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Extractivism is a 
concept that 
describes an 
underlying logic of 
capital accumula-
tion at any cost 
and indicates a 
particular way that 
value is placed on 
the earth’s 
resources. 
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Apple Tree Care and How One Relates to Resources 

There are different ways to approach how humans interact with 
resources. Many different types of resources exist, for example 
those that are commonly termed natural resources, which include 
minerals, metals, oil (and other hydrocarbons), and wood/non-
wood forest products. Resources also include agricultural prod-
ucts and the soils they grow in. Additionally, resources can be 
derived from other activities, for example, through the labor or 
effort that human and non-human beings contribute to the pro-
duction of goods and services. Further, there are intellectual and 
cultural resources; even the data we produce when we interact 
with the digital world can be understood as a resource. 

Extractivism describes a way that humans interact with 
resources. This interaction also describes an underlying logic 
that drives how humans relate to their resources. Extractivist 
logic is deeply intertwined with many of the structural and his-
torical features that drive unsustainable practices, for example 
via political ideologies and economic models. The concept of 
extractivism is thus a critical lens that highlights the systemic 
nature of unsustainable practices and processes. Developing 
alternatives to extractivism—as a basis for developing sustain-
able practices and processes—often requires one to rethink how 
nature can be understood and conceptualized. 

As an example, consider the two different relationships to an 
apple tree that are described below. One can be characterized as 
non-extractivist, the other as extractivist. You will see that while 
there is ‘taking’—or extraction—from the tree in both instances, 
the value assigned to the tree varies depending on which logic is 
at play (i.e., non-extractivist or extractivist). 
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Non-Extractivist Relations 

In the first instance, there is an apple tree that grows in a back-
yard, and someone tends or cares for the tree. Every year when 
the time is right, the fruit from the tree is harvested and this 
fruit is sold for profit. Some of the apples fall to the ground, and 
they are left there for animals to eat, or else they decompose and 
their nutrients return to the soil. Every year, the person tend-
ing the tree places natural mulch around the tree—taking care 
that it is far enough from the trunk that the tree does not rot. 
This helps the tree to remain healthy and continue to produce 
apples. Every year during the dormant period, the person tend-
ing the tree prunes some of its branches to open the canopy, 
so there is light and air circulation to allow the fruit to grow. 
The pruned branches can be used for wood chips, mulch, or in 
another way that generates benefit or direct profit. If used at 
all, pesticides, insecticides, and herbicides are administered in a 
way that causes minimal environmental harm. In this relation-
ship with the tree, the resources from the tree are being used for 
human gain, but the tree is also being taken care of in a man-
ner that honors the tree. This allows continued production, and 
ultimately, a more sustainable relationship, minimizing degra-
dation as it does not destroy the tree or its surrounding ecosys-
tem. 

Extractivist Relations 

In the second instance, there is an apple tree that grows in a 
backyard, and someone owns the tree. The fruit from the tree is 
harvested and sold for profit. To generate the most money from 
sales of the fruit, the owner of the tree liberally applies insec-
ticide so the apples can grow big and round without any dam-
age from insects. In addition, herbicides and other pesticides 
are applied to keep away anything that might compete with the 
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tree’s growth. It works, but the surrounding ecosystem is dam-
aged as a result. The wood of the tree is indiscriminately taken 
as needed in a way convenient for the owner. For example, if 
someone decides they would like to make a table from the tree 
and offers a large sum of money, then the tree, or part of it, is 
cut down, even if it was still capable of producing apples. The 
main value of the tree is the capital that can be extracted from 
the resources of the tree, rather than the tree having inherent 
value. In this way, the tree will be used in any way that gener-
ates the most capital for the owner—no matter the cost—even 
if this means the destruction of the surrounding ecosystem and 
the tree itself. 

These two instances show it is not simply the act of using the 
resource in question that makes it an example of extractivism. 
In the first instance, the tender receives resources from the tree, 
but in a way that fosters the continued health and development 
of the tree (and its surrounding ecosystem). In the second exam-
ple, the owner only values the tree (and its surrounding ecosys-
tem) for the capital that can be gained from their use. The 
resources of the tree are thus used to generate the most capital, 
regardless of the ecological cost. This illustrates a relationship to 
the tree that employs extractivist logic, which can be identified 
by its intensity, volume, market orientation, and disposability. 

Extractivist logic allows the tree to be destroyed for immediate 
capital gain—an ethos that can be applied to the interaction with 
and accumulation of natural, labor, intellectual, and cultural 
resources. An extractivist logic can be applied at any scale but is 
most often associated with large-scale developments (e.g., min-
ing, industrial agriculture, mainstream forestry) or large corpo-
rations that exploit their users’ data without concern for those 
users’ privacy or well-being. Extractivist logic is often imposed 
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on local populations and landscapes through the actions of large 
corporations in the name of capital accumulation. 

For in-depth discussions of extractivism in different contexts, 
and to learn more about the alternatives to extractivism, listen 
to the Global Extractivisms and Alternatives Initiative podcast, 
a monthly conversation with academics and activists focused on 
this subject. 

 

Discussion Questions 

• How would you explain extractivist logic to a friend? What dif-
ferent example would you use to illustrate extractivism? 

• Why is it important to understand the underlying logics of spe-
cific natural resource accumulations? 
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