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Abstract

This paper introduces necroecology as a theoretical extension of necropolitics, exploring how
environmental destruction functions as a structured mode of governance rather than an unintended
consequence of capitalism. While Achille Mbembe’s necropolitics focuses on the governance of human
life and death, necroecology expands this framework to include the systematic sacrifice of ecosystems,
species, and planetary systems within the logic of economic and political domination. Building on political
ecology, extractivism, and slow violence theories, this study examines the historical regimes of
accumulation that have shaped necroecological governance, from colonial extractivism to contemporary
hyper-extractivism. It also engages with decolonial thought to challenge Eurocentric narratives of
environmental degradation and examines the role of necroecological policies. By situating necroecology
as a paradigm for the global ecocide order, the paper contends that contemporary governance does not
merely tolerate environmental destruction but actively organizes it as a structural condition of political
economy, thereby normalizing ecological death as the foundation of capitalist development and global
power relations. This article is intended as a foundational contribution to the debate on necroecology,
offering a conceptual framework that bridges critical theories of governance, decolonial approaches, and
ecological thought. It invites further scholarly discussion on how necroecology can illuminate the
intersections of Environmental crisis, ecocides, and power in the twenty-first century.

Keywords: Necroecology; Necropolitics; Ecocide; Extractivism; Environmental governance.

AMBIENTES. Volume 8, NUmero 1, 2026, pp. 24-58. ISSN: 2674-6816
DOI: https://doi.org/10.48075/znzed392

24




Necroecology: Environmental Death in the Age... LUCATELLO, S.; CARRIL, L. F.; CONTRERAS, D. S.

Necroecologia: morte ambiental na era do colapso
climatico e do desenvolvimento ecocida

Resumo

Este artigo introduz a necroecologia como uma extensdo tedrica da necropolitica, explorando a forma
como a destruicdao ambiental funciona como um modo estruturado de governag¢do e ndo como uma
consequéncia ndo intencional do capitalismo. Enquanto a necropolitica de Achille Mbembe se centra na
governagao da vida e da morte humanas, a necroecologia expande este quadro para incluir o sacrificio
sistematico de ecossistemas, espécies e sistemas planetarios dentro da I6gica da dominagdo econémica
e politica. Com base nas teorias da ecologia politica, do extractivismo e da violéncia lenta, este estudo
examina os regimes histéricos de acumulacao que moldaram a governacao necroecoldgica, desde o
extractivismo colonial até ao hiper-extractivismo contemporaneo. Também se envolve com o
pensamento descolonial para desafiar as narrativas eurocéntricas da degradagdo ambiental e examina o
papel das instituicdes de governacado global na perpetuacao das politicas necroecolégicas. Além disso, o
documento avalia criticamente o conceito de ecocidio, argumentando que, embora o seu
reconhecimento legal possa desafiar aspectos da governacdo necroecoldgica, continua a ser limitado por
quadros legais capitalistas que normalizam o sacrificio ambiental. A conclusao apela a um repensar radical
da governacao, da economia e da justica, ultrapassando o paradigma neoliberal em dire¢ao a modelos
alternativos que centrem a resiliéncia ecoldgica e social.

Palavras-chave: Necroecologia; Necropolitica; Ecocidio; Extrativismo; Governanga ambiental.

Necroecologia: muerte ambiental en la era del colapso
climatico y del desarrollo ecocida

Resumen

Este articulo presenta la necroecologia como una extensidn tedrica de la necropolitica que explora cémo
la destruccién ambiental funciona como un modo estructurado de gobernanza y no como una
consecuencia no intencionada del capitalismo. Mientras que la necropolitica de Achille Mbembe se centra
en la gobernanza de la vida y la muerte humanas, la necroecologia amplia este marco para incluir el
sacrificio sistemdatico de ecosistemas, especies y sistemas planetarios dentro de la lgica de la dominacién
econdmicay politica. Basandose en la ecologia politica, el extractivismo y las teorias de la violencia lenta,
este estudio examina los regimenes histdricos de acumulacién que han dado forma a la gobernanza
necroecoldgica, desde el extractivismo colonial hasta el hiperextractivismo contempordneo. También
recurre al pensamiento decolonial para cuestionar las narrativas eurocéntricas de la degradacion
ambiental y examina el papel de las instituciones de gobernanza mundial en la perpetuacién de las
politicas necroecoldgicas. Ademas, el documento evalla criticamente el concepto de ecocidio,
argumentando que aunque su reconocimiento juridico podria cuestionar aspectos de la gobernanza
necroecoldgica, sigue estando limitado por marcos juridicos capitalistas que normalizan el sacrificio
medioambiental. La conclusién aboga por un replanteamiento radical de la gobernanza, la economiay la
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justicia, superando el paradigma neoliberal y avanzando hacia modelos alternativos que centren la
resiliencia ecoldgica y social.

Palabras clave: Necroecologia; Necropolitica; Ecocidio; Extractivismo; Gobernanza ambiental.

Introduction

In the Anthropocene era, environmental destruction has become a defining
feature of contemporary governance, shaping power relations between states,
corporations, and vulnerable communities. This paper introduces the concept of
necroecology, an expansion of Achille Mbembe’s (2003) necropolitics, to analyze how
environmental destruction functions as a mechanism of governance that determines
which ecosystems, territories and populations are deemed expendable in the pursuit of
economic growth. Building on insights from political ecology and environmental justice
frameworks, the concept of necroecology integrates key analytical frameworks such as
slow violence (Nixon, 2011), extractivism (Gudynas, 2021), and ecological sacrifice zones.
These perspectives highlight how environmental harm unfolds unevenly across space
and time, disproportionately affecting marginalized communities while sustaining global
regimes of accumulation. Necroecology thus extends necropolitical analysis beyond
human populations to include entire ecosystems, revealing how environmental
destruction is normalized and institutionalized within contemporary systems of
governance.

The current environmental crisis is therefore not simply a matter of ecological
degradation but fundamentally a question of power. Climate change, biodiversity loss,
pollution, and resource extraction are embedded in political and economic structures
that reproduce social inequalities at multiple scales.

As climate tipping points become imminent, scholars warn of regime shifts that

could lead to irreversible ecological collapse (Cooper, 2020). Despite growing scientific
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awareness, responses remain fragmented and insufficient. Such patterns of delay and
selective action reflect deeper biopolitical and necropolitcal calculations in which
decisions about environmental protection or neglect determine the distribution of life,
vulnerability, and death across both human and non-human worlds.

