
Extractivism is define by Mario Blaser 
and Marisol de la Cadena as «the acce-
lerated extraction of natural resources, 
to satisfy a global demand for minerals 
and energy and to provide what natio-
nal governments consider economic 
growth» (De la Cadena and Blaser 
2018, 2). Appearing in 1996 under the 
name of “extractivismo” in Brazil (Em-
peraire, 1996), this wealth accumulation 
method aims to obtain raw material 
for export, enabling its transformation 
process in a more economically efficient 
location. Nowadays, this economic mo-
del largely contributes to our material 
consumption, serving as a crucial aspect 
in comprehending the capitalist system 
within which we operate. 

Throughout history, humanity has 
consistently reshaped its environment 
to extract the necessary resources for 
survival, whether by cultivating land for 
food or sourcing materials for shelter. 
However, the paradigm of resource ob-
tainment underwent a significant shift 
around 500 years ago, with the discove-
ry of new African and American lands 
by European colons. This extensive 
amount of resources will be a significant 
part of the flow of materials and people 
that contributed to European prosperity. 
This production structure stems from a 
colonial mind, nurturing the belief that 
there is always somewhere else to go to 
and exploit once the current place has 
been exhausted (Naomi Klein, 169). 
These colonial relationships developed 
gradually, shaping the capitalist system 
that persisted until the twentieth cen-
tury. Subsequently, an unprecedented 
exponential growth of the system was 
initiated by its main actors, leading to 
an increase of consumption in pursuit 
of profit. In the Great Acceleration, ma-
terial production intensified, leading to 
the emergence of the economic model 
known as extractivism. 

In architectural practice, every element 
of the built environment is the product 
of extractive processes (Malterre-Bar-
thes 2021, 87). Extractivism thus 
represents the root, the foundation of 
architectural consumption, intricately 
intertwined with the Great Accelera-

tion. The material consumption within 
architecture has not only followed the 
prevailing trend but has also reached 
an unprecedented scale. However, this 
shift is not only about the scale. Ma-
terial consumption has also undergone 
a radical transition in its composition. 
Professor and landscape architect Jane 
Hutton explains that after «consuming 
primarily biomass materials (crops, 
fodder, and wood), there was a switch 
to minerals as the century progressed, 
reflecting a shift from agrarian to 
industrial economies» (Hutton 2020, 9). 
Concrete, steel and glass thus became 
the new materials, embodying the 
ethos of the modernist movement in 
architecture. These mass-produced and 
processed materials facilitated the stan-
dardization of construction elements, 
shaping the contemporary landscape of 
architectural practice. 

The conversion of material produc-
tion has not only influenced our built 
environment, but also their own origins. 
Materials have in fact a provenance, 
a reciprocal place from which they 
were extracted. Inherited from colonial 
production methods, these extraction 
sites are primarily situated in the mine-
ral-rich countries of the global south or 
in Arctic regions.
As depicted in the drawn section of this 
work, the Arctic regions of Europe have 
been subject to similar colonial extrac-
tion by their current state entities. The 
lands of the Sámi, known as Sápmi in 
Northern Sámi or Lappland in Swe-
dish, were controlled, transformed and 
militarized into Swedish territory as 
early as the 17th century. Due to the 
rich composition of their mineral soils, 
these lands were explored, prospected, 
and mapped extensively by the settlers, 
through the use of their cartographic 
drawings. The search for hidden ore 
deposits covered a significant portion of 
the Sápmi/Lappland landscape, leaving 
behind scattered traces of prospection, 
still visible today. As observed by chance 
during my passing close to the site of 
Sjangeli in the Gámaeatnu valley, multi-
ple small excavations were dug in search 
of copper ore. Due to the low economic 
profitability of the remote site, this 

mining project was abandoned in 1697 
(Rudyard Frietsch 1975, 11), leaving 
behind these timeless marks.

Not far away in the mountains and 
with much larger quantities of ore, the 
economic viability of the Kiirunavaa-
ra mountain has never been in doubt. 
Stretching 4 kilometers in length and 
up to 80 meters in width, this iron 
ore vein stands out as one of the most 
significant sites known in Sápmi/Lap-
pland. To establish its labour force in 
such a sparsely populated area, the state 
owned company LKAB actively encou-
raged the establishment of the town 
of Giron/Kiruna (Sjöholm 2020, 202), 
which was officially founded in 1900. 
Protected from the harsh northerly 
winds by the Luossavaara mountain, 
the town was meticulously planned to 
regulate the placement of its settle-
ments. Envisioned as a «model town», 
this city planning was essential to avoid 
repeating the events of the mining town 
of Malmberget (literally “ore mountain” 
in Swedish), where more than 3,000 
workers arrived in 1899 and settled in 
an informal slum (Sotoca 2020, 77). 
To rapidly improve the living condi-
tions, the town underwent a brief and 
neglected planning. The relocation of 
settlements above mining areas later led 
to the collapse of a section of the town, 
necessitating the evacuation of some 
neighborhoods. 

A century later, these events influenced 
the possibility to relocate Giron/Kiruna, 
as the two-kilometre-deep vein sinks 
underground at a 60° angle, threate-
ning its own town on the surface. The 
option of halting mining to preserve 
the town was scarcely considered. With 
an economy almost completely reliant 
on mining activity, any interruption 
would mean the loss of the town’s 
purpose. Giron/Kiruna indeed plays 
a significant role in Swedish iron ore 
extraction, contributing to 150’000 tons 
of iron ore per day with the mines of 
Malmberget and Svappavaara, mainly 
exported to suppliers of the automotive 
and construction industries (Minguez 
Carrasco 2020, 34). Despite being a 
leader in European Union production, 

it’s crucial to note that this production 
still remains relatively low in the global 
market, constituting only 1.6% of the 
extracted mass (wisevoter 2023).

