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Environments of Inequality: 
Crises, Conflicts, Comparisons

International Summer School at the Maria Sibylla Merian  
Center for Advanced Latin Amer i can Studies (CALAS), 
 Guadalajara, Mexico, Sep 25-30, 2022, co-spon sored by  
CALAS, the Collaborative Research Centre (SFB) 1288 “Prac-
tices of Comparing. Ordering and Changing of the World” 
at Bielefeld University, and the Ger man Historical Institute 
Washington and its Pacific Regional Office. Conveners: Cor-
nelia Aust (Bielefeld University, SFB 1288), Olaf Kaltmeier  
(CALAS), Simone Lässig (GHI Washington), Mario Peters 
(GHI Washington), Ann-Kathrin Volmer (CALAS). Partici-
pants: Jacey Christine Anderson (Montana State Univer-
sity); Luana Braga Batista (University of Rio de Janeiro); 
Alfonsina Cantore (University of San Martin, Buenos Aires);  
Dimitri Diagne (University of California, Berkeley); 
Devrim Eren (Humboldt University, Berlin); Sabrina Fer-
nandes (University of Brasilia); Marianela Laura Galazino  
(National University of Litoral, Santa Fe); Tathagato  
 Ganguly (University of Delhi); Natalia Gómez Muñoz 
(University of Bologna); Edna Liliana Guerrero Caidce-
do (National University of Colombia, Bogotá);  Angela Eva 
Gutierrez (Bielefeld University); Marie Jasser (Universi-
ty of Vienna); Kirsten Kramer (Bielefeld University); Val-
erie  Lenikus (University of Vienna); Marius Littschwager 
( Bielefeld University); Emilio Nocedal Rojas (Metropolitan 
Autonomous University, Xochimilco); Ángela María Ocampo  
Carvajal (Leuven University); Diana Ojeda (University of 
the Andes, Bogotá); Lorena E. Olarte Sánchez (University 
of Vienna); Rosa Philipp (University of Eichstätt-Ingolstadt); 
María del Pilar Peralta Ardila (University of Munich); Ma-
noel Rendeiro Neto (University of California, Davis); José 
Antonio Romero López (Free University of Berlin); Gerhard 
Sagerer (Bielefeld University); Nina Schlosser (University of 
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Vienna); Michael Sondermann (BMBF); Livia de Souza Lima 
(Bielefeld University); Nino Vallen (GHI, Pacific Office).

Inequality is a defin ing fea ture of most Latin Amer i can soci e
ties. Wealth, gen der, racial, and eco log i cal disparities impact 
all  aspects of daily life. The week-long sum mer school “Environ-
ments of Inequality: Crises, Conflicts, Comparisons” brought 
together over thirty doc toral stu dents and schol ars from six-
teen countries to dis cuss dif er ent forms of inequal ity and the 
con flicts they are incit ing in dif er ent places. The orga niz ers 
invited par tic i pants to reflect espe cially on the inter re la tion
ships between social inequal ity and the nat u ral envi ron ment. 
Since colo nial times, the exploi ta tion of Latin America’s nat u-
ral resources has left deep traces in the social fab ric and the 
region’s land scape. Yet, in the pres ent age of the Anthropo-
cene, the region’s less-priv i leged increas ingly bear the brunt 
of the world’s con sum er ist and impe rial mode of liv ing. Against 
the back ground of the social and envi ron men tal strug gles this 
devel op ment is pro duc ing, the sum mer school presented a 
timely forum for aca demic debate and activ ist exchange.