Within this context, environmental destruction becomes part of a broader
necroecological order in which death, of species, territories, and marginalized human
communities, is woven into the fabric of contemporary governance. Policies, and/or the
absence of policies, that shape the pace and scale of environmental degradation are
therefore neither accidental nor politically neutral; they reflect deliberate structures of
power that manage ecological life and death. This paper explores these dynamics by
tracing the intellectual lineage from biopolitics to necropolitics and ultimately to
necroecology. In doing so, it critically examines how the climate crisis and the growing
recognition of ecocide can be understood as death-driven mechanisms that contribute
to the consolidation of a global necroecological order (Rosengardt, 2024)

This article is structured as follows: it first revisits the theoretical lineage from
biopolitics to necropolitics, demonstrating how concepts of life and death have
historically shaped political authority and regimes. The analysis then introduces the
framework of necroecology, extending Mbembe’s insights to encompass the systemic
sacrifice of ecosystems and planetary systems. Subsequent sections engage with political
ecology, extractivism, and the emerging dynamics of green extractivism, illustrating how
ecological destruction is embedded within historical and contemporary regimes of
accumulation. The discussion then turns to decolonial perspectives, emphasizing the
persistence of colonial power relations in the production of environmental sacrifice, and
examining the role of the state in institutionalizing necroecological governance. Finally,
the article analyzes the relationship between ecocide and climate collapse, framing both
as mechanisms through which a global necroecological order is consolidated. The
conclusion synthesizes these strands, arguing that necroecology offers a critical lens for

understanding how environmental destruction becomes normalized as a structural
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condition of the global political economy while highlighting the urgent need to imagine

alternatives beyond this order.

1.1 Foundations: Biopolitics, Biopower and Necropolitics

The governance of life and death has long been a central concern of political
thought. While modern states are often understood as entities that protect and sustain
life, they also exercise power through the regulation of mortality, deciding not only who
lives but also who is left to die. Michel Foucault’s concept of biopolitics provides a
foundational framework for understanding how modern governance regulates life
(Foucault, 1980; 2007). In contrast to older sovereign models of power that focused on
the right to take life, (the power to “let live and make die”), biopower is concerned with
the administration of life at the level of populations. Relatedly, through what Foucault
calls biopolitics, states manage aspects such as health, reproduction, and productivity,
implementing policies that enhance life expectancy and economic growth (Lemke, 2011).
Therefore, biopower operates through diverse mechanisms that regulate populations,
from public health policies to economic incentives, all associated with ensuring the
‘optimization’ of life. However, biopolitics is not universally applied. Some populations
are nurtured and protected, while others are systematically neglected or exposed to
harm. This differentiation between lives that are actively fostered and those that are
passively abandoned is where necropolitics emerges (Coward, 2006).

Necropolitics, as introduced by Achille Mbembe (2003), exposes how power
structures determine which populations are allowed to live and which are left to die.
While Michel Foucault’s concept of biopolitics focused on the administration of life,
necropolitics shifts the focus to the governance of death. The latter extends beyond
direct violence, manifesting also in policies that abandon communities to environmental
degradation, systemic neglect, and economic exclusion. Mbembe’s (2003) theory of

necropolitics thus argues that governance is equally, if not more, concerned with the
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administration of death; so that states do not merely regulate life, they actively
determine who is abandoned to die. Necropolitics was originally applied to human
populations, exposing how colonialism, apartheid, and contemporary warfare create
‘death-worlds’ where certain groups are deemed disposable. However, this framework
can be extended to non-human ecologies, providing a more holistic analysis of how
power structures govern death across human and non-human domains (Colombino;
Childs, pp. 355, 364)

Necropolitics extends Foucault’s analysis by emphasizing that sovereign power is
not merely concerned with the optimization and regulation of life, but also with the
authority to determine who may be left to die (Foucault, 1980). As noted above, this
capacity is exercised not only through direct acts of killing, but also through
abandonment, exclusion, and through the calculated exposure of populations to lethal
conditions (Esposito, 2008). In this sense, death does not always arrive in the form of
spectacular violence; it often takes the shape of slow, accumulative harm produced by
structural neglect. Scholars have shown how states, corporations, and global governance
institutions manufacture ‘““death worlds” in which certain groups are rendered
disposable, whether in conflict zones, refugee camps, marginalized urban peripheries, or
ecologically devastated regions (Puar, 2017). Here it should be emphasized that these
are not incidental failures of governance but deliberate configurations of power that
stratify life, determining whose existence is protected and whose is left to deteriorate.
The necropolitical order, therefore, frequently operates through chronic mechanisms:
entrenched poverty, environmental degradation, forced displacement, and systematic
deprivation of essential resources, transforming everyday living conditions into tools of
death.

The concept of necropolitics can be understood as a set of discrete policies or
decisions that expose certain populations to premature death, abandonment, and
prolonged suffering. Yet, as Achille Mbembe (2019) argues, necropolitics is not only

about specific acts of violence but about the broader capacity to dictate the terms of life
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and death. In the context of the climate crisis, what we are witnessing is not merely an
accumulation of separate necropolitical acts, it is the emergence of a necropolitical
ontology, a transformation in the very nature of the political itself. This means that the
environmental emergency is not simply governed by necropolitical policies; rather, it
demonstrates that the political today is increasingly structured by death, disposability,
and sacrifice as foundational principles (Whyte, 2018). Climate breakdown does not just
generate necropolitics, it is the necropolitical.

To understand this shift, it is necessary to distinguish between politics and the
political. Politics, in its contingent and everyday sense, refers to negotiations, conflicts,
and power struggles within existing structures. It is the sphere of policies, debates,
treaties, and governmental decisions, the realm in which we identify necropolitical
actions, such as the tightening of migration controls, the continued subsidization of fossil
fuels, or the deliberate creation of “sacrifice zones” (Nixon, 2011; Juskus, 2023). These
arereal and consequential, but they are not arbitrary; they stem from something deeper:
the political as an ontological condition, the foundational structures that define what
politics can be.