In this context of extraction, the de-
cision was taken to organise an urban 
planning competition for the orga-
nisation and relocation of the town. 
Upholding the ‘model town’ image it 
aspires to embody, the competition was 
won in 2013 by one of Sweden’s largest 
architecture and planning firms, White 
Arkitekter. They proposed a gradually 
relocation of the 22,000 inhabitants 3 
kilometres to the east using a «facility 
where material from demolished buil-
dings can be reused in shaping the new 
city»(Golling and Minguez Carrasco 
2020, 143). However, due to financial 
constraints, this facility will not be 
realized. The relocation it thus occuring 
through conventional demolition and 
reconstruction of the built environment, 
prompting a reconsideration of the 
city’s ‘displacement’ appelation. Amidst 
this highly controversial project in an 
economically developed country, the 
company LKAB indeed committed to 
building new apartments in the new 
centre. The relocated property owners 
can thus choose between recieving an 
equivalent apartment or opting for 
monetary compensation (Minguez 
Carrasco 2020, 35). 

Such compensations are however far 
from common in the history of extrac-
tion, whether mining or not. The Sámi, 
only indigenous people on these lands, 
have never received compensation for 
the plundering of resources on their 
land. Consequently, the Swedish Sámi 
Parliament calls for a moratorium on 
all exploitations in Sápmi/Lappland, 
arguing that «all natural resources above 
and below ground within the tradi-
tional Sámi land areas belong to the 
Sámi people” (Sametinget 2016). Yet, 
the consideration of indigenous rights 
starts to emerge, however it is not the 
current trajectory of extractivism. The 
contemporary shift away from fossil 
fuels is steering towards a transition to 
so-called green energies, rather than a 
reduction in energy consumption. Des-

pite their lack of carbon dioxide emis-
sions, these ‘green’ energies necessitate 
a greater quantity of metals for their 
manufacturing, implicitly demanding 
an increase in extraction. Following this 
path, the exponential growth in metal 
requirements between now and 2050 
will necessitate the extraction of more 
metals from the subsoil than humanity 
has extracted since its origins (Pitron 
2019). 
In this context of acceleration, the 
mining company LKAB announced 
in 2023 the discovery of the largest 
known deposit of rare earth metals 
in Europe, on the site of Luossavaara 
(LKAB 2023). This metals, with their 
unrivaled electromagnetic and opti-
cal properties, has become essential 
to low-carbon technologies as well as 
to the space, aerospace and military 
industries. Consequently, the company 
is planning a significant expansion of 
its extraction system, involving new 
mining operations and the doubling 
of the railway lines used to export 
the precious ore. Simultaneously, the 
long-established site of Gállok/Kallak, 
around 120kilometres south of Giron/
Kiruna, is at the heart of controversy. 
The British company Beowulf Mining 
was granted authorisation in 2022 to 
continue its iron ore mining project 
(Reuters 2023). These decisions persist 
despite the Swedish Sámi Parliament’s 
dissent, emphasizing that «reindeer hus-
bandry in the area is the land use that 
in the most appropriate way promotes 
a long-term economy in an ecological, 
social and socio-economic perspective» 
(Sametinget 2022). 

The translation of the Earth’s resources 
into the built environment, and its eco-
nomic model of development, is histori-
cally mirrored in today’s global neo-co-
lonial modes of extraction capitalism 
(Malterre-Barthes 2021, 87).  This eco-
nomic model perpetuates various forms 
of domination over the indigenous 
populations in the global south and the 
Arctic regions, leading to the destruc-
tion and pollution of their ecosystems 
and landscapes. Once sacrificed in the 
name of modernization, these areas are 
now being sacrificed in the name of 

energy transition (Delcourt 2023, 15). 
The materiality of their soils is set to 
play «just as important a role as the coal 
of the 19th century, and the oil of the 
20th century» (Delcourt 2023, 19-20) 
to sustain the decarbonized energies of 
the Global North, from which they are 
unlikely to benefit. These extractions of 
materials therefore constitute the ma-
teriality of the Anthropocene (Yussof 
2018, 11), raising profound questions 
about the capitalist system in which we 
are evolving.

Supply chains are «the mechanisms 
through which systems of extraction 
interlock with logistical, corporate and 
financial systems to create a smooth 
flow from raw material to point of 
sale» (Material Cultures 2022, 40). 
This continuous flow relies on a com-
petitive infrastructure, enabling ma-
terials to be transported off-site and 
processed around the world at lower 
cost. Following the laws of the market, 
supply chains serve as the crucial link 
connecting the landscapes of extraction 
and consumption. They constitute the 
golden thread that must be followed to 
find the origin of our materialities.

The major beneficiaries of these acti-
vities are the transnational enterprises, 
which are lauded for their ‘commen-
dable’ decision to take the risk of 
exploring and exploiting the so needed 
resources (Acosta 2013, 67).  Through 
their investments in supply chains, they 
construct the system that enables ex-
traction to operate, plundering material 
from remote locations where it has not 
yet been done. Deeply rooted in the co-
lonial history, these transnational supply 
chains were deliberately organized to 
serve the interests of colonial powers, 
who built and maintained monopolies 
over transportation, industrial capacity 
and the factories where much of the 
final value is added (2022, 41). Once 
this system of infractructures is establi-
shed, it consolidate and perpetuates the 
monopoly of the colonial extraction.

