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Abstract 
 
 

Resistance to nickel mining in Sorowako, Indonesia has existed since farmers 

were forced to give up their land for the mine in the 1970s. However, little is known 

about the gendered nature of resistance to mining in Sorowako, especially women’s 

everyday resistance. Grounding my study in feminist political economy, intersectionality, 

and theories on everyday resistance, I conducted a photovoice study, in combination with 

interviews, participation observations and a conjunctural exercise that historically 

situated the struggles captured in the photo-stories, to gain insights on gendered forms of 

resistance to resource extraction. Fourteen Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women, seven 

from each community, affected by Vale’s mine produced 75 photo-stories that revealed 

photovoice to be an effective method for unearthing intent and consciousness in everyday 

resistance, which some resistance scholars argue cannot be observed. The predominant 

theme found in the women’s photo-stories involved descriptions of how life is a struggle 

due to mining. The women reveal they are aware of how their oppression is mediated by 

structures designed to facilitate mining, namely dispossession and exploitation. They also 

show their knowledge of the intersectional nature of their oppression by telling stories of 

how different people are affected differently by mining. Another predominant theme 

uncovered in the photo-stories depicted home as special in terms of its natural and 

cultural assets. I relate these photo-stories to storied presencing that asserts Indigenous 

ways of being in the world (Simpson, 2011). In another predominant theme, the women 

revealed that they are consciously resisting through what Bayat (2000) described as quiet 

encroachments of the ordinary. The Karonsi’e Dongi women described how they defy 

authorities and grow crops and forage on land that they are steadily reclaiming. While the 
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Sorowako women are not engaging in such acts of everyday resistance, their photo-

stories reveal they do not fully consent to mining as they empathize with their neighbours 

who have been harmed due to mining. These photo-stories challenge colonial scripts that 

bolster extractivism, deny the agency and humanity of Indigenous women, and delay a 

transition to a post-extractivist future by stating clearly what the Indigenous women 

desire for their lives and communities. 
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Dedication 
 

 
I dedicate this photovoice study to Pegy, who accompanied me as I did interviews 

in the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement of Bumper a year before her tragic death at the age of 

14 years old in 2014. Pegy’s life was cut short because of structural violence, in this case, 

unsafe school transportation. I will remember Pegy as a beautiful teenager who came to 

say goodbye to me at the Sorowako bus station on an August evening in 2013. We talked 

about her cute turquoise jelly sandals. She asked me about going to Canada. We both 

dreamed about how to make that happen.   

 

 

Pegy at her home in the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement of Bumper in 2013.  
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 
 

Werima Mananta was a 53-year-old grandmother in 2000 when she quit her job 

selling church pamphlets in the city of Palu to join a struggle to reclaim the Indigenous 

Karonsi’e1 Dongi community’s land on the outskirts of the mining town of Sorowako,2 

Indonesia. Suspecting that there is more to the story of resistance to mining in Sorowako 

than superficial accounts of a few disgruntled Karonsi’e Dongi women, such as Werima 

and her sisters, squatting on abandoned mined land and periodically organizing street 

disruptions, I chose to conduct doctoral research on the gendered nature of resistance to 

mining by examining the everyday lives of women from two different Indigenous 

communities affected by the Vale nickel mining operation in Sorowako: the Karonsi’e 

Dongi community and the Sorowako community. 

 

Acts of everyday resistance tend to be subtle acts that can too easily be dismissed 

by observers as coping and survival strategies. I argue that in order to discern whether an 

act is resistance or simply coping or surviving, one has to examine whether or not there is 

conscious intent to resist domination. Resistance scholars have questioned whether 

conscious intent has a place in studies of everyday resistance, ever since Scott (1986: 

290) posited that, “class resistance includes any act(s) by member(s) of a subordinate 

class that is or are intended either to mitigate or deny claims (for example, landlords, 

large farmers, the state) or to advance its own claims (for example, work, land, charity, 

respect) vis-à-vis those superordinate classes.” Resistance scholars, including Scott 
                                                             
1 Karonsi’e is also spelled Karunsi’e. 
2 Sorowako is also spelled Soroako.  
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(1986), Rubin (1996), Bayat (2000) and Nasasra (2017), are mindful of the structures of 

domination and they pay particular attention to how the oppressed resist with intent and 

consciousness in order to discern the acts as resistance. On the other hand, Vinthagen and 

Johansson (2013), drawing on de Certeau (1984) who preferred to study tactics and how 

people act in relation to power, argue for excluding the study of intent and consciousness 

in accounts of resistance. Among their reasons for abandoning intent and consciousness 

in studies of resistance is that it is too difficult to uncover due to its complex and 

concealed nature, including the competing personal motives of the resisters. However, 

while interviews and participant observations may not have uncovered intent and 

consciousness in resistance studies in the past, I argue that researchers can find conscious 

intent in resistance through participatory action research methods such as photovoice.  

 

As a long-time ally of Indigenous organizations representing the Karsonsi’e 

Dongi and Sorowako peoples, I suggested a photovoice project, a participatory action 

research method that combines feminist inquiry with visual ethnography, to women from 

both communities as a way for them to share stories of their lives with the world. 

Fourteen women, seven from each community, agreed to participate, and over the month 

of August in 2015, the women produced a total of 75 photo-stories that shared the 

strengths and challenges of their communities as well as their hopes. Each participant 

produced an average of five photo-stories and a range of two to eleven photo-stories. 