The first day started with the event’s open ing cer e mony at 
the University Center for Social Sciences and Humanities of 
the University of Guadalajara. Organizers and rep re sen ta-
tives of the hosting insti tu tions and funding agency (Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research, BMBF) wel comed par-
tic i pants and underscored the impor tance of this inter na-
tional gath er ing. Referring to the cur rent cri ses and dis putes 
in Latin America, Olaf Kaltmaier stressed the impor tance of 
envi ron men tal con flict as a defin ing char ac ter is tic of the 
era of the Anthropocene. Kaltmaier underlined that study-
ing these con flicts is impor tant not only to under stand what 
is cur rently hap pen ing in the region, but also to gain a bet-
ter under stand ing of the solu tions that are being devel oped. 
The open ing cer e mony was followed by a tour through Gua-
dalajara and sub se quent bus trans fer to the Jaliscan coun-
try side, where most of the sum mer school took place.
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The first day ended with a panel on “Inequalities and Jus-
tice.” In her pre sen ta tion, Devrim Eren discussed how caste, 
social class, gen der, and waste colo nial ism interacted in 
the  repro duc tion of social inequalities in Mumbai, India. 
Marianela Laura Galazino dem on strated how envi ron men-
tal con flicts in Argentina and Brazil prompted com pet ing 
calls for jus tice within com mu ni ties, as their mem bers vied 
over fun da men tal ques tions about the exploi ta tion and 
defense of nature, col lec tive rights, and life style. Finally, 
Nina Schlosser discussed the effects of lith ium exploi ta tion 
in the Salar de Atacama, Chile, both on nature and the lives 
of the region’s native res i dents, who increas ingly embrace 
the exploi ta tion of the nat u ral wealth found on their lands.

The sec ond day com menced with a panel on “Environmental 
Struggles.” Jacey Anderson com pared the iden ti ties, live-
li hoods, and stra te gic rela tion ships of those resisting min-
eral extrac tion in Chalatenango, El Salvador, and Montana, 
United States, reveal ing impor tant sim i lar i ties between the 
two con texts. Luana Braga Batista exam ined the role of land 
strug gle in the emer gence of the Union of Rural Workers in 
the city of Iaçu-Ba, Brazil dur ing the 1970s, as well as the self-  
under stand ing and demands that these rural work ers artic-
u lated in their oppo si tion to the region’s large land own ers. 
Meanwhile, Valerie Lenikus presented her study of agrar ian 
extractivism in coastal Ecuador and the Amazon dry for-
est in the Chiquitanía (Bolivia), where, under the aus pices 
of the countries’ Leftist gov ern ments, nat u ral resources had 
fur ther been com mod i fied despite wors en ing cli mate and 
social-eco log i cal cri ses.

The sec ond panel of the day, “Extractivism and Territo-
rial Conflicts,” con tin ued explor ing sim i lar themes. Marie 
Jasser discussed the role of Bolivia’s plurinational state in 
chang ing, reduc ing, or con sol i dat ing new forms of inequal-
ity. Using the notion of mot ley ter ri to ries, she dem on-
strated how the cur rent dis tri bu tion and uses of land must 
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be  under stood in  rela tion to the vary ing ter ri to rial regimes 
that have devel oped in the region since colo nial times. 
Lorena Olarte Sánchez’s talk focused on our use of ter mi-
nol ogy and the discrepancies that exist between the ana-
lyt i cal and every day lan guage of our sub jects of study. 
Using exam ples from her field work in the Northeastern 
Sierra of Puebla, she discussed com mu nal under stand ings 
of ter ri tory and life and presented the pro ject of yeknemilis 
(hon est life) as one alter na tive way of being that is used to 
oppose the colo nial and devel op men tal logic of the mod ern 
state. Finally, Manoel Rendeiro Neto opposed the notion of 
the eigh teenth- and nineteenth-cen tury Ama zo nian low-
lands as being located at the mar gins of the mod ern world. 
Instead, Rendeiro Neto argued that the region became the 
the ater of strug gles between the colo nial state and Black 
and Indigenous work ers over the uses of trop i cal land and 
water resources, in which the lat ter lev er aged envi ron men-
tal knowl edge to mit i gate their place in exploit ative labor 
regimes and make sense of the free dom denied to them.