Establishing the supply chain in Sápmi/
Lappland presented considerable 
challenges. Despite being recognized 
since the 17th century for their subs-
tantial deposits, industrially exporting 
the Giron/Kiruna and Malmberget ores 
was an impossible task. In the remote 
inland areas, various transport solutions 
were indeed considered, including the 
use of reindeer and lake boats. However, 
these options were swiftly discarded due 
to their impracticality. 
The situation took a significant turn 
two centuries later with the advent of 
the railway, completely shifting the 
balance of power. Widely employed by 
the British Empire to maintain control 

over their Indian colonies (Malm 2018, 
33), English investors proposed to use 
their innovative transportation method 
to reach the Norwegian fjords, connec-
ting mining to maritime trade. Despite 
the difficulty of crossing the mountains 
separating Norway from Sweden, the 
decision was driven by the profitability 
associated with the ice-free waters of 
Áhkanjárga/Narvik. Warmed by the 
gulf stream, the harbor could be used all 
year-round, enabling uninterrupted iron 
ore exports. Leveraging the railway’s 
ability to overcome geographical 
obstacles, mining extraction became a 
possibility.
In 1883, an English company obtained 
the agreement to start construction 
work, linking Luleju/Luleå to Áh-
kanjárga/Narvik passing through the 
highly prized iron ore deposits (Mu-
seum Nord 2022). However, the com-
pany faced bankruptcy in 1889, promp-
ting the Norwegian-Swedish joint 
government to take over the project. 
Despite the challenges posed by the 
climate and the intricate mountainous 
terrain, the construction of this strategic 
470-kilometre infrastructure was finally 
completed in autumn 1902, marking 
the start of a long period of extraction.

Supported by the railway infrastructure, 
industrial mining in Sápmi could not 
have flourished at the turn of the 20th 
century without a secured energy pro-
vision (Sotoca 2020, 76). Linked to the 
locomotive and its steam engine, coal 
therefore served as the source of energy 
needed to maintain the functionality 
of the supply chain. Easily deliverable 
to Áhkanjárga/Narvik by sea, stored, 
and transportable, the initial source of 
energy enabling extraction to happen 
was thus fossil-based. 
Faced with the need for more powerful 
locomotives to keep pace with increased 
mining output, and influenced by the 
geopolitical context following the first 
world war, the decision was taken to 
eliminate the reliance on coal in the 
supply chain. The shift towards hydroe-
lectric power started, and the electrifica-
tion of the train was completed in 1923.
While this transition reduced de-
pendence on coal supply chains, it 

necessitated the development of new 
infrastructure to support extraction and 
its export. The state-owned company 
Vattenfall decided to build a large hy-
droelectric power station in the remote 
village of Bårjås/Porjus along the Jule-
vädno/Lule river, one of Sapmi’s major 
rivers. Recognizing the unsuitability of 
this isolated location for a permanent 
settlement, a temporary town was built 
for the three-year construction period. 
The 800 mainly male workers were dis-
couraged from bounding to the place or 
get married (Sotoca 2020, 78). Hence, 
moving along the river once the facility 
was completed was facilitated, enabling 
the next hydroelectric infrastructure to 
be built. Through the use of this dispo-
sable workforce, the obsolescence of the 
occupation is fully assumed here, unlike 
the mining towns.
The hydroelectric supply chain thus 
further expanded with the construction 
of the Suorva dam between 1919 and 
1923. Situated higher up on the Lule 
River, the flooding of its valley created 
the second largest reservoir in Sweden 
at the time. While crucial for securing 
energy for colonial extraction, this 
reservoir posed a significant threat to 
the indigenous Sami populations. The 
deliberate flooding led to the Sörkaitum 
Sami village to lose their settlements 
along the original bank of Suorvajärvi 
(Museum Nord 2022), with of course 
no forewarning or compensation pro-
vided.
These hydro-power plants are forming, 
with the transportation networks and 
the mines, a much larger infrastructure 
system defining the urbanization of 
Sweden’s northern region for the last 
125 years (Minguez Carrasco 2020, 34). 
This colonial supply system enabled 
extraction to take place, by providing 
the energy needed for the removal of 
iron ore and its export from the Sami’s 
damaged lands. 

In this situation, the iron ore mined 
in Sapmi/Lappland was primarily 
exported to Europe, the Middle East 
and North Africa (Minguez Carrasco 
2020, 34), where it undergoes refine-
ment and transformation into steel. 
These transformations, characterized 

by high energy demand, predominantly 
still rely on the use of coal in the form 
of coke, to heat and improve its pro-
perties. These processes contribute to 
making the steel industry one of the 
world’s most environmentally polluting 
sectors, responsible for around 10% of 
greenhouse gas emissions (Pooler 2020). 
In the present environmental context, 
efforts are being made to reduce this 
impact through production process 
enhancements, exemplified by recent 
innovations involving hydrogen-fuelled 
technologies in Sweden. Despite the 
necessity for such improvements, it is 
crucial not to approach the issue solely 
through the lens of carbon dioxide 
emissions. Indeed, a carbon-free ex-
traction would still mean the (green) 
plundering of human and environmen-
tal resources.

When looking at a more global scale, 
the movement of materials involved in 
steel production represents «more than 
50% of the volume of global maritime 
transport» (Nichols 2021). The iron ore 
industry indeed primarily extracts its 
volume from Australia and Brazil, with 
subsequent processing into steel taking 
place predominantly in China. As these 
materials traverse the globe in pursuit 
of increased profitability, tracing the 
links within the supply chain becomes 
a complex story. This chain of actors, 
subject to the volatile nature of market 
dynamics, undergoes continual trans-
formations, making it challenging to 
portray such a process. This lack of 
information continue to obscure the 
relationship between material goods 
and the poorly paid or forced labour on 
which their production depends (Ma-
terial Cultures 2022, 41). These supply 
chains offer access to commodities 
while veiling the extractive processes 
from which they originate. 

