations today. The lithium project was envisioned by 
 the  Morales  government  to  be  carried  out  in  three  phases  (CEDLA,  2014). Phase  I  concerned  the 
 production of 40 tons per month of lithium carbonate, as well as 1,000 tons per month of potassium 
 chloride, a marketable side product in the production process. This goal was supposed to be reached 
 by  means  of  two  pilot  plants  by  the  end  of  2011.  The  second  phase  envisioned  the  design  and 
 construction of several industrial plants, fully financed, operated and commercialized by  the state. 


Full operating capacity was to be attained by 2016. Finally, the third phase targeted the production of 



(17)According to a 2018 report, the initial pilot phase has not concluded yet, with a total sales volume of 
 24 tons of lithium carbonate at the time (CEDLA, 2018). Furthermore, there have been difficulties 
 regarding  quality,  as  sold  lithium  did  not  reach  purity  standards  needed  for  battery  production 
 (CEDLA,  2019).  Consequently,  it  can  be  said  that  the  three-phase-plan  did  not  materialize  as 
 envisioned.  Facing  a  lack  of  technological  infrastructure,  there  have  been  several  attempts  to 
 cooperate with foreign firms. As the state is committed to retain control of any project through a 51% 


stake,  this  has  proven  difficult,  with  “resource  nationalism”  posing  a  serious  concern  for  foreign 
 investors  (Lunde  Seefeldt,  2020).  Recently,  YLB  entered  into  an  agreement  with  German ACI 
 Systems  for  lithium  industrialization  in  the  Salar  de  Uyuni,  but  this  was  finally  repealed  by  the 
 Bolivian government after protests sparked in the city of Potosí (Heredia et al., 2020). As political 
 unrest  led  to  the  ousting  of  long-time  president  Evo  Morales  in  late  2019,  the  future  of  Bolivia’s 
 lithium became uncertain (Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). After an interim administration oversaw elections, 
 former minister of economy and public finance Luis Arce (MAS) won the presidency in late 2020. It 
 is expected that he will continue the industrialization strategy of seeking partnerships with foreign 
 firms, in which the Bolivian state will hold a majority stake (Poveda, 2020). Meanwhile, as low prices 
 put  an  economic  model  based  around  lithium  exports  in  jeopardy,  critics  additionally  point  to  a 
 deepening of the primary export model over the last decade (ibid.). 


II.2.3.2 Chile 


Lithium production in Latin America began in Chile and Argentina, with mining of mineral-rich salt 
 flats in the triangle region starting in the 1980s (Barandiarán, 2019). Chile has been dominating the 
 South American lithium market, accounting for about 40% of global production. This is partly due to 
 its  favorable  circumstances  both  for  extraction  and  commercialization,  a  desert  high  up  in  the 
 mountains with little rainfall and relative proximity to ports  (Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). Nevertheless, 
 another crucial factor is the country’s investment climate (Rossi, 2019). 


While  most  resources  are  privately  owned  in  Chile,  lithium  presents  somewhat  of  a  special  case, 
 deemed  a  strategic  resource  by  a  1979  decree  (Barandiarán,  2019;  Lunde  Seefeldt,  2020). 


Theoretically, this means that it is non-susceptible to mining concessions, but exceptions have been 
made  for  the  Atacama  region  (Heredia  et  al.,  2020).  Here,  Chile’s  lithium  model  involves  direct 
partnerships with Codelco (Corporación Nacional del Cobre), the state mining company, as well as 
Corfo  (Corporación  de  Fomento  de  la  Producción  de  Chile),  the  national  economic  development 
agency  (Lunde  Seefeldt,  2020).  In  this  regard,  licenses  can  be  granted  for  either  exploration  or 



(18)extraction.  For  decades,  the  Chilean  state  has  given  such  extracting  licenses  to  two  firms:  SQM 
 (Sociedad Química y Minera de Chile) and American firm Rockwood Lithium, which was acquired 
 by Albemarle in 2015 (Albemarle, 2014; Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). Figure 3 shows the mining locations 
 of both firms in the Salar de Atacama, as well as a number of nearby communities. Further exploring 
 and  extracting  licenses  were  granted  to  other  foreign  companies  (Balch,  2020),  and  contract 
 extensions  were  given  to  SQM  and  Albemarle  through  2030  and  2044,  respectively,  signaling  a 
 potential expansion of the lithium industry that still operates under the limits of a declared strategic 
 resource (Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). This thesis will focus on the operations of SQM and Albemarle, the 
 only industrial-scale exploitation projects in the country. 


