Histories and legacies of extraction
and toxicity: An introduction

JESSICA URWIN
The Australian National University

ROHAN HOWITT
Monash University

The histories and legacies of extraction and toxicity are innumerable. For millennia,
the extraction of metals and minerals and their trading and exchanging have been
vital to Indigenous economies across the world. In settler-colonial states such as that
from which we write, large-scale extraction has facilitated immense economic and
industrial growth as well as technological advancement since the arrival of European
settlers.! These are processes that have fundamentally shaped nationhood in countries
across the world, but which have particular purchase in the consolidation of settler
colonialism. This has ensured that extraction—of resources as well as knowledge
and labour—has enabled and exacerbated environmental degradation, structural
inequality and the continued colonisation of lands and peoples over centuries.

But extraction is not considered alone in this special issue. Both extraction and
toxicity are phenomena historically pursued in the name of human progress, tied
intimately to scientific development and capitalist ambitions. As such, the risks
posed by humans inhabiting seemingly ‘innocuous’ but highly toxic environments
created by extractive and/or toxic industries are understood as necessary for the
pursuit of progress. In her work Seizing the Means of Reproduction, Michelle Murphy
makes the compelling case that historians must connect the history of technoscience
to broader political economic structures (often defined by race and other factors)
to adequately account for the boundary-crossing nature of toxins and their
consequences.” As scholars within and outside this special issue have argued, mineral
extraction must be considered similarly. As such, and in addressing the histories and
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legacies of extraction and toxicity, this special issue attempts to draw attention to
some of the pressing discussions being taken up by historians dealing with these
phenomena in their work.

The research included in this special issue works to blur the line between scholarship
on extraction and that on toxicity, demonstrating their intimate entanglement.
Susan Lawrence and Peter Davies have excavated the history of mining on the frontier
of the Australian colony of Victoria, mapping the spaces forged by mining and its use
and production of toxic products.” The environments at the centre of their analysis
are spaces ‘characterised by voids in the earth larger than small towns, by open shafts
in bushland and suburbs, by lakes of poisonous water and by hill ranges of waste
rock and debris.” In mineral-dependent settler states such as Australia and Canada,
the extraction of ore has resulted in the besmirchment of environments and the
degradation of vital ecosystems by toxins.* In some cases these consequences are
visible, in many others, they are imperceptible.

For several of the authors in this issue, reversing the (im)perceptibility of toxic space
sits at the centre of their work. These spaces, often created by extractive processes,
can be considered ‘shadow places’, Val Plumwood’s term for those ‘unrecognised’
spaces that ‘provide our material and ecological support but are ‘likely to elude
our knowledge and responsibility’.” Or as Lawrence and Davies articulate it: ‘the
marginal and damaged locations on which modern consumer society relies’. By this
token, extraction remains, for benefiting communities, out of sight, out of mind.
But for those upon whom such processes impact, this is not the case. They are
‘landscapes of life’ and ‘exposure’.® Or, as Iva Pe$a articulates in her article on toxic
coloniality within this issue, toxicity is ‘mediated by regimes of (im)perceptibility’.
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Toxic coloniality, as Pesa explains, has ensured that many of the consequences of
extractive processes—notably mining—have been obscured by forces of colonialism
and capitalism that render such processes both necessary and invisible.”

Thus, the authors of this special issue frequently use colonialism as a vital explanatory
framework, deepening historical understandings of the ways that extraction and
toxicity have been (and continue to be) implicated in colonial consolidation. As Rohan
Howitt explores in his account of the extraction of oil from millions of Macquarie
Island’s penguins at the turn of the twentieth century, the physical extraction of
resources has often been historically fuelled and accompanied by colonial and
imperial imaginings. These imaginings justified rampant extraction and vitally shaped
environments and their apparent worth.® Taken together, then, the articles within
this special issue demonstrate that analyses of extraction and toxicity importantly
highlight their combined historical contribution to military and industrial expansion,
ambitious development goals and mentalities of economic growth, all processes that
are ecologically and socially unsustainable and exploitative. These are processes central
to, and vitally propped up by, colonialism.

But so too have these processes been actively resisted by communities who refuse to
remain bound by the environmental legacies of colonial extraction.” Nicholas Hoare’s
article on Nauru’s pursuit of compensation for decades of phosphate mining by the
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British Phosphate Commissioners uncovers many of the contradictions inherent in
colonial extraction.'® At the same time that Australia’s Hawke Labor Government
sought compensation from the British Government for a decade of nuclear testing
on Australian soil, it refused to acknowledge the environmental legacies of its own
colonial pursuits in the Pacific through its support of and involvement in the British
Phosphate Commissioners’ exploits. The colonial imaginaries of the extractive
potentiality of the Southern Ocean World as explained by Howitt also sat at the
centre of pursuits for justice sought by formerly colonised communities, such as that
described by Hoare.

Paying attention to colonialism allows historians to engage with histories of
extraction and toxicity that have been actively challenged by impacted communities
and their supporters. In Christopher R. Hill and Clémence Maillochon’s analysis
of French nuclear testing in the Algerian Sahara, they explore how the ethnologist
Odette du Puigaudeau critiqued France’s blatant colonialism in the region along
environmental and gendered lines, while herself being intimately entangled in
colonial structures."' As a result, they argue, while du Puigaudeau’s critiques of
France’s nuclear testing program are ‘resonant with current campaigns’, they ‘never
transcended her own colonial interests’. Such historical analyses encourage us, as
historians, to expand our extant understandings of phenomena such as toxicity
and extraction.

Considering extraction and toxicity in rather expansive terms demonstrates the
immense spatial and temporal reach of extractive processes. As environmental justice
scholars have explored in depth, lands and bodies have been rendered toxic by polluting
industries that are often intimately tied to the pursuit of wealth, prestige or power in
modern nation states.'? This, as Jessica Urwin explores, has been central to critiques
of anti-nuclear and anti-mining groups in Australia and across the world since the late
1960s. Yet toxicity is not indiscriminate. Marginalised communities, including those
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made up of migrants, people of colour, Indigenous peoples, low-income earners and
those living with disabilities, are most likely to be exposed to toxicity. And, again as
Urwin demonstrates, these were realities that took environmentalists many decades
to grapple with.

Taken together, the articles in this special issue seek to indicate broader possibilities
for considering the entangled histories of extraction and toxicity.”” While far from
comprehensive, they demonstrate the expansive spatial reach of these processes,
drawing connections between extractive processes, toxic legacies and colonial
attitudes and structures across Africa, the Pacific, Australia and the subantarctic.
In doing so, they hint at the depth and breadth of the scholarly possibilities unveiled
by the dual consideration of these phenomena.

13 As co-editors of this special issue, we want to thank the authors for their valuable contributions to this
discussion. It has been a pleasure working with every one of you on this issue and we have no doubt that each article
will contribute to the extant literature on extraction and toxicity in tangible and meaningful ways.
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