As a devoted consumer of the produced 
commodity, architectural practice finds 
itself at the end of this long supply 
chain. It thus maintains a close link 
with the infrastructure that enables the 
extraction, transformation and trans-
portation of an abundant and affordable 
material. The accessibility, both physi-

cal and financial, inevitably influence 
the project, not only the architect, 
but also the contractor and the client. 
However, these stakeholders need to be 
taught to interrogate the social, cultu-
ral and health impacts of the processes 
on which their work relies (Material 
Cultures 2022, 40). This understanding 
is crucial for them to comprehend the 
extractive context within which they 
operate. 

Beyond the aesthetic and structural as-
pects often associated with architecture, 
the question of labor raises ethical and 
social questions that today still need to 
be properly considered and valued in 
our societies. It is about the people who 
practice it, their lives and their time, 
and how we use it to organise our lives. 
It is about how you sell your time - na-
mely to work - in order to earn a living 
within our capitalist system. It is about 
how you are, as a person, related to the 
labor question. 

In A Billion Black Anthropocenes Or 
None, Kathryn Yussof indeed dee-
ply insist on the role of the racialized 
labor force in the premices of capitalist 
production. Taken from the African 
continent to become a tradable commo-
dities, black bodies were transformed 
through forced labor as a technology 
of extraction, unwillingly shaping the 
world (2018, 18). This is reflected in 
the colonial history of Portugal, where 
the use of enslaved African was wides-
pread through trade with Arab raiders. 
However, the discovery of the remote 
island of Madeira during the explora-
tion of the African coasts in 1419 led to 
fundamental changes. Its fertile grounds 
enabled the perfect condition for sugar 
cane plantations to be established, 
becoming an important export commo-
dity increasing Portugal’s revenue. The 
production rapidly reached industrial 
proportions through the increased use 
of enslaved labor from the coast of Gui-
nea, leading to the first genocides of in-
digenous populations (Adeyemo 2021, 
69). This colonial condition of labor 
remains embedded in today’s capitalist 
systems of extraction, notably through 
the massive underpayment of labor for 
the profit of the Global North.

From a capitalist perspective, human 
labor can thus be considered as ins-
truments for capital accumulation, 
and therefore nature as an object to 
be exploited. Jason W. Moore argues 
in The Capitaloscene that “the law of 
value in capitalism is a law of Cheap 
Nature.” (2017, 28). The word cheap is 
not here to understand as something 
not expensive, but more as the state of 

easy availability of matter and labor. 
This state is indeed reducing the costs 
of production, and can therefore be seen 
as necessary to the creation of profit, 
like in the case of the island of Madeira. 
Deliberately creating such conditions 
has indeed major consequences, both 
on ecosystems through drastic environ-
mental changes, and on human lives 
through forced labor and expropriation. 
“The holes in the ground are indeed 
matched by holes in lives” (2021, 49) 
as stated by Mark Wigley. It explains 
why the environmental issue cannot be 
tackled alone. It is intrinsically linked to 
the social and racial issue, thus having 
common roots in capitalist extraction.

Nevertheless, the consequences of ca-
pitalist production are in most case not 
experienced directly with the produce. 
They are elsewhere, invisible, making 
complicated to understand the conse-
quences of its production and consump-
tion. This is what Karl William Kapp 
defined as the system of “unpaid costs” 
(Okawa and Kapp 1950, 322-324). 
The capitalist system is able to avoid 
the long term consequences of its own 
production, by displacing them in a 
different place, or in a different time. 

In this context, the construction in-
dustry is by no means an exception to 
the rule. To materialize its creation, 
the practice relies on territories rich 
in raw materials to fuel the extraction 
of building material, such as Sápmi/
Lappi/Lappland in the northest area 
of Europe. Since the 17th century, the 
Sámi populations have endured a severe 
colonial history of expulsion, motivated 
by the control of large reserves of iron 
ore and wood from its seemingly en-
dless forests. Through the use of scien-
tific-racist definitions by the Swedish 
state, the traditional nomadic lifestyles 
was not considered as part of “Swedish 
culture”. May-Britt Öhman, professor 
in environmental history, explains that 
a person living in one place, farming 
the land, logging, or mining - and as a 
result submitting to being governed - 
was considered Swedish. Others were 
treated as immigrant (on their own 
land), without rights, and would be 

punished if they do not give in to this 
control. (2020, 241). Hence, “Culture” 
is established by the colonial power 
as a fact to differentiate and dispos-
sess the indigenous people from being 
recognized by the state, forcing them 
to sell their labor to the colonial extrac-
tive system. The mine obtains its labor 
directly from the territory of extraction, 
enabling the cheap production of iron 
ore for the development of wealthy 
countries.

Such a history is deeply rooted in the 
origins of Swedish iron ore production. 
Its use therefore intrinsically involves 
a link with these extraction conditions, 
which have often been perceived as dis-
connected from the construction indus-
try. The provenance of materials is thus 
not teached, seen as irelevant, hiding 
the consequences of the practice. Archi-
tecture sees itself as politically neutral 
entity, only producing buildings for the 
good functioning of our developed so-
ciety. However, every decision designers 
take in a project has an impact not only 
on the site of construction, but also on 
the site of extraction. (Malterre-Bar-
thes 2021, 87). The practice is therefore 
anything but neutral. Each choice 
of material relies on an often violent 
history of exploitation, that needs to 
be known and represented. Hence, the 
intellectual labor of requesting mate-
rials for a construction should raise the 
question of its condition of production, 
and its supply chain. It is a political act 
to choose to extract matter somewhere 
rather than elsewhere.