Figure 3: The Antofagasta region, showing the extraction sites of SQM and Rockwood 
 (now Albemarle) in the Salar de Atacama (Source: Babidge & Bolados, 2018) 


Chile’s relatively favorable investment climate is built on several controversial policy circumstances, 
such as those in relation to water and land. In this regard, the country’s military dictatorship under 
Augusto Pinochet enacted a Water Code in 1981, which led to the commodification and privatization 
of water resources in a free market without state intervention (Romero et al., 2012). Water licenses 
were  both  legally  and  illegally  claimed  by  private  companies,  with  large  negative  effects  on 
landscapes and local communities (ibid.). Finally, it is important to acknowledge the role the highly 



(19)centralized organization of  the Chilean state plays,  as contracts are negotiated between  companies 
 and the national government, without direct involvement of regional administrations (ibid.). 


II.2.3.3 Argentina 


Other salars producing battery grade lithium are located in Argentina, primarily Hombre Muerto and 
 Olaroz-Cauchari (Heredia et al., 2020). For this thesis, I will focus on the proceedings surrounding 
 the Olaroz-Cauchari and Salinas Grandes salt flats, as they provide especially interesting cases for 
 analyzing  participation,  recognition,  and  Indigenous  mobilization.  Figure  4  shows  the  location  of 
 these, as well as a number of surrounding communities. 


Figure 4: Map showing the Olaroz-Cauchari and Salinas Grandes salt flats in the 
 Argentine province of Jujuy (Source: Abelvik-Lawson, 2019) 


The general legal framework surrounding Argentine lithium exploitation is affected by the country’s 
federal organization, as regulations and policies concerning mining vary between provinces (Lunde 
Seefeldt, 2020). For instance, significant lithium reserves are located in the provinces of Jujuy and 
Salta.  Jujuy  has  declared  lithium  a  strategic  mineral,  which  entails  special  procedures  like  the 
UGAMP  (Unidad  de  Gestion  Ambiental  Mineral  Provincial),  a  meeting  that  grants  participation 
rights  to  a  variety  of  stakeholders  (Heredia  et  al.,  2020;  Lunde  Seefeldt,  2020).  Furthermore, 
environmental  impact  assessments  (EIAs)  must  be  carried  out  whenever  any  activity  may  have 



(20)significant  impacts  on  the  environment  or  local  population’s  quality  of  life,  with  detailed 
 requirements found at the provincial level (Marchegiani et al., 2020). 


Another important factor are national regulations regarding foreign investment, conditioned by the 
 current government’s political orientation. The Kirchner administrations, first Néstor and  later his 
 wife  Cristina  Fernández  de  Kirchner,  who  governed  the  country  from  2003  to  2015,  employed 
 policies ranging from export taxes to import controls. After the election of neoliberal Macri in 2015, 
 many  of  these  policies  were  overturned,  which  manifested  in  a  sixty  per  cent  increase  in  lithium 
 production and a tenfold increase in lithium investments (Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). In fact, Argentina 
 has received more lithium-related investment than Chile or Bolivia since the election of Macri (ibid.). 


The strategy has been to partner with large foreign  companies to boost extraction and production, 
 leading to a proliferation of players becoming active in Argentina. On the Olaroz-Cauchari salt flat, 
 important firms include  Sales de Jujuy and Minera  Exar. However,  aggressive foreign investment 
 initiatives have also led to widespread social protest throughout the country, which observers have 
 ascribed to a persistent disconnect between the Argentine state and populi (Rossi, 2019). In October 
 2019,  Alberto  Fernández  won  the  presidency  with  running  mate  Cristina  Fernández  de  Kircher 
 (Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). 