Besides the photo-stories, also included in my analysis is data from 26 interviews, done 

in 2013 and 2015, with the photovoice participants as well as other women from across 

the Sorowako region. I also compiled participant observations and brought the women 
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from the two communities together to do a conjunctural exercise aimed at historicizing 

the moments captured in their photo-stories. I conducted the research in Indonesian, the 

language of the research participants.  

 

My study with two different Indigenous groups of women affected by the same 

mining operation revealed, as described in Chapter 6, that the women are not only aware 

of the structural nature of their oppression but also the intersectional nature of their 

oppression, namely how processes of dispossession and exploitation for mining affect 

them as rural women from either the Indigenous Karonsi’e Dongi community or the 

Indigenous Sorowako community. This awareness affects the way they respond to the 

mining operation, through, for example, storied presencing, which I explain in Chapter 7, 

and how they resist the oppressive nature of mining in their everyday lives through quiet 

encroachments, which I describe in Chapter 8. Furthermore, while recent research on the 

use of indigeneity by the Karonsi’e Dongi community has suggested that it is at the 

expense of the Indigenous Sorowako community and hampering the achievement of 

wider distributive justice (Robinson, 2019), on the contrary, my study shows a hidden 

solidarity occurring across the two communities and shared imaginations of distributive 

justice for all, which I explain further in Chapter 9.  

 

My study elevates the importance of the research method to show that it is not 

only important for inquiries of knowledge but also for the social changes goals of the 

research participants. By using a participatory action research method such as photovoice 

and pairing it with a conjunctural analysis of the photo-stories, research participants from 
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across the two Indigenous communities shared their consciousness of their structural 

conditions and social locations, and discussed why and how they act the way they do in 

relation to the land and to mining in their community, revealing a deeper story of 

resistance than that being told only through interviews, participant observations, and 

secondary sources of information. Considering that these other methods of inquiry could 

uncover information that my photovoice study alone could not, I supplemented my 

photovoice study with interviews and participant observations. Uncovered in this 

innovative photovoice study are dimensions of everyday resistance.  

 

Everyday Resistance 

 

Since James C. Scott introduced the concept of ‘everyday resistance,’ many 

scholars in different fields in the social sciences and humanities have contributed to the 

examination of how seemingly powerless exploited people resist the power that controls 

their everyday lives. In his study, Scott (1985) revealed how peasants or the subaltern3 in 

Malaysia resist their exploitation through individual acts of defiance that are often subtle, 

hidden or disguised, such as sabotage, foot-dragging, theft and even laziness and humour. 

Scott (1990) argued that these activities, which may not seem like resistance, are actually 

tactics that oppressed people use to survive and undermine repressive domination, 

especially in environments where open rebellion is too risky. Before Scott, scholars of 

contemporary resistance focused on organized collective resistance, such as mass strikes, 

and had yet to examine the forms of resistance that Scott was highlighting, namely, the 

                                                             
3	Subaltern is a term coined by Antonio Gramsci and further theorized by post-colonial and 
critical theorists to describe people who are dominated or marginalized in society.	
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everyday acts of the oppressed people to oppose their conditions of domination. Scott 

draws attention to how people are positioned in different systems of social hierarchies; 

they can be more powerful or more powerless depending on the system, which is why I 

chose to ground my research on the gendered dimensions of resistance to mining in the 

scholarship on everyday resistance and feminist political economy, which I explain more 

fully in Chapter 2.  

 

There is considerable debate in the field of resistance studies about whether 

certain acts constitute resistance and whether everyday resistance is effective in creating 

change (Fletcher, 2001; Nasasra, 2017; Vinthagen and Johansson, 2013). My research 

shows that what may appear on the surface as survival strategies can also be acts of 

resistance when such strategies demonstrate an intention to better one’s conditions and 

resist subordination and annihilation, observations of peasant resistance previously made 

by Scott (1985). “People find ways, sometimes curious ones, of hitting out at their 

backwardness, of expressing defiance, of hammering at the fetters that hold them,” wrote 

P. Sainath (2017: 435) of the neo-literate women in the poor rural district of Pudukkottai 

in India who bicycle to challenge their domination. Peasant girls and young women in 

Malaysia’s factories blame being possessed by evil spirits for becoming violent in the 

workplace in what Ong (2010: 8) refers to as a “protest against the loss of 

humanity/autonomy in work.” In western North Carolina, U.S., non-unionized women 

workers in the mica manufacturing plants practiced everyday resistance in subtle ways by 

organizing themselves on the shop floor to gain some control over their lives (Anglin, 

2002). These are all examples fitting with descriptions of everyday resistance used by 
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Scott (1985) and Bayat (2000) of actors challenging hegemony that benefits their 

oppressors as they also attempt to make inroads for better life conditions and equality.  

 

Beyond what constitutes resistance, the impact of everyday resistance is also 

debated in the field of resistance studies. Some scholars such as Scott and Bayat regard 

the individualized and fragmented nature of everyday resistance as an asset. “Just as 

millions of anthozoan polyps create, willy-nilly, a coral reef, so do thousands upon 

thousands of individual acts of insubordination and evasion create a political or economic 

barrier reef of their own,” wrote Scott (1985: 36). Scott (1989) and Bayat (1997), while 

cautioning that everyday resistance does not always result in the intended outcomes, both 

agree that scattered everyday acts by individuals can have a cumulative effect that results 

in social change. Furthermore, everyday acts of resistance, while disorganized, cannot be 

discounted because these acts also inform and inspire more organized forms of resistance 

just as organized resistance can motivate everyday struggles (Lilja et al., 2017). The fact 

is that “people are not quite so passive. They revolt in many ways. And as long as that is 

the case, there is hope,” wrote P. Sainath (2017: 396). Overt forms of resistance have 

often started with covert organizing against domination (Adnan, 2007). Covert organizing 

and acts of everyday resistance such as sarcasm, humor and gossip are sometimes the 

only options of resistance available to people in repressive environments.  