In view of these realities, the construc-
tion industry has a need to assume 
its responsibility. It must be aware of 
its extractive consequences, and use 
its knowledge to influence project 
choices, and by extension its impacts. 
Researching new responsible and 
non-extractive ways of practices is thus 
more than crucial, despite the difficulty 
to make profit on it. Time is indeed 
running, and most of it is used to create 
profit. Its generation should therefore 
be rethought, opening up new possi-
bilities of practices. Reassessing profit 
generation processes within the practice 

could enable it to move towards better 
working conditions, and to be less vic-
tim of major domination relations like 
it is the case nowadays. In Switzerland, 
the group “non-swiss architects” argues 
for a debate around the labor condi-
tions, especially for migrant workers 
(Non-Swiss Architects 2021). Among 
a serie of experiences, the issues of 
overwork culture, unfair retribution, and 
work-life balance are indeed emerging, 
questioning the work ethic in the de-
sign sphere of space production.

These vast labors conditions are also 
questioned through the look of building 
sites, with the critical field guide of the 
US based collective “Who Built Your 
Architecture”. It sought to “connects 
the problems faced by architects and 
construction workers within the same 
system”. (WBYA? 2017, 5). Not taking 
the usual division of labor, through 
mental and physical perspectives, 
allows to highlight several similarities 
between the two parts. The logic of the 
project for example, often situated in 
a specific location for a brief duration, 
thus require a quantity of flexible and 
disposable workers «on which to draw 
in boom times, and shed at the end 
of a project, or during times of mar-
ket contraction.» (Buckley et al 2016, 
15). This employment structures leads 
to unstable working conditions and a 
needed mass of vacant workers, often 
available through the use of migrant 
workers. 

In addition, the physical labor of the 
building site is a major factor in the 
production of our spaces. Since each 
project has its own constraints, the 
low level of automation present in the 
construction industry indeed means 
that most of the work relies on manual 
labor. Despite the beauty of the ma-
nual worker’s skills, their safety can be 
compromised through multiple aspect, 
like the high risk of accidents, expo-
sure to increasing heat waves, or even 
repetitive and painful tasks. Indeed, 
the main component of Swiss acci-
dent insurance -called SUVA - argues 
that “one in five professional accidents 
occurs on construction sites” (SUVA 

2022). Although this number has been 
declining for several years due to major 
prevention campaigns, it does not take 
into account the damage gradually 
caused by the intensity of physical work. 
A good illustration of this harsh labor 
can be found on the construction site, in 
line with Giron/Kiruna’s extractive his-
tory. Indeed, the steel reinforcing bars, 
massively present inside each concrete 
wall, have to be attached together every 
fourth or fifth intersection, preventing 
the bars from getting displaced when 
the concrete is being poured. This labor 
can be done manually, with a “tier gun”, 
or with expensive autonomous tying 
robot, depending on the technical and 
economic conditions of the place. In 
each cases, the physical integrity of the 
working bodies are extracted over time, 
although not at the same speed. Each 
level of technological solution is seen as 
an improvement in the labor condition. 
However, substituting human labor 
requires additional raw material to be 
extracted, especially steel and critical 
metals, for the production of these tools. 
In addition, it is important to keep in 
mind that not all categories of workers 
will benefits from these technological 
improvements. It is therefore impor-
tant to consider not only technological 
progress as the answer to the intensity 
of labor, but also and mostly an im-
provement in regulations and healthier 
working conditions.

After the construction process comes 
the never ending activity of mainte-
nance, cleaning and repair, ensuring the 
building’s continued functionality. This 
labor is still nowadays perceived as so-
mething negative, that could have been 
avoided. The act of repairing for ins-
tance is often relating to an idea of poor 
craftsmanship and/or planning, in a 
system where everything is made to last. 
In the same way, maintenance through 
cleaning and taking care, is «often done 
by people who are themselves margi-
nalized and undervalued due to their 
face, class, gender, or migration status» 
(Material Cultures 2022, 49). These 
workers plays a crucial role in sustaining 
the ongoing utilization of the buildings, 
which is essential for their long-term 

continuity. Hence, the labor intensive 
activity is perpetuated on the same 
marginalised and underpaid workforce, 
repeating domination structures of the 
previously built context. 

The labor condition in the building sec-
tor have very variable conditions, going 
from the remote extraction site to the 
maintenance of the built context around 
us. A number of different pattern of 
domination relations emerge from the 
production of spaces, defining a critique 
of the labor condition under modern 
capitalism. It does not aspire to find 
solutions, but rather to comprehend the 
labor realities that envelop us. What 
work do you engage in, and how are you 
involved ?

Drawing is the process of creating an 
image through the making of lines or 
marks. It is a universal form of expres-
sion allowing the representation of va-
rious information through the hand of 
the artist. Within the realm of architec-
ture, the drawing embodies the physical 
manifestation of intellectual thought. 
Whether conveying ideas through a 
rudimentary sketch or meticulously 
outlining a project in a detailed draft, 
this physical manifestation plays a cru-
cial role in communication among pro-
fessionals and with the broader public. 
Nevertheless, the role of drawing has 
considerably evolved during its history. 
Have you ever considered its influence?

In architectural practice, the drawing 
tool serves across various scales, with 
one of the smallest being the architec-
tural detail. Its purpose is to represent a 
precision as close to reality as possible, 
enabling the communication of the 
shape and assembly of the different 
elements constituting a segment of the 
construction. The drawing of a window 
detail, for example, delineates the way 
in which it rests on the load-bearing 
structure, the materiality of the window 
frame, and its weather protection. It 
therefore defines a series of technical 
constraints ensuring proper functio-
nality and aging of materials, while 
inherently also conveying the aesthetic 
qualities of the final assembly. Hence, 
designers still perceive the detail as 
a neutral, strictly performative entity 
(Malterre-Barthes 2021, 93), detached 
from the world outside the building 
site. However, this architectural detail is 
composed of material having a prove-
nance, a series of transformations and a 
history. The window detail mentioned 
above can be draw with a wooden frame 
involving the cutting down of trees, or 
with a metal frame requiring the distant 
extraction of iron ore and its extensive 
transformation into steel. This landscape 
of events gives a deeper significance to 
the material constituing the detail, far 
beyond its final appearance. It is in-
trinsically linked to the extraction site 
and the conditions enabling its delivery 
in that form. The drawing therefore 
defines the use of a particular material, 

and consequently a specific method of 
extraction. The architectural detail is 
anything but neutral, having a signifi-
cant impact on its environment. 