II.3 Extractivism and Indigenous Peoples 


II.3.1 Extractivism and Development in the Region 


The  concept  of  extractivism  in  the  region  traces  back  to  the  conquest  and  colonization  of  Latin 
America at the dawn of European capitalism (Svampa, 2019). As described by Eduardo Galeano in 
his  seminal  book Open  Veins  of  Latin  America  (1973),  the  colonies’  economic  structure  was 
centralized around the export sector, where profit and power were concentrated. A region historically 
tied  to  and  heavily  dependent  on  extractive  industries,  the  early  2000s  saw  a  widespread  rise  of 
progressive governments throughout the continent, promising a social turn by leveraging a price spike 
of commodities abundant on the continent (Farthing & Fabricant, 2018). The previously mentioned 
Morales  government  in  Bolivia,  as  well  as  the  sequential  Kirchner  administrations  in  Argentina 
belong to this so-called “pink tide”. In Chile, Largos (2000-2006) and Bachelet (2006-2010; 2014-
2018)  can  be  associated  with  the  movement.  As  a  result  of  this  commodity  boom,  pink  tide 
governments  granted  state-led  extractivism  a  central  role  in  economic  strategies.  While  public 



(21)dependence on a few volatile commodities (Farthing & Fabricant, 2018). For instance, as gas prices 
 fell, the repercussions were immediately felt throughout Bolivian society (Poveda, 2020). 


The new wave of extractivism at the beginning of the 21st century is argued to have taken on new 
 dimensions, both in scale and scope, as well as in terms of political and symbolic aspects, and was 
 subsequently coined neo-extractivism (Svampa, 2019). In this regard,  the political turn away  from 
 neoliberalism  and towards  neo-extractivism,  based  on  the  large-scale  export  of  primary  goods, 
 economic  growth  and  the  expansion  of  consumption,  signaled  the  passage  of  the  Washington 
 Consensus in favor of a “Commodities Consensus” on the continent (Svampa, 2013). Although right 
 wing  administrations  have  returned  in  full  force  throughout  many  parts  of  the  region,  it  has  been 
 argued  that  there  has  actually  been  “very  little  difference  between  conservative  and  progressive 
 governments in relation to extractivism over the past 15 years” (Farthing & Fabricant, 2018, p. 8). 


Accordingly, lithium extraction is envisioned  as a central avenue by all three triangle states in the 
 present, even as political orientation between them differs significantly (Rossi, 2019). 


II.3.2 Indigenous Peoples and Lithium Mining 


Indigenous  territories  cover  approximately  24%  of  the  land  worldwide,  but  contain  80%  of  the 
 world’s biodiversity (Yap & Watene, 2019). The “misfortune” is that Indigenous lands also host a 
 number  of  natural  resources  vital  for  the  functioning  of our  contemporary  societies  and  market 
 systems.  As  a  result,  Indigenous  communities  have  repeatedly  had  to  face  large-scale  mining, 
 agricultural and development projects on their territories, which has in turn led to a myriad of conflicts 
 across the planet (Schlosberg & Carruthers, 2010). It is important to consider that in all three country 
 contexts (pre-MAS Bolivia), government institutions and corporate actors have been dominated by 
 criollo elites (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). The case of lithium mining, therefore, has an all-too-familiar 
 ring  to  it,  in  essence  another  conflict  between  Indigenous  peoples  and  extractive  industries.  The 
 paradox in this case is that mining operations can point to an international discourse of climate change 
 mitigation, with inherent sentiments of social justice. 


The “Lithium Triangle” is among the poorest regions in all three country contexts (Hancock et al., 
2018; Heredia et al., 2020). As access to basic standards of living is not guaranteed throughout the 
rural and remote areas, human rights issues tend to become more tangible in such situations (Heredia 
et al., 2020). As such, the presence of mining activities in the area has raised a number of concerns 
ranging from the environmental to the social sphere, which are analyzed in this thesis. Consequently, 
the  presence  of  lithium  mining  projects  in  Indigenous  territories  raises  questions  about  their 



(22)legitimacy,  environmental  sustainability,  inclusiveness,  the  distribution  of  benefits,  and  the  wider 
patterns  of  marginalization  that  are  reflected  in  these  conflicts.  Against  this  background,  the 
environmental justice literature is identified as a particularly useful tool. 