The current climate crisis for example, reveals that the political has undergone a
profound necropolitical transformation and the climate emergency marks a shift in which
the governance of life is now inseparable from the governance of death. The
contemporary political landscape is defined by a shift where the "disposability" of
specific populations is not a failure of the system but rather, as Povinelli argues, the
primary modality through which institutional power now functions in the era of
ecological collapse, extending beyond sovereign power into the discourses, affects and
tactics used in late liberalism to maintain and normalize relations between Life and
Nonlife (Povinelli, 2016, p. 4). The climate crisis is increasingly managed not as a
preventable catastrophe, but as an ongoing condition to be administered and
normalized. Rather than addressing the structural drivers of ecological degradation,

many governance frameworks focus on administering the uneven distribution of
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environmental harm, determining which territories, ecosystems or populations will bear
the costs of planetary change. These dynamics are visible in the proliferation of ecological
sacrifice zones, where pollution and extraction are concentrated in politically
marginalized territories. The petrochemical corridor known as “Cancer Alley” in Louisiana
or oil extraction in the Niger Delta illustrate how environmental destruction is tolerated
because the affected communities are economically and politically expendable (Amnesty
International, 2018; Juhasz, 2024).

This necropolitical ontology is also evident in the proliferation of sacrifice zones
(Juskus, 2023), the abandonment of entire communities to floods, droughts, and
wildfires, and the deliberate slowing or dilution of climate action. These processes reveal
that the political itself is now defined by the capacity to determine who is allowed to
adapt, who must endure slow violence, and who is left to die. That these outcomes are
framed as regrettable but inevitable underscores how necropolitics has shifted from
being an exceptional modality of politics to becoming its organizing logic (Juskus, 2023).
Recognizing this transformation demands a reconceptualization of climate justice. If
necropolitical governance is not merely a set of actions but the very condition of the
political, solutions must go beyond policy reforms or increased “climate ambition”.

Addressing climate necropolitics requires confronting the ontological structures
that normalize abandonment and disposability, exposing how contemporary politics has
been reshaped to accommodate mass death as an acceptable consequence of
environmental crisis (Brandajs, 2025). Understanding the climate crisis as a necropolitical
order rather than just a collection of necropolitical acts forces us to ask deeper questions:
not only who is being sacrificed, but why is politics now defined by the administration of
environmental collapse rather than its prevention? Only by recognizing this shift can we
fully comprehend the stakes of climate justice and the urgency of imagining radical
alternatives to the current political ontology (De Boom, 2022).

On the other hand, discussions on the destruction of nature often trace its

intellectual lineage to philosophical traditions such as anthropocentrism, mechanicism,
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and materialism. Such frameworks tend to reinforce a worldview that conceptualizes
nature as a passive resource, separate from human society and stripped of its intrinsic
value (Plumwood, 2002). Anthropocentrism, though its prioritization of human needs
above all other forms of life, has long been criticized for legitimizing environmental
exploitation. Within this worldview, nature is frequently framed as a passive object
available for human use. As Carolyn Merchant (1980) argues, mechanistic understandings
of nature, particularly those emerging from early modern scientific thought,
conceptualize the natural world as a predictable and controllable machine, thereby
providing intellectual justification for extractivist projects and large-scale interventions in
ecosystems (Merchant, 1980). Materialism, in its reductive variants, is often associated
with the commodification of ecosystems and the denial of agency to nonhuman entities
(Bennett, 2010).

While these philosophical paradigms have undoubtedly contributed to legitimizing
ecological destruction, they should not be mistaken for its root cause. They are better
understood as ideological manifestations of a deeper necroecological order, an
extension of necropolitics in which both human and nonhuman lives are governed
through exposure to death (Arias-Maldonado, 2019). What is often framed as a
philosophical error is, in fact, a symptom of an ontological arrangement in which
environmental sacrifice is structurally embedded in political economies and governance
systems. Anthropocentrism, then, is not merely a misguided worldview, it is a rationalized
ideology that facilitates the systemic sacrifice of ecosystems. The assumption that human
markets and needs justify ecological destruction is institutionalized in law, economic
planning, and development strategies. Mechanistic worldviews similarly sustain
extractive and climate engineering initiatives, portraying nature as something that can
be optimized, controlled, and reconfigured for human ends. These frameworks operate
not in isolation but as legitimating narratives for interventions that privilege domination

over co-existence.
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Recent public discussions on climate-related mortality have increasingly framed
extreme heat and climate impacts in terms of political responsibility and differential
exposure to death, highlighting the presence and influence of necropolitical logics in how
governance shapes who is protected and who is left exposed (Thierry, 2026). While such
accounts remain largely descriptive, they underscore the need for a more systematic
analytical framework capable of examining the structural conditions under which
environmental harm becomes normalized. The growing invocations of the concept of
necropolitics in climate debates, including in public-facing analyses of preventable
climate-related deaths, reflects an emerging recognition that environmental degradation
is not merely a biophysical process but a political ordering of exposure to harm. However,
these invocations often remain at the level of moral critique (Thierry, 2026).
Necroecology extends this insight by situating differential vulnerability within systemic

ecological degradation and institutionalized governance structures.

1.2 Building from Necropolitics: Expanding the Conceptual Framework to
Necroecology

In this section we try to build the concept from necropolitics to necrocology, by
arguing that the concept of necroecology requires further theoretical development
before it can be fully understood as an evolution of Achille Mbembe’s necropolitics.
Rather than a distinct departure from necropolitics, necroecology is best conceived as a
companion framework, extending the logics of power and death beyond human
populations to ecological systems (Lucatello; Carrill, 2023). Necroecology advances
Mbembe’s theories by recognizing that environmental collapse is not an unintended side
effect of capitalism but an active strategy that reinforces existing hierarchies of control
and disposability.

This approach intersects with political ecology, which has long critiqued the

uneven distribution of environmental harm. Political ecology analyzes how economic and
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political institutions shape environmental outcomes, revealing the power relations
embedded in conservation, land use, and resource extraction (Robbins, 2020).
Necroecology builds on these critiques by demonstrating that governance strategies do
not merely exploit nature but actively incorporate ecological death as a structured,
normalized aspect of political economy. However, the application of necropolitics has
often been limited to a focus on the impacts and effects for human subjects. The
expansion of this concept into necroecology allows for an analysis of how governance
extends death and abandonment to non-human nature. Necroecology, therefore,
acknowledges that political power operates not only on human populations but also on
ecosystems, species, and planetary systems, systematically determining which
environments and territories are sacrificed for economic expansion.