On the construction site, the architectu-
ral detail represent only a fraction of the 
scales that structure communication. 
There is a wide range of drawing needed 
to depict the multitude of site opera-
tions. To achieve this, technical drawing 
enables the representation of our 
three-dimensional space through three 
orthogonal projections: the horizontal 
plan, and two the sections or elevations. 
This method of spatial representation 
remains reproducible at all scales by 
adjusting its level of abstraction , a cru-
cial aspect for ensuring understanding 
across all sizes of the construction site. 
This shared spatial vocabulary, integral 
to those engaged in working within the 
space, allows the definition of «materials 
and people that drawings command» 
(Material Cultures 2022, 12) establi-
shing a hierarchy on the construction 
site. 

Hence, drawing is not just about ma-
teriality. It is also, and above all, about 
directing the people who are shaping it. 
The manual labor of building is distinc-
tly separated from the intellectual labor 
of planning, fostering specialization in 
each category. By increasing produc-
tivity within the capitalist system, this 
division of labor requires an extensive 
communication, emphasizing the indis-
pensable role of technical drawings. It 
therefore becomes an incredible me-
diating tool for the production of space 
within a capitalist system. The architect 
and painter Sérgio Ferro asserts that its 
primary function is to «make possible 
the commodity form of the architec-
tural object, which without drawing 
would not be possible» (Sérgio Ferro 
2005, 23). This commodification turns 
the construction site into something 
almost independent from the workers 
producing it, reducing them to simple 
service providers in the capitalist valo-
rization process. Yet, a question remains 
to be answered within the definition of 
intellectual labor associated with the ar-
chitect. Who are these workers contri-

buting to its production? Is the focus 
solely on the manual labor employed 
in construction, or has the intellectual 
labor associated with architecture been 
reduced to a service provided by the 
capitalist system, rendering it a mere 
proletariat  ? 

Using the drawing tools mentioned 
above, it is possible to generate a planar, 
abstract projection of land known as a 
map. This depiction of an area carries 
the subjective dimension of the desi-
gner’s hand, influencing the final repre-
sentation. These choices do, however, 
serve to filter the vast potential infor-
mation within the land and define what 
holds significance for its creator.  With 
organizational capabilities and the 
necessity to illustrate them, institutional 
authorities have made extensive use of 
maps to delineate their territories, as 
they are essential for control and taxa-
tion purposes. Hence, maps also holds 
the commanding dimension of drawing, 
providing a comprehensive god-like 
view over its landscape.

During the Great Discoveries, the 
size and position of the territories 
discovered required major represen-
tational devices. One of these, named 
the Cantino Planisphere, mapped 
the new Portuguese discoveries until 
around 1500 AD. This map appears as a 
«documentation of the Western geogra-
phic imaginary» (Adeyemo 2021, 73) 
through its depictions of the continents. 
In fact, it reflects the perception that 
the European colonists had of their new 
territories. The portrayal of African bo-
dies, for example, is based on a primitive 
and negative image, legitimising the 
colonists’ use of the land as a improve-
ment condition. Cartographic drawing 
therefore acts through the perception of 
its producer as an alteration of reality.
This notion is for example particularly 
evident in one of the earliest represen-
tations of the Australian continent, a 
plan of present-day Sydney. The bay 
and harbour are clearly outlined, as 
are the fields and farms of the British 
settlers. The rest of the land is depicted 
as desert, devoid of life, or just scattered 
with few trees and hills. The choice of 

representation is crucial here, with the 
deliberate concealment of the existence 
of the Aborygene populations. Their 
nomadic way of life remains invisible 
to the imaginary world conveyed by the 
map. The result is an impression of open 
territory, disposable for future British 
settlers coming to the continent. Not 
representing something is thus a choice, 
erasing its existence in the eyes of the 
beholder. The drawing manipulates 
reality through its subjectivity, having 
a heavy impact on the lives not repre-
sented. 

Drawing serves thus as more than 
a representation tool; it becomes an 
influential instrument that exercises 
control over both the material and 
human environment. Through the lens 
of subjectivity, the artist shapes a world 
where situations can emerge or fade 
at will. Consequently, drawing «makes 
firm distinctions between what is im-
portant and what can be ignored, what 
is the concern of the client, designer, 
engineer and builder, and what is not» 
(Material Cultures 2022, 12). In this 
way, the subjective realm of the artist 
extends beyond mere depiction, trans-
forming the drawing into a dynamic 
force that actively constructs the nar-
rative of the architectural environment. 
When engaging in drawing, the ques-
tion then remains. What narrative am I 
constructing?

On 10 November 1967, the first full-
disk colour photograph of planet Earth 
was captured by the satellite ATS-3. 
Depicting a fragile blue marble lost in 
the vastness of space, this image offered 
the first non-subjective depiction of 
our planet in its entirety through the 
lens of photography. In a world once 
thought to be infinite, the planet is fi-
nally portrayed with its confined limits, 
fundamentally altering our perception 
of both Earth and ourselves. A year 
later, this vision would spread across the 
United States as it graced the cover of 
the renowned «Whole Earth Catalog», 
serving as a catalyst for the burgeoning 
environmental movement, and giving 
rise to numerous reflections on the 
planet as a whole.