 

An underlying premise of this study is that women’s participation in resistance is 

not simply a result of their material conditions, but is also shaped socially by individual, 

family and community perceptions of the benefits and harms associated with the mine. 
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Not all women in mining communities resist mining in a public and collective manner, 

and indeed, some women appear not to be resisting at all. However, my research 

demonstrates that the absence of organized, visible resistance should not be mistaken for 

acquiescence to mining and the harms associated with it; a study such as this one helps us 

to develop a more nuanced understanding of what motivates as well as what hinders 

different forms of resistance. My research shows that the photovoice method can reveal 

intent and consciousness in everyday acts of resistance. In the most predominant theme 

that emerged from the photo-stories, the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women showed 

their awareness of the structural and intersectional nature of their oppression. 

Furthermore, the women’s photo-stories reveal a native survivance, defined by Vizenor 

(2012: 1) as “an active sense of presence over absence, deracination, and oblivion; 

survivance is a continuance of stories, not a mere reaction, however pertinent.” I discuss 

survivance and presencing in Chapter 7 in relation to the women’s photo-stories that 

contain the theme, “home is special.” An example of desired-based research with 

Indigenous communities (Tuck, 2009a), photovoice facilitated participants to engage in 

storied presencing, as theorized by Simpson (2011) as the creative ways that Indigenous 

people assert their presence and resist their erasure. In this case, participants told visual 

stories that affirmed their ways of existing on their land that conflict with mining that 

aims to displace them from the land. Thus, through storied presencing, the participants 

reveal intent and consciousness in a kind of everyday resistance that previous resistance 

scholarship has failed to note. These acts may appear to be survival strategies but the 

women’s photo-stories reveal a link between survival and resistance that I describe more 

fully in Chapter 8. Stealing from neighbours to eat can be counted as an act of survival 
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but not resistance that can be defined as oppositional act against domination. Emboldened 

with awareness that they should be allowed to grow crops and move freely on their 

traditional territory, the Karonsi’e Dongi women taking back their land and illegally 

accessing resources to survive is resistance, specifically a form of everyday resistance 

related to what Bayat (2000) refers to as the quiet encroachment of the ordinary.  

 

In summary, my research on the gendered nature of resistance to mining is 

grounded in the scholarship on everyday acts of the oppressed people to oppose their 

conditions of domination, including theorizing on storied presencing and quiet 

encroachments of the ordinary. I combine theories of everyday resistance, feminist 

political economy and intersectionality (described more fully in Chapter 2) to understand 

the variations in the kinds of resistance we may expect to see among ostensibly similar 

but different groups of women affected by the same mining operation. I tie these theories 

together to interpret the perceptions and actions of two similar but distinct groups of 

women in response to mining in their communities. Through photovoice, the women 

revealed their awareness of their material conditions and their social locations and how 

that shapes their daily lives and responses to mining, which reveal that intent and 

consciousness can be uncovered in everyday resistance. 

 

The Importance of Examining Indigenous Women’s Resistance to Mining 

 

Beginning with a lens of feminist political economy and the view that gender is a 

social construct where societal norms, arrangements and institutions do the work of 



 
 

9 

gendering or masculinizing or feminizing particular bodies, identities and activities 

(Butler, 1990; Griffin, 2007), I contend that a study of the gendered nature of resistance 

to mining is important because mining is an industry where hegemonic masculinities are 

at play, where patriarchal norms are naturalized and women or what is considered 

feminine is disparaged (Braun, 2011; Connell, 2009, 2014; Connell and Messerschmidt, 

2005). People who identify and present as women experience mining in similar but also 

unique ways, including disproportionately confronting the harms of an industry that 

continues to be male-dominated and pervaded by certain masculine ideas and practices 

(Mercier and Gier, 2006). Women, also not a homogenous group, may resist the impacts 

of resource extraction in various ways that are spatial and temporal in nature and depend 

on their membership in various social locations such as class, race, ethnicity, sexuality, 

ability and geographic location. The women’s similar but also varied experiences with 

resource extraction shape the way they respond, resist, cope and survive. 

 

Rural and Indigenous women across the world are among those occupying the 

frontlines of collective resistance against resource extraction (Bell, 2013; Jenkins and 

Rondón, 2015; Morgan, 2017). In some cases, they are playing with their identities and 

how society expects them to act while also disrupting gender norms to defend their land, 

livelihoods and cultures (Butler, 1990; Connell, 2009; Morgan, 2017). The women resist 

in various ways while also struggling to survive in a larger patriarchal society that has yet 

to welcome their full participation. On the contrary, it showers them with hostility and 

violence when they dare to defy sexist institutions, interests and ideologies bolstering 



 
 

10 

extractivism4, colonialism and capitalism. Interests invested in extractivism, including 

corporations, the state and international financial institutions, are either directly 

responsible for or complicit in acts of gender-based violence that aim to quell any 

resistance to resource extraction (Deonandan and Bell, 2019; Manning, 2016). Despite 

prevailing gender relations that marginalize women’s participation in political life, rural 

women resist displacement and dispossession, due to the uneven costs and benefits along 

gender lines, which makes locations of land struggles also potential terrains of struggle 

for gender equality (Levien, 2017; Morgan, 2017).  