(23)
Chapter III: Theoretical Framework – Environmental Justice 


Originating  from  a  dispute  over  a  toxic  waste  landfill  siting  decision  in  an  African  American 
 community in 1982, environmental justice (EJ) evolved into a larger scale movement that has found 
 application in a wide variety of national contexts and industries, as well as strong resonance in the 
 activist, academic and political world (Murdock, 2021). EJ grew out of an increasing awareness of 
 the unequal distribution of environmental degradation along class, racial, cultural and gender divides 
 (Álvarez  &  Coolsaet,  2020).  The  movement  derives  its  potency  from  recognizing  that  social  and 
 environmental  issues  are  inseparable,  co-causally  related,  and  always  in  a  context  that  requires 
 political interpretation (Figueroa, 2011). Simply put, the concept of EJ is able to frame social issues 
 as environmental issues (ibid.). 


In  its  now  nearly  forty  years  of  existence,  EJ  has  evolved  significantly  and  has  been  subject  to 
 reconceptualization  and  ongoing  development.  In  the  following,  this  progress  is  laid  out.  I  should 
 note that what is provided here is a description of the chronological evolution of the concept from a 
 theoretical stance, acknowledging calls to approach EJ not only as a concept stemming from a U.S. 


movement that has migrated abroad, but one that should be seen within its particular geographical, 
 social and political context  (Carruthers, 2008b). In  other words, EJ  “exceeds both chronologically 
 and ideologically the timescape and temporal origin of the term itself” (Murdock, 2021, p. 6). The 
 story  that  such  movements  originated  in  the  industrialized  North  is  likely  to  stem  from  who  the 
 storyteller is, disregarding that similar mobilizations have appeared in their own forms long before a 
 particular concept was coined by academia (Carruthers, 2008b). Keeping this in mind, I will give an 
 account of EJ’s theoretical origins before moving on to reconceptualized versions of the concept that 
 are specifically relevant to Indigenous struggles in the Latin American context. 



III.1 Distribution, Procedure, Recognition 


At  its  outset  in  the  United  States,  EJ  focused  on  how  harm  and  benefits  are  distributed  and 
experienced, based on lived experience (Kaswan, 2021). In particular, race was found to be the most 
important variable for hazardous waste facilities and uncontrolled toxic waste sites being placed in 
particular  communities  (Murdock,  2021).  These  communities  were  disproportionally  experiencing 
the negative externalities of such facilities, without having contributed to the caused pollution in a 
corresponding proportion. The resulting initial dimension of EJ, distributive justice, thus focuses on 
the  fair  distribution  of  environmental  costs  and  benefits,  the  allocation  of  material  goods,  such  as 



(24)resources, income, and wealth, or on the distribution of social standing (Menton et al., 2020, p. 1624). 


Importantly, the focus is on both costs and benefits. Distributive injustices can occur irrespective of 
 intent (ibid.). It should further be acknowledged that the focus on disproportionate harms or benefits 
 leaves room for interpretation, and therefore has provoked discussions about utilitarianism, equality, 
 as well as deviations from strict equality (see e.g. Kaswan, 2021). 


EJ thinking has since moved past its initial focus on distributional inequalities and incorporated other 
 pillars  to  deliver  a  more  holistic  approach.  In  this  regard,  Schlosberg’s  work  was  particularly 
 instrumental in developing an integrated framework. Based on different conceptualizations of justice, 
 such  as  Fraser’s  (2007)  three-dimensional  approach,  as  well  as  an  examination  of  different  EJ 
 movements throughout the world, Schlosberg (2004) established what would become the three tenets 
 of EJ, adding concerns about procedure and recognition.  Thereby, demands for the recognition of 
 cultural identity and for full democratic rights are argued to be integral parts of justice, and cannot be 
 separated from distributional issues (Schlosberg, 2004). 