Scholars of political ecology have long debated the ways in which capitalism and
governance dictate the allocation of environmental burdens. Research by Piers Blaikie
and Harold Brookfield (1987) linked environmental degradation to political and economic
structures that marginalize vulnerable populations. Similarly, Martinez-Alier (2002)
highlighted ecological distribution conflicts arising from resource extraction and
industrial development. Later work has shown how global commodity chains and state
policies create environmental ‘“sacrifice zones.” A well-known example is in the
Ecuadorian Amazon, where oil production has caused long-term soil and water
contamination, disproportionately affecting Indigenous populations integrated into
global petroleum supply chain. These studies identify unequal power relations, colonial
legacies, market demand, and growth-oriented governance as key drivers of
environmental burden allocation (Sepulveda et al., 2025). Building on this, necroecology
provides a new analytical lens to explore the increasing normalization of ecocide,
systematic environmental destruction as a governing principle. In the next table we

distinguish key dimensions and clarify the use of Necropolitics vs. Necroecology.
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Table 1 — Key Distinctions Between Necropolitics and Necroecology

to die).

Dimension Necropolitics Necroecology
Concenptual Governance of human life and  ||Governance of ecological death (which
focus P death (who may live, who is left |ecosystems, species, and territories are

sacrificed).

Primary object

Human populations, especially
marginalized, colonized, or
racialized groups.

Non-human ecologies (forests, rivers,
species, planetary systems) and human
communities tied to them.

States, militaries, colonial

displacement.

Agents of . . \ States, corporations, financial institutions,
regimes, and biopolitical

power R and global governance structures.
institutions.
Direct violence, abandonment, |Extractivism, green extractivism, climate

Mechanisms systemic neglect, war, forced inaction, ecocide, designation of sacrifice

zones.

Temporalities of
death

Often immediate or visible
(conflict, policing, genocidal
acts).

Often slow, cumulative, and normalized
(deforestation, pollution, biodiversity
collapse).

Death as an ontological condition of

disposable.

Political Death as an instrument of s o
. o capitalist political economy and state
ontology sovereignty and domination. o
legitimacy.

Rhetorical Humanitarian, security, or Sustainability, development, climate
<hield civilizational justifications for adaptation, or even Buen Vivir discourses

violence. masking extractivism.

Creation of “death-worlds” Institutionalization of ecological sacrifice
Outcome where certain human lives are  ||zones where both human and non-human

life is disposable.

Source: Authors’ personal elaboration.
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As previously argued, neoliberalism and late-liberalism have already been deeply
shaped by necropolitical dynamics, wherein capitalism exerts its dominance through
processes of economization, subordination, and exploitation. Within this structure,
necropolitics does not merely determine which lives are disposable but also establishes
economic rationalities that prioritize extraction and environmental degradation. As
capitalism expands its frontiers, it increasingly incorporates non-human ecologies into its
necropolitical logic, rendering entire territories and ecosystems expendable (Brandas,
2025). Thus, necroecology emerges as a necessary extension of existing theoretical
frameworks to fully comprehend the environmental dimensions of necropolitical
governance.

To further develop necroecology as a rigorous analytical tool, five key areas

require deeper engagement:

1. historical regimes of accumulation,

2. extractivism and its contemporary transformations,

3. the neoliberal ‘greening’ of extractivism,

4. decolonial genealogies of environmental destruction, and
5. the role of the state in necroecological governance.

2. Necroecology and Historical Regimes of Accumulation

Understanding necroecology requires engaging with the historical regimes of
accumulation that have shaped capitalism and redefined the relationship between
society, nature, and energy. Scholars such Nancy Fraser (2022) argue that capitalism
operates through the constant expansion and reorganization of extractive frontiers,
incorporating ecological degradation into its very logic of accumulation. From this

perspective, environmental destruction is not an anomaly but a structural feature of
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capitalist development: the transition from coal to oil, for example, illustrates how shifts
in energy regimes are inseparable from transformations in political power. As Timothy
Mitchell (2011) shows, coal-based economies enabled forms of labor organization
capable of exerting pressures on industrial systems, whereas oil infrastructure, more
geographically dispersed and capital intensive, facilitated new mechanisms of centralized
control and fragmented worker power. This historical trajectory is essential for
understanding how necroecological governance adapts over time, integrating new
technologies and economic imperatives to maintain dominance.

Recognizing these historical regimes of accumulation invites a series of critical
questions. Which territories and ecosystems are incorporated into new frontiers of
extraction, and which are rendered disposable in the process? How do technological
transitions, such as the current shift toward renewable energy and critical minerals,
reconfigure patterns of environmental sacrifice? And how do governance institutions
normalize or obscure the ecological costs of accumulation?

Addressing these questions requires drawing on a broader body of recent
scholarship on world-ecology, ecological distribution conflicts, and extractivism, which
highlights how contemporary patterns of accumulation continue to rely on uneven
geographies of resource appropriation and environmental degradation (Svampa, 2015;
Hecht, 2023). Recent political ecology research further shows how emerging forms of
“green extractivism” associated with the energy transition may reproduce historical
patterns of dispossession and ecological inequality, particularly in the Global South
(Dunlap et al., 2020; Tornel, 2023). Similarly, new work on environmental justice and
global inequality emphasizes how environmental governance often reflects broader
dynamics of racial capitalism and residual governance that treat certain territories as
expendable spaces of accumulation (Fraser, 2022). Together, these contributions
highlight how contemporary sustainability transitions risk reinforcing extractive relations
unless structural inequalities and ecological distribution conflicts are explicitly addressed.

Necroecology thus becomes a useful lens for examining how regimes of accumulation
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determine not only the organization of production but also the political management of

ecological life and death.

3. Extractivism and the Expansion of Necroecology

While existing research has explored extractivism primary through the lenses of
Latin America political ecology and economy (Gudynas, 2021; Svampa, 2015), the concept
of extractivism has evolved beyond regional geographies to illuminate the wider
international processes through which nature, labor and knowledge are appropriated for
capital accumulation. Iniits classical formulation, extractivism refers to large-scale modes
of resource appropriation, such as mining, oil drilling, logging, or industrial agriculture,
characterized by intensive exploitation of natural resources primarily for export-oriented
markets. These activities typically rely on territorial reorganization, infrastructure
expansion, and regulatory regimes that facilitate access to land and resources, often at
the expense of local communities and ecosystems.