 

Indonesian women, like women elsewhere in the world, are less likely to have a 

paid job and be involved in public life (Connell, 2009). Fewer women in Indonesia than 

men, ages 15 years and older, are members of the formal labour force; 50.7 per cent of 

women are employed whereas 81.8 per cent of men are employed. Indonesian women 

earn about half (7,259 USD) of what Indonesian men earn (14,385 USD) in terms of 

gross national income per capita, purchasing power parity (United Nations Development 

Programme, 2018). Mining towns are often places where men earn more money than 
                                                             
4 Extractivism involves economies built around the extraction, export and sale of resources. The 
extractivist mode of accumulation encourages processes of internal colonization and rent-seeking 
activity, debilitates democratic institutions, and exacerbates poverty, local conflict and 
environmental degradation (Acosta, 2013; Federici, 2019). Extractivism extends to other 
economic sectors besides mining, agriculture and logging, such as call centres and sweatshops, 
(Ye et al., 2019), spaces that are also urban and gentrified (e.g. the extraction of rent from 
tenants) as well as to financial operations (Gago and Mezzadra, 2017). Extractivist networks are 
“void (their debts often are higher than their assets). They do not contribute anything new (they 
take over and combine already existing resources and apply already existing technologies, etc.), 
they do not produce value – they just drain value that is produced by others or is lying dormant in 
the subsoil and they do so through the application of extra-economic power and/or 
financialisation” (Ye et al., 2019: 11). Both neoliberal and progressive governments, including 
the pink tide governments in Latin America, promote the extractivist mode of accumulation 
(Acosta, 2013; Gago and Mezzadra, 2017; Veltmeyer and Petras, 2014). Furthermore, Patel and 
Moore (2017) argue that extractivism reproduces global capitalism through a process that 
cheapens nature, money, work, care, food, energy and lives.  
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women and women find work in informal economies, which often results in women 

being economically dependent on men (Lahiri-Dutt, 2012; Robinson, 1986).  

 

The literature on gender and mining, which I discuss more fully in Chapter 3, 

points to women benefiting less while being harmed more by resource extraction (Lahiri-

Dutt, 2012; Mercier and Gier, 2006; Nightingale, 2006). While Lahiri-Dutt (2012) points 

to oversights found in the ‘impacts of mining on women’ literature and contributes 

important insights on women who are also workers in the informal artisanal mining 

sector in countries of the Global South such as Indonesia, my study focuses on the rural 

and Indigenous women in Indonesia who resist the ways that resource extraction affects 

them at a time when industry has been forced to take some action on gender-related 

concerns, including hiring more women and taking part in public-private partnerships that 

fund education for girls (Butler, 2017; Mercier and Gier, 2006).  

 

Besides attempting to address gender-related concerns of employment parity and 

violence at mine sites, mining corporations are dealing with resistance from Indigenous 

communities. Winning the support of Indigenous and local populations is perhaps the 

mining industry’s greatest challenge today (Gordon and Webber, 2016; Mowforth, 2014; 

Nolin and Stephens, 2010; Petras and Veltmeyer, 2014; Schnoor, 2017). The extraction 

of minerals such as bauxite and aluminium as well as rare earth metals are expected to 

increase with the transition to a low-carbon global economy that is powered by renewable 

energy technologies (United Nations, 2016; WWF Germany, 2018). Most of the world’s 

natural resource deposits are located on Indigenous territories (United Nations Permanent 
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Forum on Indigenous Issues, 2007) and conflicts between locals and investors seeking to 

extract resources are on the rise (Velicu, 2019).  

 

Mining companies have justified their investments in the face of fierce resistance 

against extractivism in Latin America and elsewhere by regurgitating colonial narratives 

that outside forces such as a mining company are needed to bring modernity, 

development and prosperity, and even democracy, to economically backward regions of 

the world (Butler, 2015; Schnoor, 2017). According to Escobar (1999), colonial powers 

have replaced old forms of colonialism, namely settler colonialism and direct rule, by 

evoking and putting into practice projects of modernization and development, such as 

mining, to colonize or control newly independent nations. Besides countering the 

resistance of Indigenous communities to investments with private and state violence, 

mining companies and states promise new arrangements and forms of regulation that 

grant Indigenous and rural people voice, rights and compensation in order to gain a social 

license to operate (Schnoor, 2017). From a decolonial perspective that promotes different 

ways of knowing and the production of local knowledge and rebuffs Eurocentric 

epistemologies that perpetuate colonial power relations, Coulthard (2014) rejects such a 

politics of state recognition and instead argues that Indigenous peoples need to assert 

their own recognition if they are to survive and usher in an alternative way of living that 

respects the land and Indigenous cultures. In a study about dispossession of Colombian 

farmers, Coleman (2013) noted that BP Oil and the Colombian state used discourses of 

rights, civil society and development to tame dissent. As mining companies deploy more 

sophisticated strategies aimed at achieving community compliance such as funding 
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community development projects and participating in public-private partnerships (Butler, 

2015; Schnoor, 2017), they are facing dissent by people who live on top of the resource-

rich lands and need healthy lands and water to survive. These people are increasingly 

connected through international networks that are also challenging the extractivist mode 

of accumulation at the heart of contemporary global capitalism and demanding a post-

extractivist future (Klein, 2014). Movements against mines, dams, fracking and pipelines 

are shaping everyday resistance by spreading awareness of the social and environmental 

problems associated with such industries and of the forces that are not only proposing 

such projects but the forces that are also opposing the industries. In the face of narratives 

about how people should develop their resources that ultimately serve enduring colonial 

power relations, opponents to resource extraction are increasingly supporting certain 

discourses of indigeneity5 (Schnoor, 2017). 