The third panel of the day dealt with issues of “Race and (De)
Colonization.” Dimitri Diagne talked about the lon gev ity of 
colo nial visions in the Senegal Valley. Covering the period 
from 1802 to 1959, Diagne dem on strated how ideas about 
agri cul tural profit transplanted from the Carib bean to West 
Africa con tin ued to shape early- and mid-twen ti eth cen tury 
devel op ment ini tia tives, despite the mis un der stand ings of 
West Afri can eco sys tems and soci e ties resulting per sis tently 
in unsat is fac tory results. Angela Gutierrez presented her 
pro ject about the shifting racial rela tion ships in Cuba lead-
ing up to the “race war” of 1912. Focusing on com par i son as 
a tool deployed in polit i cal con flict, she exam ined the role 
of the jour nal is tic com mu nity and Afro-Cuban jour nal ists in 
par tic u lar in shap ing new ideas of hier ar chy and seg re ga-
tion through their com par i sons of the sit u a tion in Cuba, the 
U.S., and Haiti. Tathagato Ganguly once more underscored 
the impor tance of the his to ries of ter ri to rial claims and their 
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artic u la tion for pres ent-day strug gles. Focusing on racial 
and gen der dis crim i na tion in Esmeraldas, Ecuador, he called 
for solu tions based on a pro found under stand ing of how spe-
cific actors constructed their own notions of ter ri to ri al ity to 
give shape to more just forms of resource appro pri a tion and 
social orga ni za tion.

The fourth panel of the day cen tered on another of the event’s 
key themes: the “Anthropocene.” Edna Guerrero Caidcedo 
discussed Velia Vidal’s book, Oir somos río, and Gabriela 
 Carneiro da Cunha’s per for mance, Altamira 2042, as novel, 
multi-sen sa tional engage ments with riv ers that moved 
beyond the mod ern, func tional gaze. Presenting the notion 
of sentipensar (feel-think) as the basis of her meth od ol ogy, 
she argued that these works were not mere rep re sen ta tions 
of the river but presented, instead, crit i cal and cre a tive ways 
to imag ine new worlds via multi-sen sa tional engage ments. 
Ángela Ocampo Carvajal, in turn, pointed out the cen tral ity 
of inter na tional law to the global trans for ma tions that have 
resulted in human-induced envi ron men tal change and in the 
resis tance against it. Concentrating on pro cesses of place-
mak ing, she called for a dynamic and cre a tive chal leng ing 
of the anthro po cen tric, state-cen tered visions of space and 
a read i ness to incor po rate alter na tive expe ri ences, knowl-
edges, and notions of nature into the legal arena.

The third day opened with a panel on “Feminism and Care.” 
Alfonsina Cantore discussed the role of female mem bers 
of the Mbya Guaraní com mu nity in Iguazú (Argentina) in 
the strug gle against ter ri to rial enclo sures and con tam i na-
tion caused by tour ism in the region. Cantore drew a pic-
ture of the con stel la tions of power in which these women 
oper ated while using their role as female care giv ers to 
claim lead er ship in their com mu nity’s strug gles. Livia de 
Souza Lima discussed her work on the polit i cal per for-
mances of Black state leg is la tors in Brazil’s Congress. 
Zooming in on the uses of hair as a means of iden tity 
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 pol i tics, she reflected on the pos si bil i ties for these female 
leg is la tors to reclaim ter ri tory for Black female cul ture in 
a space that is his tor i cally and hegemonically a white and 
mas cu line one. María del Pilar Peralta Ardila showed how 
she used life stories to study the lead er ship tra jec to ries 
of female lead ers defending and car ing for the envi ron-
ment in south west ern Colombia. Meanwhile, Rosa Philipp 
exam ined, through the con cept of cuerpo-territorio (body- 
ter ri tory), how women in Oaxaca, Mexico, defended their 
con nec tion to the land, which was threat ened by infrastruc-
tural and extractivist pro jects. Philipp showed how such 
con nec tions were revived through every day prac tices and 
tra di tions, includ ing food con sump tion, fes ti vals, and the 
knowl edge of tra di tional med i cine and sacred places.