Among the multiple environmental 
concerns of the early 1970s, including 
the Earth Day and the founding of 
Greenpeace, was the establishment of 
the Club of Rome. Composed of a hun-
dred of intellectuals and businessmen, 
their objective was to initiate a dis-
course on emerging planetary issues and 
strategize approaches to address them. 
To assess the prevailing circumstances, 
the organization commissioned the 
MIT to develop a computer simula-
tion model called «World One». This 
complex system incorporated subjective 
variables such as population, pollution, 
quality of life, natural resources, and 
food, to represent the complexity of our 
planet. The outcomes, conveyed through 
an extensive printout, brought up the 
fact that Earth system could not sustain 
ongoing industrial growth for more 
than a few decades. These findings were 
published through the Meadows report, 
and the well-known book The Limits 
to Growth (1972). By challenging the 
notion of infinite capitalist growth on a 
finite planet, the Club of Rome sparked 
controversy and scrutiny of the under-
lying principles of the system, a debate 
that persists to this day.

In the quest to define the profound 
impact of human activities on Earth’s 
intricate systems, the term Anthropoce-
ne, informally used since the 80s, was 
formally introduced in 2000 by Paul J. 

Crutzen. This conceptual framework 
emerges from the acknowledgment that 
humankind has now become a major 
geological force (Curtzen 2002, 23). 
Notably, human activities are moving 
more sediment through their activities 
- mining, quarrying, construction - than 
all the world’s rivers (Richard Monas-
tersky 2015, 1; Briggs 2020). With the 
application of advanced scientific and 
technological prowess, humans have 
not only reshaped the entire planet on 
an unprecedented scale, but have also 
disrupted the natural relationships that 
constitute the Earth system, and have 
thus unwittingly taken control of their 
future evolution (Malm 2018, 41). The 
Anthropocene, therefore, serves as a 
pivotal concept aiming to encapsulates 
the intricate interplay between human 
activities and the Earth’s geological 
evolution.

As a discourse encompassing the entire 
planet, the Anthropocene inherently 
develops narratives that portray hu-
mankind as a monolithic entity, requi-
ring a unique and overarching solutions 
to the faced problems. For instance, the 
founder of the Anthropocene concept 
proposes against climate change the 
dispersal of aerosol sulphate into the 
atmosphere to reduce sunlight and cool 
down the planet (Crutzen 2006, 212). 
The inherent flaw in such approaches 
lies in their tendency to only address 
the symptoms of a problematic system 
rather than addressing the roots of its 
causes, raising serious questions about 
their efficacy. Moreover, additional 
doubts come from the legitimacy of 
making such decisions on the behalf of 
humanity as a whole, especially when 
those who are more likely to bear the 
negative consequences are excluded 
from the decision-making process. This 
skepticism becomes even more perti-
nent when considering that Earth is not 
only inhabited by humans, but is home 
to a myriad of other living beings, each 
having a stake in its well-being. As a 
conclusion, the grand narrative of the 
Anthropocene tends to oversimplify 
the complex web of life by abstracting 
it under a single term, occulting our 
abilities to comprehend the inherent 

inequalities that have contributed to 
the current environmental situation. 
The need for a nuanced understanding 
of these dynamics is thus essential 
for developing inclusive and effec-
tive solutions, taking into account the 
diverse perspectives and needs of both 
humanity and the broader ecological 
community.

In opposition to an Anthropocentric 
narrative, several scholars and thinkers 
underscore “the importance of exami-
ning the history of capitalist produc-
tion, and its appropriation of economic, 
political, gender, racial and geographical 
inequalities” (Saito 2023, 107). Through 
this investigation, new perspectives are 
emerging, bringing light on the origins 
of the current problematic models. 
One of them can be seen for instance 
through the work of the professor of 
inhuman geography Kathryn Yussof. 
She argues the Anthropocene concept 
does nothing more than updating the 
violence associated with the coloniza-
tion of the New Worlds. This master 
narrative totally obscures the crucial 
questions surrounding race, theft and 
subjugation that laid the foundations 
for this new epoch. It legitimize the 
ongoing domination still perpetuated 
today in the populations of the Global 
South, exploited for their oil and mine-
ral resources. The Age of Man emerges 
thus as a “dominant and dominating 
mode of subjectification-of nature, the 
non-Western world, ecologies, and the 
planet”. (Yussof 2018, 55). To redress 
this narrative, she calls for the recogni-
tion of a  “Billion Black Anthropocene” 
marked by the multiple extinction of 
environments related to the exploita-
tion of indigenous population over the 
centuries. It is a white-centric discourse 
to consider the experience of environ-
mental extinction as a new phenome-
non, ignoring that this has been and 
continues to be the reality for billions 
of people from racialized communities. 
Another critic of the Anthropocene 
concept could be seen through the work 
of Andreas Malm, lecturer and writer 
in human geography. He argues that 
the fossil economy, a self-sustaining 
growth economy based on the growing 

consumption of fossil fuels, was im-
posed on the world by a small group of 
privileged white men, through the use 
of the steam machine. According to 
Malm, the representatives of fossil capi-
talism should hence occupy the fore-
front of the discourse, instead of being 
dissolved in the totality of humanity, 
leading to the term “Capitaloscene”. In 
the age of the capitalist production, the 
primary objective is the valorisation of 
capital above anything else. “Advanced 
capitalist countries have built their 
fossil economy not for the benefit of 
humanity, but for their own enrich-
ment” (Malm 2018, 63), leaving behind 
the indelible marks of their valorization 
enterprise. 
These two narratives are arguing against 
the imposing abstraction of the An-
thropocene through different lenses. 
Nevertheless, they are part from a much 
broader literature, analyzing the mecha-
nism of capitalist production. Indeed, 
since “the surface of the entire planet is 
covered by capital’s footprints, the logic 
of capital needs to be analysed as the 
organizing principle of the planetary 
metabolism» (Saito 2023, 107). 
In my opinion, engaging in this reflec-
tive process is imperative for underta-
king a critical analysis of the current 
situation shaping our everyday lives. 
Developing a nuanced understanding 
of the context is essential when aiming 
for new models which do not repeat 
established problem structures. This 
holds particular significance in the 
privileged position of influencing our 
surroundings, whether through political 
engagement, activism, or professional 
practices. 