 

While Indonesia’s current Joko Widodo government has given custom-based 

communities some access to their traditional forests (Rachman and Siscawati, 2016), 

policymakers in the country have not been so keen to support special land rights to these 
                                                             
5	The concept of indigeneity came increasingly into use in the 1990s as Indigenous peoples, 
commonly defined as the original people of an area, struggled against colonization, genocide, 
displacement and dispossession, erasure and forced assimilation in global arenas such as at the 
United Nations (Alfred and Corntassel, 2005; Nasasra, 2017). Today, Indigenous people are often 
minority groups within populations on their traditional territory, such as the Indigenous Karonsi’e 
Dongi and Sorowako peoples. With the fall of Soeharto, ethnicity was embraced and used to 
further claims to the land and resources (Großmann et al., 2017). Since the 1990s, Indonesian 
activists have used the growing global recognition of Indigenous rights in struggles to reclaim 
land (Li, 2000). Like elsewhere in Indonesia, such as that observed in the Dayak resistance to 
palm oil extraction, the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples have used their Indigenous status 
to further their land claims (Potter, 2008; Tyson, 2010, 2011). Indonesia is home to some 300 
ethnicities. A number of communities across the country identify as Indigenous (‘masyarakat 
asli’). Some have garnered special rights related to respect for their local customs and traditions, 
known in the Indonesian language as ‘adat istiadat.’ A total of 538 communities are 
acknowledged as custom-based communities (‘masyarakat adat’) in Indonesia (Harian Nasional, 
2017; Tyson, 2011). 	
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communities, fearing conflicts with investors, secession and territorial fragmentation 

(Tyson, 2011). Timor Leste (East Timor) with rich coastal oil and gas reserves effectively 

seceded from Indonesia in 2002. On opposite ends of the country, Aceh in the east and 

West Papua in the west, multinationals that have produced natural gas and mined gold 

and copper have been linked to the violent suppression of independence movements 

(Kirsch, 2010; Taylor, 2004). One of the first actions that the Karonsi’e Dongi people did 

when they reclaimed their land in the early 2000s was to create a map that showed where 

they used to live, grow crops and bury their dead. Indigenous communities around the 

world have used ‘counter-maps’ as a way to defend their customary lands against 

commodification and resource extraction (Lassila, 2018; Peluso, 1995). “Counter-maps 

can depict the multiple and overlapping domains of resource use, land use, property 

regimes and gendered livelihoods in contrast to the government’s dominant land-use 

categories” (Lassila, 2018: 3). One of the early publications of JATAM, a country-wide 

network of grassroots groups that support communities affected by mining, was maps 

showing mining concessions overlapping with protected forest areas in the country. Since 

the early 2000s, they have used maps to call for a moratorium on mining.  

 

Studying gendered resistance to mining and more broadly to extractivism is 

important because the practice of resource extraction and the ideas underpinning 

economic paradigms that prioritize for-profit resource extraction are associated with 

particular struggles and irreversible harms to women of the Global South whose gender 

roles under capitalist social relations include accessing healthy lands and waters to grow 

food and access water for themselves and their families. Despite how gendering works as 
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a process of power that begets inequality, placing women at a disadvantage in order to 

reproduce capitalism, women can and do resist their domination and oppression, as 

evident in various struggles against mining around the world (Horowitz, 2017; Jenkins, 

2017). Capitalism is the prevailing global economic paradigm where social relations are 

characterized by the private ownership of the means of production. Due to the inherent 

tendency of the rate of profit to fall in capitalism (Smith, 2010), capitalist producers are 

constantly seeking ways to limit costs and expand markets to avoid profit losses and 

economic crises (Harvey, 2016). To maintain profits and neutralize the working class 

from taking power away from the capitalist class, neoliberalism, as a political project 

promoted by international financial institutions and banks and executed by states, moves 

capital to low-wage labour markets, privatizes services once in the public domain, and 

deregulates sectors that throw more workers out of work (Harvey, 2016). Neoliberal 

reforms have reconfigured the global and gender division of labour, created crises of care 

and exercised various forms of violence against Indigenous and rural women (Cielo and 

Sarzosa, 2018; Kuokkanen, 2008), which I explain further in Chapter 2. We need to study 

gendered processes in specific historical and geographical contexts, such as how 

gendering plays out under neoliberalism in Indonesia, to understand its impact on why 

and how people from different social groupings resist.  

 

Contributions to the Literature and Social Change 

 

Rural women are adversely affected by the male-dominated resource extraction 

industry but their membership in various social groupings, experiences and responses to 
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the industry are not always similar. The literature on gender and resource extraction has 

yet to examine fully different forms of resistance to resource extraction exercised by 

people from different social locations, including rural and Indigenous women in the 

Global South, especially their acts of everyday resistance. Numerous accounts of 

opposition to resource extraction in Indonesia, including the displacement and 

dispossession involved in the mining of metals and minerals, the felling of trees and the 

growing of palm oil, are found in newspapers and reports of non-governmental 

organizations such as JATAM (Mining Advocacy Network) and Down to Earth. 

However, the gendered dimensions of land struggles and dispossession are understudied 

(Levien, 2017) and the literature on gender and resource extraction in Indonesia is 

considered nascent (Elmhirst et al., 2016; Großmann et al., 2017).  