Procedural justice, thus, is concerned with the ability of certain groups to participate in and influence 
decision-making  processes  (Marion  Suiseeya,  2021).  Historically,  decisions  that  transform  the 
environment  have  most  commonly  been  made  by  actors  who  enjoy  the  benefits  rather  than  the 
burdens  of  such  decisions  (Menton  et  al.,  2020).  Central  to  the  pillar  of  procedural  justice  is  the 
conviction that impacted communities should have a say in decisions about activities with significant 
human  welfare  effects  (ibid.).  While  in  Europe,  public  participation  in  environmental  decisions  is 
regulated by the 1998 Aarhus Convention (European Commission, n.d.), Indigenous peoples in the 
triangle states are protected by ILO 169 and related instruments, as laid out in chapter II. It should be 
noted  that  procedural  justice  may  not  always  lead  to  better  environmental  outcomes  (Marion 
Suiseeya,  2021).  Power  dynamics  play  an  essential  role  in  procedural  justice  concerns,  as 
asymmetries in power are seen to be at the root of environmental injustices (ibid.). In the case at hand, 
there  are  substantial  power  asymmetries  between  Indigenous  communities  and  the  multinational 
corporations and state enterprises behind lithium mining projects (chapters V & VI). Scholars have 
linked marginalization in decision-making processes to an underlying institutionalization of patterns 
of  disrespect  and  disesteem  (Menton  et  al.,  2020).  In  consequence,  approaches  to  EJ  based  on 
procedural justice aim to address the political displacement of affected communities, which can have 
social, economic, and environmental consequences (Marion Suiseeya, 2021). 



(25)Finally, recognitional  justice  is  concerned  with  “the  way  in  which  we  accommodate  and  respect 
 different  people,  their  cultural  practices,  their  identities  and  their  knowledge  systems,  but  is  also 
 relevant  to  issues  of  self-respect  and  self-worth”  (Coolsaet  &  Néron,  2021,  p.  52).  Recognitional 
 justice  defines  the  conditions  of  a  just  society  in  terms  of  recognizing  the  personal  dignity  of  all 
 individuals (Menton et al., 2020). However, recognition not only refers to individual rights to self-
 recognition and self-determination as protected by the UDHR, but also to the recognition of collective 
 identities,  including  environmental  concerns  (Coolsaet  &  Néron,  2021;  Menton  et  al.,  2020). 


Environmental policies are generally driven by culturally specific ideas of what ought to be protected. 


In other words, meanings and values assigned to nature are always culturally defined  (Coolsaet & 


Néron, 2021). If this is driven by dominant worldviews without taking  into  account the meanings 
 assigned to the environment by local populations, recognitional injustices arise. Coolsaet & Nerón 
 (2021)  have  identified  two  opposing  ways  in  which  recognitional  injustices  have  played  out 
 historically. For one, people who should be treated equally have been treated differently in a systemic 
 way, resulting in the particular injustice. Secondly, the differences of some people have been rendered 
 invisible, as supposedly universal solutions are applied in the name of the environment. As is argued 
 later on, both of these play a role in the examined cases of lithium mining, as Indigenous communities 
 struggle to access participation rights guaranteed by national and international legislation, with direct 
 implications on a deeper, territorial struggle for cultural preservation. 



III.2 Capabilities Justice 


Established  shortly  after  and  now  commonly  recognized  as  the  fourth  tenet  of  EJ,  the  capability-
 approach conceptualizes well-being in terms of people’s capabilities, and thereby provides a way of 
 understanding harm, as well as why that harm is unjust  (Holland, 2021). Schlosberg & Carruthers 
 (2010)  base  their  model  on  the  work  of  Amartya  Sen  and  Martha  Nussbaum  (2006),  who  have 
 developed theories on the capacities necessary for people to function fully in the lives they choose 
 for  themselves.  Well-being  in  this  context  has  a  multi-dimensional  definition,  encompassing  “the 
 multiple  worthwhile  goals  and  achievements  a  person  is  capable  of”  (Holland,  2021,  p.  66). 


Ecosystems  highly  influence  human  capabilities,  as  they  directly  provide  resources  and  so-called 
 ecosystem  services,  broadly  defined  as  the  benefits  that  people  get  from  the  environment. 


Consequently, they play an important role in the realization of people’s lives, and any damage done 
to  ecosystems  will  have  direct  repercussions  on  the  capabilities  of  people  that  depend  on  them 
(Holland, 2021). 