By aspiring to reflect on both the 
built and unbuilt context, architectural 
practice assumes the responsibility of 
familiarizing itself with these concerns. 
The present work seeks to describe a 
non-exhaustive series of architectural 
related themes, primarily shaped by the 
overarching framework of capitalism 
within which it operates. Rather than 
audaciously attempting to propose so-
lutions, the intention here is to portray 
encountered issues comprehensively, 
through the use of referenced text and 

means of drawing, to foster a nuanced 
understanding of the conditions defi-
ning the extractive architectural prac-
tices. This step is especially necessary 
when considering the development of 
the practice to ensure its relevance in 
contemporary times.

The surface of the entire planet is covered by capital ’s 
footprints, the logic of capital needs to be analysed as the 
organizing principle of the planetary metabolism.

The large hydroelectric power station of Bårjås/Porjus along 
the Julevädno/Lule river (cf. Supply chain).

Extractivism represents the root, the foundation of archi-
tectural consumption

Stretching 4 kilometers in length and up to 80 meters in 
width, this iron ore vein stands out as one of the most 
significant sites known in Sápmi/Lappland. 

The relocation it thus occuring through conventional 
demolition and reconstruction of the built environment, 
prompting a reconsideration of the city’s ‘displacement’ 
appelation.

Once sacrificed in the name of modernization, these areas 
are now being sacrificed in the name of energy transition

Despite being recognized since the 17th century for their 
substantial deposits, industrially exporting the Giron/
Kiruna and Malmberget ores was an impossible task.

This colonial supply system enabled extraction to take place, 
by providing the energy needed for the removal of iron ore 
and its export from the Sami’s damaged lands. 

A window detail can be draw with a wooden frame 
involving the cutting down of trees, or with a metal frame 
requiring the distant extraction of iron ore and its exten-
sive transformation into steel.

The steel industry is one of the world’s most environ-
mentally polluting sectors, responsible for around 10% of 
greenhouse gas emissions (cf. Supply chain).

drawing «makes firm distinctions between what is impor-
tant and what can be ignored, what is the concern of the 
client, designer, engineer and builder, and what is not

Human labor can be considered as instruments for capital 
accumulation.

Substituting human labor requires additional raw mate-
rial to be extracted, especially steel and critical metals, for 
the production of these tools. 

After the construction process comes the never ending 
activity of maintenance, cleaning and repair, ensuring the 
building’s continued functionality. 

The Anthropocene inherently develops narratives that 
portray humankind as a monolithic entity 

Doubts come from the legitimacy of making such decisions 
on the behalf of humanity as a whole, especially when those 
who are more likely to bear the negative consequences are 
excluded from the decision-making process
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Preface.
We came by train from Gothenburg on a whim to get our own idea of 

Lapland, which we had heard so much about back in the city. When renting 
our car, we were told that it was a great day for Sweden, marking the first 
iron ore extraction powered entirely by renewable energy. Amused by this 
seemingly joyous news, we then embarked on our journey in our new Golf 

hybrid. Surrounded by a vast landscape, we were now able to discover a terri-
tory of extraction.

Over time, various encounters with the consequences of extractivism accen-
tuated the sense of disagreement, already experienced during my architectu-
ral education before university. This led me to question my future professio-

nal role, and read up on the issues raised by this extractive system. As a result, 
this project emerged from the time taken to deepen architecture’s material 
production within capitalism, justifying the need for alternative practices. 
Through the medium of drawing and writing, it aims to trace, understand 

and make visible one of the numerous existing histories of extraction, and its 
intrinsic racial, social and environmental consequences on our planet’s sur-

face. These narratives aim to reshape our perception of the built environment 
by raising questions about the provenance of our materialities, labor condi-

tions and the supply chains established to sustain our artificial worlds.

Manual.
Through the leporello format, this work traces a portion of Earth’s surface af-
fected by the extractive impacts of capitalism. This representation utilizes the 
orthogonal projection of the cross-section, allowing the crucial  representa-

tion of the soil’s materiality, while leaving behind the dominating perspective 
found in colonial maps. 

The depiction of the earth’s crust is achieved through the use of multiple 
scales. By adjusting the abstraction of the drawing, the variation in detail is 
here to provide a nuanced view of the landscape. Each scale and its related 
italic notes corresponds to a chapter written on the reverse side of the lepo-
rello, delving into a chosen aspect of extractivism. These themes are naturally 
non-exhaustive, as the book is not intended to be an end in itself, but rather 
the materialization of a reflection process that I hope will continue to evolve. 
The reading experience offers two levels of accessibility that can be alternate 
according to the wishes of the reader. To reveal the content on the reverse 

side, unfold the leporello across four sheets before flipping it over.

Raphaël Staeubli

“We have, myopically, taken for granted our grounded existence on earth. We have 
assumed that the earth is entirely at our service and disposal. Hence, many crucial 
resources have been exhausted. Why did the earth become to be considered in such a 

narrow way?”  
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