 

Contemporary studies have challenged notions that women are passive victims of 

land dispossession and resource extraction. In these studies of rural women’s 

participation in land struggles in Indonesia, women are found engaging in different 

activities, including mining as well as supporting their husbands to protest and engaging 

themselves in militant forms of protest. Sometimes women play with their gender roles to 

get what they want. For example, women in Indonesia have hid men from the police and 

exposed their breasts to embarrass policemen, effectively intervening to protect their land 

(Lahiri-Dutt, 2012; Morgan, 2017) while also defying stereotypes that depict Muslim 

women as traditionally submissive in the world’s largest Muslim country. Eighty-seven 

percent of the country’s 270 million people identify as Muslim (United Nations, 2019a; 

United Nations, 2019b). In fact, Muslim women in Indonesia’s Aceh province are 
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currently leading public protests against mining in their area (Fadhil, 2019). Lesser 

known still are the various ways that women from different social locations in Indonesia 

resist resource extraction quietly and in their everyday lives, which is the focus of my 

study. As Scott (1985) and Ong (2010) established in their studies of peasants in 

Malaysia, peasants, including women peasants, are not passive recipients of domination, 

exploitation and dispossession. They resist harmful changes in their lives in strategic and 

creative ways that are not always public or collective acts but nonetheless important and 

calculated challenges against the actors and systems that control their lives.  

 

Intersectional studies grounded in feminist political economy and theorizing on 

everyday resistance, such as my study, contribute to the knowledge of how structural 

conditions and specific social locations interact to affect perceptions and responses to 

mining and its impacts (Elmhirst et al., 2016; Jenkins and Rondón, 2015). I chose the 

photovoice method, supplemented with semi-structured interviews, participant 

observations and a conjunctural exercise, to uncover insights on how women from two 

different communities are experiencing and resisting mining. I noted that the photovoice 

method, especially when it is paired with a conjunctural exercise that creates space for 

dialogue on the events and conditions that shape our lives, revealed that people engaging 

in resistance did so with intent and consciousness. I argue that such a method allows us to 

differentiate acts of resistance from acts of survival and coping.  

 

Distant observers may view some of the daily practices of the Karonsi’e Dongi 

women as mere survival strategies but my study found that some of these practices count 
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as resistance because they are guided by intent and consciousness, similar to what Scott 

(1985) uncovered in his studies of peasant resistance in Malaysia. By privileging how 

people act and abandoning examinations of intent and consciousness in studies of 

everyday resistance (Bleiker, 2000; de Certeau, 1984; Johansson and Vinthagen, 2016), 

researchers not only fail to address why people act the way they do but they also deny the 

thoughtful behavior of people engaging in everyday resistance. Engaging with the themes 

in the women’s photo-stories, I found that women are conscious of the structures that are 

dispossessing and exploiting them and that they are also aware of the intersectional 

nature of their oppression. I noted that they are intentionally resisting, not just surviving 

or coping, through various encroachments and through even less overt acts such as 

storied presencing. I also observed that adding a conjunctural exercise to the photovoice 

study deepened the consciousness of various aspects of their oppression and mediated 

conflicts that could arise from differences of social location, thus allowing solidarity 

between the women to develop. In the next section, I summarize these contributions then 

discuss how my study supports social change. I end this section of the chapter with a 

discussion of why the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako communities are owed scholarly 

attention.  

 

Firstly, my study supports notions posited by Scott (1985, 1989) and others 

(Fegan, 1986; LeBlanc, 1999) that intent and consciousness matter in accounts of 

everyday resistance. A schism in the field of resistance studies involves those who argue 

that intent and consciousness are key considerations in understanding whether an act can 

count as resistance (Scott, 1986; Fegan, 1986; LeBlanc, 1999) and those who prefer to 



 
 

19 

focus on the outcome or tactics of resistance (Bleiker, 2000; de Certeau, 1984; Johansson 

and Vinthagen, 2016). Since I am interested in why people act the way they do, I am 

interested in probing how intent and various motives behind actions can be examined to 

more fully account for people’s complicated and contradictory actions, including their 

acts of resistance, in relation to power. I am interested in evaluating the claim that finding 

intentions in accounts of resistance may be too difficult, if not impossible, to uncover, as 

Weitz (2001), and Vinthagen and Johansson (2013) suggest. By using participatory 

ethnographic methods such as photovoice, I created a space for women to articulate why 

they or their neighbours are engaging in seemingly dubious acts that constitute resistance.  

 

Secondly, to varying degrees, the women, in their photo-stories, also revealed 

their consciousness of how their social locations relate to their oppression, which 

addresses concerns by Vinthagen and Johansson (2013) that accounts of everyday 

resistance must incorporate intersectionality, an approach that they did not see prioritized 

in Scott’s work. However, Scott (1977, 1985) did note that the position of people in 

capitalist social relations and their multiple identities that place them in different social 

hierarchies may make them more or less averse to taking on risks related to resisting. In 

several photo-stories and interviews, participants declared their awareness of the 

intersectional nature of their oppression and how that affected their responses to mining 

and its impacts. The women are conscious of how their resistance is affected by their 

social locations, specifically their gender, ethnicity and class, and how those identities 

intersect with their relationships to the land, mining operation and the mine’s challengers.  
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Related to their gender, the women told stories about how more men than women 

continue to work in jobs that are better paid and more secure at the Sorowako mining 

operation. Beina argued that it is more difficult for women to obtain work at the mining 