The final the matic panel of the Summer School was ded i cated 
to “Migration.” Natalia Gómez Muñoz discussed Social Impact 
Bonds (a social form of invest ment in Colombia) and the impact 
this pro ject had on peo ple’s lives. She underlined that, while the 
bond pro grams are being presented as a suc cess, the trans for-
ma tive impact on the lives of those who par tic i pated in the pro-
gram was lim ited. Too often the focus was on job place ment, 
but the labor was hard, ofered only shortterm con tracts, 
and pro vided few ben e fits. Emilio Nocedal Rojas discussed his 
research about La plazoleta de hermandad in Ciudad Ixte-
pec, Mexico, a cross roads for migrants trav el ing from Central 
America to the U.S. In this space of dis trust and often vol a tile 
inter ac tion, Nocedal dis cov ered in the touch of the anoint ment 
the poten tial for new encoun ters and think ing dif er ently about 
migrant expe ri ences. Ultimately, José Antonio Romero López 
used a self-pro duced video to out line his research pro ject on 
the medial rep re sen ta tion of the migrant car a van that gen er-
ated intense pub lic debate in mid-Octo ber 2018.

The sec ond half of the day was ded i cated to two dif fer ent 
but equally inspired key note lec tures. In her talk, “Comparing 
Earth History and World History: Anthropocene Landscapes in 
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Patricio Guzman’s Documentary Film,” Kirsten Kramer argued 
that the era of the Anthropocene demands the devel op ment 
of a new pol i tics of com par i son. As she explained in the first, 
the o ret i cal, part of her lec ture, new per cep tions of the inter re-
la tion ship between the fig ure “earth” (geo phys i cal space) and 
“world” (social, jurid i cal-polit i cal space) call for com par i sons 
that go beyond tra di tional com par i sons between cul ture and 
nature, the human and non-human. In the sec ond part of her 
talk, Kramer expanded on these ideas in a detailed anal y sis 
of Patricio Guzman’s doc u men tary film, Nostalgia for the light 
(Nostalgia de la luz, 2010). Analyzing both the Chilean film-
maker’s story and the film’s visual aes thet ics, she discussed 
how tech no log i cal infra struc ture (e.g., astro log ical obser va-
to ries) became an inte gral part of the nat u ral land scape and 
the par al lels the film draws between the moon and the earth 
and between the rocks and the human bones of the vic tims of 
Pinochet’s dic ta tor ship bur ied in the Atacama Desert.

In her lec ture, “Latin America as a Sacrifice Zone: Challenges 
out of Dependency and into Radical Sustainability,” Sabrina 
Fernandes called for rad i cal changes in how the solu tions for 
the world’s cur rent cri ses are being con cep tu al ized.  Fernandes 
argued that ideas about devel op ment and eco log i cal tran-
si tions are deeply embed ded in a cap i tal ist and impe ri al ist 
logic which holds that the solu tion to our prob lems is to be 
found in the exploi ta tion of more resources (e.g., elec tric vehi-
cles). Such an approach pro duces sac ri fice zones, both in the 
Global South and the Global North, in which every thing can 
be used as a resource, peo ple can be treated as dis pos able, 
or the ter ri tory can be used to trash any thing. In oppo si tion to 
these solu tions, Fernandes pro posed ini tia tives for selec tive 
degrowth and a reframing of sov er eignty in terms of rad i cal 
sus tain abil ity that rec og nizes peo ple’s ter ri to rial rights and 
liv ing arrange ments. Although she rec og nized that such a 
path of tran si tion is full of chal lenges and con tra dic tions, she 
contended that this dif fi cult route is unavoid able to find ways 
to cre ate a bet ter life for all .
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After two days of inten sive dis cus sions, the fourth day was 
reserved for an excur sion. Participants had the chance to 
learn more about Jalisco’s pri mary export prod uct: tequila. 
During the past two decades, the pro duc tion of this dis-
tilled bev er age made from the blue agave plant has dou-
bled, leav ing a clear mark on the state’s high lands. With 
grow ing export vol umes driv ing up prices, more and more 
land has been and is still being converted into agave plan-
ta tions. Although sim i lar pro cesses had been discussed in 
other con texts dur ing pre vi ous days, the excur sion allowed 
par tic i pants to expe ri ence for them selves what the com-
mod i fi ca tion of nature means. The guide for the day was 
Marcos Galindo, co-founder of La Dama Tequila, a brand 
that pro duces tequila in an eco log i cal and sus tain able way. 
After a visit to the dis till ery and a tast ing of his prod uct, he 
brought par tic i pants higher into the Sierra Madre Occi-
dental, where he is grow ing blue agave not on plan ta tion-
style fields, but as part of a larger eco sys tem. Participants 
expe ri enced the con trast between the two meth ods first-
hand. During the hour-long climb to Galindo’s fields, they 
passed many agave fields, but it was notice able when they 
crossed over into Galindo’s land. With nature tak ing its free 
course, the tem per a ture dropped, the air qual ity improved 
and became more fra grant, and they could  sud denly hear 
insects and birds. This sen sual phys i cal expe ri ence inspired 
new reflec tions on our rela tion ship with nature. Obviously, 
Galindo is unable to pro duce the same vol ume of agave as 
con ven tional pro duc ers, but his pro ject none the less plays 
an impor tant role in his cam paigns for envi ron men tal edu-
ca tion and com mu nity build ing, which can change the ways 
res i dents of the region think about agave. Doing so is cru-
cial, as Galindo reminded us repeat edly, since cur rent prac-
tices will deplete the land in two to three decades.