Contemporary scholarship, however, shows that extractivism has evolved beyond
these geographically bounded practices. Martin Arboleda (Cristie, 2022) argues that
contemporary extractivism is no longer confined to traditional North-South dynamics.
Instead, it has become spatially and temporally decentralized, with commodity frontiers
expanding through financialized markets, logistics networks, and digital infrastructures.
For example, lithium extraction in the South American “Lithium Triangle,” cobalt mining
in the Democratic Republic of Congo for battery production, or large-scale palm oil
expansion in Southeast Asia illustrate how new commodity frontiers are integrated into
global technological and energy transitions. This shift marks the emergence of "hyper-
extractivism", where resource extraction is no longer limited to non-human ecology but
extends into data extraction, financial manipulation, and epistemic control (Mcneish;

Shapiro, 2021, pp. 22-29). Chagnon et al. (2022) define extractivism as an ontological
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principle, meaning it is no longer merely an economic activity but a systemic mode of
world-making that produces destruction and disposability as inherent features of
governance. From this perspective, necroecology must account for these expanded
forms of extraction. Environmental violence today is not limited to the physical
degradation of landscapes but is embedded in complex networks of resource
appropriation, financial speculation, and informational control that sustain
contemporary regimes of accumulation. For necroecology to take account of the concept
and processes of extractivism means, therefore, recognizing that environmental
destruction is not simply the result of isolated ecological damage but is structurally
embedded in the extractive logics that organize contemporary capitalism. In this sense,
necroecology examines how extractivist processes determine which territories,
ecosystems, and populations are exposed to environmental harm in order to sustain

regimes of accumulation.

4. Green Extractivism: The Neoliberal Rationalization of Ecological

Death

A third critical area for necroecology’s theoretical and conceptual development is
its engagement with the ontological categories of greening and environmental
neoliberalism. While the concept already incorporates recognition of the
neoliberalization of climate governance, further work is needed to analyze how
neoliberal environmental policies actively legitimize extractivist expansion under the
guise of sustainability. As Dunlap and Jakobsen (2020) argue, neoliberal environmental
governance does not halt extractivism but rebrands it. Through mechanisms such as
emission trading schemes, carbon offset markets, and conservation finance,
corporations and states continue to monetize ecological destruction while maintaining

an appearance of climate responsibility. This dynamic contributes to the rise of green
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extractivism, in which the expansion of renewable energy infrastructures like wind, solar,
hydroelectric, and bioenergy projects, generates new forms of land appropriation and
ecological disruption (Dunlap; Jakobsen, 2020).

Concrete examples illustrate these dynamics. Large-scale wind farms in Oaxaca,
Mexico, developed within the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, have generated conflicts with
Indigenous communities over land access, territorial rights, and uneven distribution of
benefits. Similarly, lithium extraction in the already mentioned South American “Lithium
Triangle” (Chile, Argentina, and Bolivia), driven by the demand for batteries used in
renewable technologies and electric vehicles, has intensified pressure on fragile desert
ecosystems and local water systems. These examples illustrate how the transition
toward renewable energy can reproduce familiar patterns of territorial dispossession,
environmental degradation, and unequal distribution of costs and benefits.
Necroecology must, therefore, recognize that, for example, decarbonization is not
inherently a challenge to extractivism, in fact, the transition to ‘green’ energy often
replicates the same dynamics of controlling nature, ecological sacrifice, and capitalist
accumulation. As Dunlap and Jakobsen (2020) warn, the expansion of renewable energy
industries is already producing new sacrifice zones, reinforcing the structural logic of

necroecological governance.

5. Decolonial Genealogies of Necroecology

Necroecology must also be situated within decolonial genealogies of
environmental violence. While the existing analysis often references 19th-century
colonial extraction, decolonial scholars emphasize that capitalism’s environmental
necropolitics date back to 1492, with the onset of European colonial expansion. Walter
Mignolo, Anibal Quijano, and Ramén Grosfoguel (Al Zayed, 2024) have theorized the

Colonial Matrix of Power (CMP) as an enduring system of economic, political, and
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epistemic domination, which persists long after formal decolonization. This coloniality
manifests in the continued dispossession of Indigenous lands, the erasure of non-
Western environmental knowledge, and the racialized hierarchies that dictate whose
ecologies are sacrificed. Mario Blaser and Arturo Escobar expand this argument through
third-generation political ecology, which critiques the ontological separation of nature
and culture as a colonial construct. They argue that environmental governance under
capitalism does not merely exploit nature, it actively produces a reality in which non-
human ecologies are expendable (Mercon, 2025).

Necroecology must incorporate this decolonial critique to avoid reproducing
Eurocentric narratives of environmental degradation. Instead of viewing ecological
destruction as a ‘recent’ phenomenon, necroecology should frame it as a historical
continuum of colonial violence that persists in contemporary global governance. In this
regard, Necroecology reveals the limitations of substituting these frameworks with more
relational or holistic ontologies. While such alternatives, such as multispecies justice or
posthumanist ethics, are crucial, the deeper challenge lies in the material structures of
power that make ecological destruction acceptable, profitable, and routine (Moore,
2015). And while these ontological shifts are intellectually and ethically significant, they
do not necessarily address the structural political and economic forces that drive
ecological destruction. Relational frameworks often focus on transforming how humans
conceptualize and relate to nature, but they may leave relatively unexamined the
institutional and material infrastructures such as global commodity chains, extractive
industries, financialized markets, and state development policies that continue to
organize large-scale environmental degradation. As Jason W. Moore (2015) argues,
capitalism operates through systemic regimes of accumulation that depend on the
continuous appropriation of cheap nature, meaning that ecological destruction is
embedded in the very dynamics of political economy rather than merely located in

cultural or philosophical assumptions about human-nature relations.

AMBIENTES. Volume 8, NUmero 1, 2026, pp. 24-58. ISSN: 2674-6816
DOI: https://doi.org/10.48075/znzed392

41




Necroecology: Environmental Death in the Age... LUCATELLO, S.; CARRIL, L. F.; CONTRERAS, D. S.

These logics are maintained through interconnected domains: legal regimes that
facilitate dispossession, scientific paradigms that frame ecological systems as resources,
financial systems that demand constant extraction, and development discourse that
normalizes environmental sacrifice. Together, these form a comprehensive
necroecological order. This order is also inseparable from climate colonialism, where the
burdens of ecological destruction and climate change are disproportionately offloaded
onto formerly colonized and economically marginalized regions (Sultana, 2022).