operation and went so far as to say that families with only daughters are at a disadvantage 

in the Sorowako community. She observed that sons are more likely to get a job at the 

mining operation, earn more than daughters, and contribute more income and resources to 

the family, which is especially important for aging parents and grandparents who do not 

have access to a livable pension. Zaskia was also dismayed that some of the jobs she saw 

as jobs traditionally held by women were going to men from outside her community, 

further disadvantaging Karonsi’e Dongi women. In terms of differences across the two 

different ethnic communities, the participants explained that many Sorowako families 

have at least one family member working for Vale, whether at the mining and smelting 

operation or at its schools or hospital, while the Karonsi’e Dongi people have not secured 

permanent work at the mining operation beyond temporary contract work. Karonsi’e 

Dongi women noted that their community as a whole is less likely to have a high school 

diploma or any post-secondary education and this severely restricts the kinds of jobs 

available to them in Sorowako. Besides taking care of children, growing and making food 

to sell for income, the Karonsi’e Dongi women in my study work cleaning houses of 

mine workers, sorting garbage for the mining company or they do administrative work 

for a contractor at the mining operation. The Karonsi’e Dongi people have also not 

received services, such as running water and electricity, that the Sorowako people have 

secured after much struggle (Glynn, 2006). The Karonsi’e Dongi people, six decades 

after being displaced from their land by Islamic rebel forces in the 1950s, are today 
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asserting their Indigenous identity to reclaim the land that the mining company was able 

to grab during a time of social upheaval. Based on the photo-stories shared by the 

participants and their responses to interview questions, the women are aware of their 

exploitation as workers at the mining operation and of their dispossession as Indigenous 

people whose lands are increasingly being mined. The Karonsi’e Dongi women are not 

only participating in occasional street protests, they are also engaging in hidden everyday 

acts of resistance more than their Sorowako neighbours due to the fact they are more 

dispossessed by and less dependent on the mining operation. In summary, the women in 

this study reveal their awareness of how their social locations, especially their gender, 

ethnicity and class, collide, and how these collisions affect how they relate to power, 

including how they resist mining.  

 

Besides seeing conscious intent in resistance in the women’s photo-stories, my 

study supported two concepts described in the resistance literature: storied presencing 

and the quiet encroachment of the ordinary. I noted that the participants, especially the 

Sorowako women, used the photovoice project to engage in a form of Indigenous 

resistance called storied presencing (deFinney, 2014; Savarese, 2016; Simpson, 2011; 

Vellino, 2018) that involves visual storytelling and other creative approaches intended to 

show and defend Indigenous bodies on the land. Here, conscious intent behind resistance, 

and in the form of storied presencing, is evident as the women articulate their ways of 

being and acting in the world despite the resource extraction occurring around them that 

threatens their ways of existing. I also found that the women, in particular the Karonsi’e 

Dongi women, are engaging in what Bayat (2000: 545) calls a quiet encroachment of the 
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ordinary. Bayat found such quiet encroachments in his observations of urban slum 

dwellers, migrants and the unemployed in the Global South who challenge the political 

elite’s ideas of order and governance in their everyday practices. Similarly, the Karonsi’e 

Dongi tactfully ‘trespass’ in their everyday practices in ways that undermine their 

domination and better their conditions. The photovoice method enabled us to see 

conscious intent in subtle acts of resistance, such as in storied presencing and through 

quiet encroachments.  

 

I count my photovoice study as an example of storied presencing, which I further 

explain in Chapter 7. Storied presencing involves Indigenous women and girls showing 

their ways of being and acting in the world, that they are not mere victims of colonialism 

and extractivism but rather people with a home, way of life and culture that they wish to 

defend (de Finney, 2014; Savarese, 2016; Simpson, 2011). According to Simpson, 

Western social movement theorizing has failed to see the various ways that Indigenous 

people resist colonization and their erasure from the land. The photovoice method allows 

people, usually those whose lives and aspirations are marginalized by society, to share 

visual stories about themselves, their family and communities, challenging colonial and 

racist depictions of Indigenous peoples that are rife in popular culture (King, 2012). Such 

‘desire-based research frameworks’ with Indigenous peoples as opposed to research that 

treats Indigenous peoples as passive damaged subjects (Tuck, 2009a: 416) address some 

of the criticisms put on resistance studies that say observers cannot see how the subaltern 

are resisting because of their cultural biases and the thinness of their ethnography. 

According to Ortner (1995: 190), resistance studies have been ethnographically thin 
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because they fail to fully capture the internal politics and cultural richness of the 

oppressed, and “the intentions, desires, fears, projects--of the actors engaged in these 

dramas.” Taking up the calls for both desire-based research frameworks with Indigenous 

peoples and deeper ethnographical research, I argue that the photovoice method does 

both and is able to uncover intent and consciousness in accounts of resistance.  

 

While the Karonsi’e Dongi people engage in public protests, as noted above, 

sustaining open and collective protest has not been possible for the Karonsi’e Dongi 

given their daily struggles to grow enough food to eat and patch together enough income 

for themselves and their families. Nonetheless, the women in my study regularly perform 

discreet actions or quietly encroach, as Bayat (2000) theorized, to challenge their 

oppression, gain benefits and increase their opportunities and quality of life. The 

Karonsi’e Dongi women are encroachers, in Bayat’s definition, engaging in quiet, largely 

individual, often illegal and sustained acts to better their conditions and lessen the power 

that the mining company and local authorities, including the police, exert over their lives. 

While forbidden from doing so by the authorities, they grow crops and go to the Vale 

workers’ dump to access plastics for an income and food to eat. 