(26)Capabilities justice, therefore, is concerned with the protection of the ecosystem services necessary 
 for  enabling  people  to  live  their  lives  in  accordance  with  established  capability  theories.  The 
 capability approach is able to “simultaneously address a number of related and interconnected issues, 
 such  as  inequality,  cultural  disrespect,  and  participatory  and  democratic  rights”  (Schlosberg  & 


Carruthers, 2010, p. 17). Schlosberg & Carruthers have argued for application at the community level, 
 especially for Indigenous struggles in both the Global North and South  (2010). In accordance, the 
 fight for autonomy, land, respect, or political voice by Indigenous activists can be classified as a fight 
 for the capabilities necessary for their communities to function fully (ibid., p. 18). 



III.3 Indigenous & Decolonial Environmental Justice 


This  section  concerns  two  closely  related  approaches  to  EJ,  namely  Indigenous  EJ  and  Latin 
 American Decolonial EJ. In Indigenous EJ, ideas like kinship and reciprocity, which constitute one 
 facet  of  how  some  Indigenous  peoples  understand  their  connections  to  non-humans  and  the 
 environment, play a key role (Whyte, 2021). Kinship concerns the qualities of certain relationships, 
 among  which  reciprocity  is  one  such  quality  (ibid.).  This  is  fundamental  in  conceptualizing 
 Indigenous peoples’ connection to the environment, understood as relationships of reciprocity with 
 surrounding ecosystems, with consequences for what constitutes justice in this context. The so-called 
 living world is understood primarily as a set of relationships from which certain responsibilities arise, 
 a  stark  contrast  to  Western  perceptions  of  seeing  the  environment  as  a  collection  of  exploitable 
 resources  (ibid.).  What  follows  is  an  understanding  of  environmental  injustices  as  an  “assault  on 
 kinship relations”, as reciprocal relationships with the environment are seriously disturbed (ibid., p. 


270). Indigenous EJ sees capitalism, colonialism, and industrialization as facilitating disruptions of 
 kinship, and proposes that solutions must actively support kinship relations (ibid.). 


Closely related, the EJ movement in Latin America proposes that the “battle of indigenous peoples 
 […] is [less] for the re-distribution of harms and benefits in the use of the environment, […][but][…] 


for the right to live well,  in accordance with  their own identities, cultural imaginings and ways of 
knowing the world” (Rodriguez, 2021, p. 87). Here, environmental concerns are embedded in social 
justice  struggles  (Carruthers,  2008b),  closely  aligning  movements  for  greater  EJ  to  decolonial 
thinking  (Rodriguez,  2021).  Decolonial  theory  establishes  a  difference  between  colonialism  and 
coloniality,  and explains social and  environmental injustices as arising from the persistence of the 
latter (Álvarez & Coolsaet, 2020; Rodríguez & Inturias, 2018). Coloniality refers to the diversity of 



(27)contemporary, post-colonial societies (Álvarez & Coolsaet, 2020; Quijano, 2000). Instead of arguing 
 for abstract forms of marginalization that bear similarities to the colonial period, this stream of writers 
 argues for the real presence and continuity of the “Colony in the Republic”, though with dynamism 
 and historicity (Fernández, 2018, p. 200).  The hierarchical oppression in coloniality is  maintained 
 through mechanisms operating at three levels, namely power, knowledge, and the self (or ways of 
 being)  (Rodriguez,  2021).  Decoloniality,  then,  refers  to  efforts  of  breaking  these  hierarchies  of 
 difference, “re-humanizing” communities (Álvarez & Coolsaet, 2020, p. 53). Decolonial theory was 
 first incorporated into the regional EJ literature by Escobar, Leff, and others (Rodríguez & Inturias, 
 2018). According to Escobar, theory  is always place-bound (2008); Latin American decolonial EJ 
 can  thus  be  understood  as  a  direct  response  to  the  unique  conditions  prevalent  in  the  region.  The 
 resulting  battle  for  EJ  from  a  decolonial  perspective  amounts  to  a  politics  of  difference,  moving 
 beyond the mere search for inclusion in dominant world systems toward a genuine construction of 
 otherness (Rodriguez, 2021). 