Here, necroecology operates at a planetary scale, determining which geographies
are designated as sites of extraction, pollution, and waste disposal, and which
populations are made to endure the slow violence of environmental collapse. Climate
colonialism reinforces the same hierarchies that structured historical imperialism,
expropriating land, labor, and resources, while using the language of sustainability and
adaptation to justify continued exploitation. Sacrifice zones in the Global South are not
accidents of geography; they are deliberate outcomes of global political-economic
arrangements in which the survival of wealthy nations is predicated on the ecological

precarity of others.

6. Some words on the state and necroecological governance

The core issue is not simply that humans have imagined themselves as separate
from, or superior to, nature. Rather, it is that the same hierarchies and institutions that
structure the necropolitics of human populations, where some lives are valued and
others deemed expendable, also determine which ecosystems are protected and which
are sacrificed. The environmental crisis, therefore, is not reducible to an epistemological
problem to be solved by shifting perspectives; it is an ontological condition that is
sustained by material relations of power, including the powers held and exercised by the

state. Anthropocentrism, mechanicism, and reductive materialism are not abstract
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philosophical errors but the active ideological expressions of necroecology. For example,
the mechanization of nature serves as a foundational logic for extraction, pollution, and
geoengineering projects, and other technological attempts by governing actors to
control planetary systems while leaving intact the underlying structures that reproduce
environmental death (DeBoom, 2020). The state’s political ontology is deeply entangled
with economic models that presuppose that the sacrifice, of forests, rivers, and
Indigenous territories, is the cost of sovereignty and development. This is why Zografos
(2022, p.32.) argues that even Green New Deal frameworks reproduce “green sacrifice

zones,”

embedding colonial logics and extractivist imperatives under the veneer of
sustainability. Necroecology reveals that the state’s interventions, rather than correcting
ecological harm, often work to reorganize and legitimize ecological death as part of a
broader project of stability and growth (Zografos, 2022). Thus, the state’s green rhetoric,
whether framed in the language of sustainability, Buen Vivir, or ecological rights,
functions less as a transformative project than as a discursive shield. Behind this shield,
extractivism proceeds unabated, ecological disposability is normalized, and the
necroecological order is consolidated.

This is not simply a matter of policy failure or bureaucratic inefficiency; rather, it is
a question of the political ontology of the modern state, whose legitimacy and stability
are bound to economic models that normalize environmental sacrifice. Therefore, from
a necroecological perspective, the state’s role cannot be reduced to environmental
mismanagement or corruption; it must be understood as a central mechanism through

which certain territories, ecologies, and communities are systematically designated as

sacrifice zones.
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7. Ecocide and the Climate Change Crisis as Techniques to Consolidate
a Necroecological Order

This section advances the discussion by situating Ecocide within the broader
context of the climate crisis, thereby conceptualizing it as a constitutive element of a
necroecological order. In doing so, it extends the bridging concepts developed in the
preceding sections toward a more integrated theoretical framework. ‘Ecocide’ is
commonly defined as the large-scale destruction of ecosystems, and it bridges
necropolitics and necroecology. As is explained in more detail below, the term was
coined in the 1970s to describe the environmental devastation caused by the USA’s
chemical warfare in Vietnam. However, contemporary definitions of ecocide extend
beyond war zones, encompassing industrial pollution, deforestation, and consequences
of climate change.

Legal scholars and activists have pushed for ecocide to be recognized as an
international crime, yet global governance institutions remain resistant. Despite
widespread environmental destruction, no legal framework currently holds corporations
or governments accountable for ecocidal actions. The Stop Ecocide movement, co-
founded by legal advocates Polly Higgins and current CEO Jojo Mehta, has argued for the
inclusion of ecocide in the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, but major
economic powers continue to obstruct its adoption. The reluctance to criminalize ecocide
reflects the structural logic of necroecology: if environmental destruction were treated
as a crime, it would challenge the very foundations of extractivist economies. Instead,
governments and international institutions engage in symbolic gestures, such as carbon
trading and voluntary climate agreements, which maintain the status quo while enabling
continued ecological sacrifice.

Ecocide, understood as a deliberate act of severe damage or extensive destruction
of ecosystems (Gauger et al., 2012), represents the pinnacle of necroecological rationality

in action. It provides the clearest evidence of the capitalist system’s enactment of
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ecological devastation to sustain and expand its economic, political and social
domination over both human beings and non-human nature. As an expression of both
necroecological rationality and necropolitical practices, ecocide may contribute to a
globalized idea of how development should and can serve capitalist interests. The very
existence of such an understanding of development, here conceptualized as ecocidal
development, suggests that necroecology has become embedded as a normalized
foundation of political frameworks and development agendas. Historically, these
agendas have been reinforced through governmental institutions, regulatory regimes,
scientific and technological systems, and the broader dynamics of capitalist societies.
Therefore, necroecology reflects a long-standing necropolitical process through which
ecological destruction has been institutionalized as a condition of economic growth.
However, this historical trajectory may be approaching a moment of transformation as
international debates on the recognition of ecocide as an international crime gain
momentum. The potential adoption of ecocide laws in national and international legal
systems could challenge the institutional structures that have historically legitimized
ecocidal development and open new possibilities for holding states and corporations
accountable for large-scale ecological destruction.

According to the historical record registered by the Ecocide Law information
center’, the term ecocide was coined in 1970 by the American biologist Arthur W. Galston
to refer to the environmental destruction and potential catastrophe arising from the use
of chemical defoliants (known as agent orange) for military purposes during the Vietnam
War. As an act of warfare as important as genocide, ecocide was studied soon after by
the scholar Richard Falk in 1973. “Just as a counterinsurgency warfare tends toward
genocide with respect to people, it also tends toward ecocide with respect to the

environment” (Falk, 1973, p.80). Initially understood as a violent action against a natural

'The Ecocide Law information center is a resource hub that provides material relating to ecocide law, including
definitions, history, publications, research, existing laws, and media coverage. It is managed by Stop Ecocide
International, the Promise Instituto for Human Rights at UCLA School of Law and the Human Rights Consortium,
School of Advanced Study, University of London. Available at: <www.ecocidelaw.com>.
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environment in a framework surrounding war and genocide, a first draft statement on
ecocide as a concept was published in a Bulletin of Peace Proposals by John H.E. Fried in
1973 which was later reproduced in a Study prepared by UN Special Rapporteur
Nicodeme Ruhashyankiko in 1978 in the hope that it would be approved for inclusion in
the United Nations Convention on Genocide: “[the term ecocide] ...denotes various
measures of devastation and destruction that have in common that their objective is to
damage and destroy the ecology of geographical areas to the detriment of human, animal
and plant life” (Ruhashyankiko, 1978, p. 128).