The fifth and final day of the sum mer school took place once 
more on the cam pus of the University of Guadalajara. The 
day began with a dis cus sion about com par ing and com-
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par i sons in a global world. Participants discussed Monika 
Krause’s work on model cases and reflected on their own 
dis ser ta tions and their engage ments with mate rial research 
objects that are stud ied repeat edly. This dis cus sion was fol-
lowed by the key note lec ture, “Putting Life at the Center”: 
Articulations of Feminism and Environmental Defense in 
Latin America.” In her talk, Diana Ojeda made a strong case 
for using fem i nism as a lens to under stand the log ics and 
forms of oper a tion of agrar ian extractivism, as well as the 
ways in which peo ple are resisting this socio-envi ron men tal  
regime. Ojeda first  discussed her expe ri ences in Tayrona 
and Montes de María, two Colombian regions in which land 
grab bing, often under the pre text of green ini tia tives, had 
dras ti cally shaped the land scape of pos ses sion. Processes 
of dis pos ses sion pro duced deep frus tra tions about the loss 
of iden tity and the ero sion of com mu ni ties that were once 
 able to sus tain lives. Ojeda then turned her atten tion to the 
role that fem i nist thought is playing in imag in ing alter na-
tive futures that put life at the cen ter – imag i na tions that 
are based on alter na tive ecol o gies, pro cesses of common-
ing, and the rec og ni tion of a plu ral ity of knowl edges and 
worlds. The day ended with a dis cus sion about the role of 
high-income demo graph ics in locking in or rap idly reduc ing 
energy-driven green house gas emis sions and, finally, a gen-
eral reflec tion on the sum mer school.

This brief report can hardly do jus tice to the rich ness of the 
exchanges and the learn ing that took place dur ing this week. 
The for mat of the sum mer school, espe cially one orga nized 
in such a remote loca tion, pro duced a dynamic unlike those 
of typ i cal work shops or con fer ences. Shared expe ri ences 
out side the aca demic set ting enriched the dis cus sions and 
helped build con fi dence to address dif fi cult top ics. More-
over, for a cohort of doc toral stu dents who had started their 
doc toral research dur ing the pan demic, this oppor tu nity to 
con nect in-per son with like-minded schol ars was of tre men-
dous impor tance. One over arch ing ques tion that deserves 
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more atten tion con cerns the role of the social sci ences and 
human i ties in the remak ing of new worlds that are more just, 
more equal, and in which a health ier, sus tain able bal ance 
between humans and nature exists. With this and plenty 
more to dis cuss about the dynam ics of world-mak ing, we 
are already looking for ward to the next sum mer school in 
2024.

Nino Vallen
(GHI Pacific Office)