Incorporated in EJ, it has implications for the previously introduced tenets. For instance, a fair and 
 equitable distribution of environmental benefits or harms can face two problems: (1) a misrecognition 
 of  other  ways  of  life  incompatible  with  capitalist  modes  of  production  and  anthropogenic 
 understandings of justice, and (2) a disregard for the fact that even the requests of minority groups 
 may be the expression of desires captured by coloniality (Álvarez & Coolsaet, 2020). While there is 
 a close tie between Indigenous struggles and community capabilities, the Latin American decolonial 
 EJ movement aims to push the boundaries further, positioning the struggle within a wider context of 
 anti-modernity and self-determination (Rodríguez & Inturias, 2018). 



III.4 Justification 


Parallel to the substantive and theoretical development of EJ, there has been a proliferation of other 
concepts  that  focus  on  similar  issues  through  different  approaches,  e.g.  ecological  justice,  climate 
justice  and  energy  justice.  While  there  are  clear  areas  of  overlap,  this  has  also  led  to  competition 
among  the  different  concepts.  For  instance,  there  have  been  calls  to  abandon  environmental  and 
climate justice in favor of energy justice, which is argued to be more strategically impactful (Jenkins, 
2018). EJ, in turn, is criticized for failing to have a pervasive impact beyond the activist level, being 
US-centric, and due to its increasingly multi-faceted and dynamic nature, for lacking content that can 
be readily applied in the policy area (ibid.). Others, again, have called for the three movements to 
integrate  in  a  new  framework,  namely  that  of  a  “just  transition”,  based  on  the  three  tenets  of 



(28)distribution,  procedure  and  restoration  (McCauley  &  Heffron,  2018).  While  I  acknowledge  these 
 criticisms, I argue that EJ still constitutes the most useful theoretical approach for the case at hand, 
 due  to  the  organic  emergence  of  Latin  American  EJ  in  connection  with  Indigenous  struggles  in  a 
 postcolonial  context,  enabling  it  to  capture  factors  that  other  concepts  are  bound  to  overlook. 


Furthermore, I argue that criticisms of EJ in regard to its potential unacceptance as a result of its “anti-
 establishment past” (e.g. Jenkins, 2018) are misguided. Apart from being problematic due to their 
 resemblance to the historical exclusion of periphery voices (e.g. Tickner, 2003), they also negate the 
 immense  pool  of  knowledge  for  sustainable  development  found  in  these  contexts  (e.g.  Sandoval-
 Rivera, 2020). To quote Escobar (2020, p. 45): 


[T]hose who defend place, territory, and the Earth are neither romantics nor “infantile”. 


They represent the cutting edge of thought, for they are attuned to the Earth and to justice, 
 and they understand the central issue of our historical moment.  


Finally, and perhaps most convincingly, the case for EJ can be made in response to Jenkins’ (2018) 
 criticism that the movement is concerned primarily with effects on people. While the environmental 
 consequences of lithium mining play a major role in this thesis, and need to be explored further, the 
 focus  is  unquestionably  on  the  impacts  on  human  lives.  As  such,  EJ  can  help  illustrate  what  is 
 happening  in  affected  communities on  the  ground,  and  therefore  constitutes  the  most  appropriate 
 framework for the case. 



III.5 Literature Review 


Having  laid  out  the  theoretical  origins,  evolution,  tenets  and  relevant  reconfigurations  of  EJ,  this 
section looks at how the concept has been applied. First, I will briefly illustrate the application of EJ 
in Latin America, also presenting a case that exemplifies the struggle of Indigenous peoples in the 
region. This is by no means a complete list, as doing so would go well beyond the scope of this section 
and even of this thesis, but more aimed at giving the reader an idea of the multitude of situations that 
EJ has been applied to. Secondly, environmental injustices in the context of the low-carbon transition, 
the central theme of this thesis, are reviewed. Finally, I review the literature that has applied EJ to the 
specific case of the “Lithium Triangle”, which will ultimately shape the design of this research. Each 
section will present several key takeaways. 
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