In the years that followed, debates on ecocide becoming recognized as an
international crime against the peace and security of mankind did manage to achieve
consideration for inclusion in “the Code,” which later became the Rome Statute, but by
1996 the initiative was ultimately dropped by the United Nations International Law
Commission or ILC (Gauger et al., 2012).

Taking account of these beginnings, which pointed to ecocide as a war-oriented
weapon intentionally used against a [human] “enemy” while at the same time being
regarded as an act of environmental war, we can begin to trace the connection between
the 1970s conception of ecocide and today’s discussion on necroecology. Producing
death on a large scale is clearly at the core of necropolitics, but whose death(s) are we
referring to when discussing the violent act of ecocide? During the Vietnam War the U.S.
Military Operation ‘Ranch Hand’ centered on using the chemical compound agent orange
to defoliate over 2 million hectares of forests so that Vietcong soldiers would be exposed.
Although millions of Vietnamese were affected, and related health impacts can still be
seen today, we can ask nonetheless, ‘what was destroyed first?’. Indeed, the case of the
Vietnam War could be regarded as an interesting example of how necropolitics have
operated historically through ecological annihilation as a precondition for the
management of human life and death, in line with Mbembe’s theoretical framework
(2003). Moreover, the ecocide experienced by humans and non-humans in Vietnam could

also be analyzed with reference to key elements in Mbembe’s (2024) more recent work
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on brutalism, especially when discussing how the horrors of war become accepted as
common standards as seen today in the devastating impacts of agro-industrial
technologies and extractive infrastructures.

Worldwide campaigners against ecocide have been and are advocating that
ecocide be acknowledged and included as the missing 5th international crime against
peace (Gauger et al., 2012). Now that the preservation of human life and the need to
strengthen accountability for severe environmental harms stand out as central concerns
associated with the ongoing and alarming global ecological crisis, the potential
criminalization of ecocide is rapidly securing greater attention within the international
community. Through the dedication of the UK barrister Polly Higgins, a strong and
committed movement called “Stop Ecocide” emerged in the early 2000s. Even though
Higgins herself had presented the UN Law Commission with an updated definition of
ecocide in 2010, it was not until 2021 that a legal definition for ecocide as an international
crime was consented to and launched by an independent Expert Panel of criminal

lawyers, environmental lawyers and legal scholars from all around the world:

Ecocide means unlawful or wanton acts committed with knowledge
that there is a substantial likelihood of severe and either widespread
or long-term damage to the environment being caused by those acts
(Stop Ecocide Foundation, 2021, p. 4)

Although taking account of previous efforts, this new vision of ecocide advances
our understanding by recognizing that ecocide should not be understood only as a
possible war crime; that ecocide also happens in times of peace; and that therefore it
should be recognized as a crime in its own right. There are high expectations that this
proposed definition will be considered as an amendment to the Rome Statute of the
International Criminal Court so that ecocide can be added as a new crime along with
genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes and the crime of aggression. Large-scale
forms of destruction that the international ecocide law is expected to criminalize include

chemical disasters, mass deforestation, destruction of endangered species or habitats,
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severe water and land contamination, amongst many others. Since this legal definition of
ecocide was circulated internationally in 2021, support for approval of a global Ecocide
Law has increased and leading states that are regarded as supporters of the Stop Ecocide
movement - such as Vanuatu, France, Finland, Sweden, Italy, Belgium, UK, Netherlands,
the Republic of Congo, Peru, Argentina and Mexico - have already begun submitting bills
to their own parliaments aimed at preventing and criminalizing ecocide. According to
Stop Ecocide International (2021) the “criminalization of ecocide creates enforceable
accountability for key decision-makers...”, therefore allowing a path to justice in relation
to widespread damages inflicted upon an environment, which is described in the
proposed legal definition as ‘“the earth, its biosphere, cryosphere, lithosphere,
hydrosphere and atmosphere, as well as outer space” (Stop Ecocide Foundation, 2021,
p-4). If ecocide laws are approved all over the world, will this mean that the prosecution
and punishment of ecocide will reduce the exposure of nature to the power of death?
Are these new legal and penal approaches capable of reversing necroecological
rationality or deposing necropolitical policies? It may be too early to know for certain, but
for now they do seem to represent a potential obstacle for necroecological governance.

Some additional words are necessary to explain why such destructive acts are
caused by human and industrial activities. An answer may be found in global
development agendas that promote capitalist interests as well as rule by the market. In
line with the foreign policy goals promoted by the 33rd US president Harry S. Truman in
1949, discourses on “the need for development” began to spread, promising economic
and technology ‘solutions’ that held/hold the principle of progress at their core.
Throughout the second half of the twentieth century, development agendas were
promoted by state governments and openly supported by international aid
organizations, the private sector, legal advisors, and institutions of science and
technology amongst others. Together these allowed for the intensification or expansion
of extractive industries, the exploitation of nature, massive deforestation processes,

mismanagement of dangerous pollutants, unplanned urbanization, among many other
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activities that sought to achieve development through the adoption or imposition of a
capitalist economic model. We argue that this should be seen as the ‘golden age’ of
ecocidal development: an era in which economic modernization became inseparable
from the systematic destruction of nature and its ecosystems.

Thus, we can see a willingness to “sacrifice” not only humans but complete
territories, where nature becomes the first casualty, followed by the collapse of the
relational worlds that bond human beings and non-human nature; what is known as
human interconnectedness with nature.

Therefore, we argue, drawing on our understanding of necroecology, that even
if/when human lives are at the center of our anxieties about sacrifice zones, the fate of
and consequences for non-human nature should be central to our concerns too. As we
can draw out of Mbembe’s latest work (2024), without nature life as a whole would be
doomed and swallowed by the discourse of collapsology. Whether we regard this as the
age of ecocidal development or the era of brutalization as Mbembe calls it, life on earth
is experiencing “... multiple forms of destruction of the living and habitats...” (Mbembe,
2024, p. 16) predicated on the permanent depredation and alienation of nature. Ecocide,
as one of the most perverse expressions of necropolitics and of necroecological
governance, emerges from the very core of this era and its development strategies that
can only thrive by being extractivist.

Case studies across the Americas illustrate how necroecological governance
manifests in extractivist economies and environmental policies. The Amazon rainforest,
often referred to as the 'lungs of the Earth,' has been subject to rapid deforestation, fires,
and displacement of Indigenous communities. Governments, under pressure from
agribusiness, have actively deregulated environmental protections, reinforcing the view
that certain ecologies are expendable. Similarly, the ongoing destruction of the Niger
Delta due to oil extraction exemplifies necroecology as a governing logic. Despite
decades of protests, pollution levels have rendered large parts of the delta uninhabitable,

exposing the prioritization of corporate profit over ecological and human survival. The
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environmental degradation of the delta is not incidental but a politically sanctioned
outcome of extractivist policies. Another example is the increasing frequency of extreme
climate events, such as wildfires in California and Australia. These disasters
disproportionately affect low-income and Indigenous communities, reflecting how
necroecology is embedded in climate adaptation policies. While wealthy regions receive
investments in fire suppression and resilience, marginalized communities are left with
inadequate resources, reinforcing environmental sacrifice zones.

Climate change impacts, from rising sea levels to heatwaves and ecological
collapse, actively threaten entire ecosystems, livelihoods, and ways of being. Yet, unlike
conventional forms of violence, which are immediate and visible, climate necroviolence
unfolds across extended timescales and uneven geographies. It does not always take the
form of direct destruction but manifests through gradual deterioration, displacement,
and exposure to harm, operating as a slow yet systematic process of ecological and social
abandonment. Public debates increasingly describe climate-related deaths as
preventable and politically conditioned, highlighting failures of infrastructure,
adaptation, and social protection. Yet framing these deaths as preventable, while
normatively powerful, does not by itself address the structural logics that produce
differential exposure within a warming world. As we have elaborated across this paper,
a necroecological perspective situates such preventability within broader regimes of
extractivism, inequality, and institutional tolerance of ecological overshoot.

Viewing climate change through a necroecological lens shifts the focus from
abstract discussions of temperature rise and policy failures to the material and political
realities of environmental sacrifice. It highlights how certain ecologies and populations
are deliberately positioned as disposable within the capitalist order. Furthermore, it
demands recognition of what Rob Nixon (2011) describes as slow violence. Unlike the
spectacular violence of war or sudden disasters, slow violence is incremental, dispersed,
and often politically obscured, unfolding through the accumulation of harms associated

with deforestation, pollution, biodiversity loss, and rising global temperatures. Its
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delayed temporality allows political and economic systems to evade responsibility, as
destruction is neither sudden nor easily attributable to a single event or actor.

The necroecology of climate change is evident also in the uneven distribution of
suffering and resilience. The populations most vulnerable to climate collapse are not
simply unfortunate; they are those who have already been subjected to histories of
colonialism, extractivism, and marginalization. Environmental devastation and crimes of
ecocide in these regions are not ‘unintended consequences’, rather they result from a
global system that deems certain lives and ecologies as expendable. Whether in the
polluted landscapes of the Niger Delta, the deforested Amazon, or coastal communities
abandoned to rising seas, necroecological governance dictates that some populations
must bear the burden of climate change while others insulate themselves from its worst

effects.

Conclusion

This paper has argued that the concept of necroecology is an essential extension
of Achille Mbembe’s theory of necropolitics into the environmental domain. In doing so,
it proposed that contemporary environmental destruction should not be viewed as an
unintended externality of capitalist development but as a fundamental mechanism of
governance. Necroecology reveals that the systemic sacrifice of ecosystems, non-human
species, and entire territories is structured, deliberate, and normalized within dominant
political and economic systems.

Through a critical engagement with biopolitics, necropolitics, and political ecology,
we demonstrated that the governance of death extends beyond human populations to
encompass non-human nature. The slow violence described by Nixon (2011), the
extractivist regimes analyzed by Gudynas (2021) and Svampa (2015), and the

financialization of ecological destruction mapped by Arboleda (2020), all contribute to
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the consolidation of a necroecological order. Within this order, ecocide is not merely an
aberration but a legally tolerated, economically rationalized, and politically accepted
practice. It is a death-driven practice that is (at least) being challenged by possible
criminalization through the ecocide laws that are being proposed by diverse domestic
and regional parliaments around the world. But despite these increasing calls for ecocide
to be recognized as an international crime, key legal and political institutions remain
resistant. Such resistance highlights how necroecology is entrenched in contemporary
governance, whereby environmental destruction is institutionally permitted, and
capitalist accumulation is prioritized over planetary survival. Furthermore, as climate
collapse accelerates, the dynamics of selective survival, abandonment, and sacrifice
zones intensify, reinforcing global hierarchies of vulnerability and resilience. Climate
change thus emerges not merely as an environmental crisis but as another manifestation
of necroecological governance: a system managing collapse through strategic exposure
to death.

Our analysis further underscored the limitations of attributing environmental
collapse to philosophical traditions such as anthropocentrism alone. While intellectual
worldviews have shaped humanity’s relation to nature, it is the material, political, and
economic structures of the necropolitical order that govern the production of ecological
death. Recognizing this forces us to move beyond discourses of perspective-shifting and
towards confrontations with the ontological foundations of global governance.
Therefore, a necroecological perspective compels a fundamental rethinking of
environmental governance and climate justice. Solutions based solely on increased
ambition, technological innovation, or financial mechanisms are inadequate, as they
often reproduce the very logics of disposability they claim to counter. True alternatives
must dismantle the structures that normalize environmental sacrifice and render some
lives and ecosystems expendable.

Ultimately, confronting necroecology demands a radical transformation of

political, economic, and legal systems. It calls for a shift from governance models rooted
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in the management of death to frameworks centered on ecological and social
regeneration. Only by addressing the systemic production of environmental sacrifice can
movements for climate justice, defense of life and Indigenous rights/territories, or
decolonial futures hope to overcome the necropolitical conditions of the present and

envision a more just planet.
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