  

Furthermore, while these quiet encroachments can enable collective action as we 

have seen in the Karonsi’e Dongi resistance, Bayat (2000) cautions against romanticizing 

quiet encroachments, remarking that collective mobilizations are still needed to achieve 

wider goals of social justice. More than the Sorowako women in this study, the Karonsi’e 

Dongi women engage in acts of collective protests and hidden acts of everyday 
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resistance, showing a relationship between the two forms of resistance. These forms of 

resistance depend on time, conditions and shifting power relations (Vinthagen and 

Johansson, 2013). Upon reclaiming a portion of their traditional territory in the early 

2000s, the Karonsi’e Dongi people organized a number of collective actions, some of 

them in collaboration with the Sorowako mine and smelter workers and local and 

international allies (Glynn, 2006). Upon placing their feet firmly back on their traditional 

land, they began planning their next encroachment for drinking water and electricity 

while also weakening the mining company’s control over their lives and land.  

 

Moreover, my photovoice study was enriched with the gathering and analysis of 

other kinds of data from semi-structured interviews and participant observations as well 

as a conjunctural exercise that allowed all the research participants to come together and 

link the moments captured in their photo-stories to social structures and social locations. 

The addition of the conjunctural exercise to the photovoice study deepened the critical 

consciousness of the participants because it provided a space to collectively discuss how 

they see structures, social locations and relationships affecting their lives. Many but not 

all of the participants were already having these conversations with family members and 

neighbours. As observed by Fletcher (2001) in his study of Pewenche resistance to a 

hydroelectric dam, resistance was shaped by the people who had travelled or had 

relationships with outsiders who had knowledge about the impacts of dams. I similarly 

noted that the women who engaged in more overt acts of protest and more covert 

everyday acts of resistance are those with family members who are leaders in the 

resistance movements and who have travelled to the nation’s capital, Jakarta, as well as to 
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Canada and beyond, where they have learned of struggles and resistance to mining 

elsewhere. Regardless of whether the participants have close familial ties to community 

organizers or not, I argue that the conjunctural exercise allowed all participants to engage 

in thoughtful reflection on taken-for-granted experiences, with some participants perhaps 

benefiting more from a space of deliberative discussion on the connections between the 

moments that they captured in their photo-stories, their historical structural conditions 

and their various social locations.  

 

Beyond facilitating a space for the exposure of the critical consciousness of the 

photovoice participants, the conjunctural exercise also allowed bonds of solidarity to 

develop among the photovoice participants, who have different relationships to the land 

and mining operation. While many Sorowako people have experienced dispossession, 

their dispossession is located more in the past than it is for the Karonsi’e Dongi people. 

Many Sorowako people have been able to secure employment at the mining operation 

and services such as electricity and running water while the Karonsi’e Dongi people have 

not. Being exploited by and dependent on the mining operation has had a moderating 

effect on the Sorowako women’s resistance, a phenomenon similarly noted by Nash 

(1979) in her studies of Bolivian communities affected by tin mining. However, I noted 

that the Sorowako women did not condone the mining operation and were empathetic to 

the struggles of their neighbours, including the Karonsi’e Dongi women’s daily 

challenges. In several photo-stories and during the discussions surrounding the 

conjunctural exercise at the convergence of the two groups, the women from both 

communities revealed their knowledge of how structural constraints and their social 
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locations are affecting their lives and actions. Furthermore, by incorporating the 

conjunctural exercise into the photovoice study to more clearly get an understanding of 

the participants’ consciousness, we are also able to see why the women have the 

inclination that they do to support each other, including the worse off, against what they 

see as common sources of oppression. We also see a shared collective imagination for 

Sorowako’s future where the land grows food, mountains are green, and services 

essential for human development are universally shared.  

 

My study contributes not only to the research on the gendered resistance to 

resource extraction, it also informs social change efforts by revealing how agents of 

resistance see structural conditions and their overlapping social locations affecting their 

resistance and by also uncovering the hidden solidarity that exists across communities 

that share the same source of oppression. Such contributions avoid harmful assumptions 

about the people engaging in resistance, namely that they are not aware of their 

conditions, they are easily duped by outside organizations with an agenda, and that they 

act in ways that harm their neighbours. Evading such false assumptions is also critical 

during a period when resource extraction companies are venturing onto more Indigenous 

territories and areas of ecological, social and cultural significance. They have also shifted 

to new methods of extraction and developed technologies, dubbed ‘extreme energy’ by 

their critics that lower the cost of production and make it possible to extract resources 

that were previously unobtainable. Furthermore, corporations and states have evoked 

gender equality, indigeneity and religion for private economic purposes, including 

pushing for neoliberal reforms that facilitate resource extraction, which often benefit one 
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social group to the detriment of others (Butler, 2017; Rudnyckyj, 2010; Schnoor, 2017). 

In an ideal world, the study’s results would inform policies on the use of natural 

resources and support better mechanisms of consultation and free prior and informed 

consent with Indigenous women, fairer access to resources and opportunities from 

resource extraction, and the elimination of gender-based violence at resource extraction 

sites. However, as feminist political economy persuasively demonstrates, mining under 

capitalism depends on patriarchal relations, dispossession and exploitation, and it has 

different effects on people who belong from different social groupings, phenomena that I 

describe in Chapters 2 and 3. By elucidating how structures designed to accumulate 

profits for the mining capitalists oppress certain groups of people differently, as the 

research participants in this study do, we are better equipped to stop the harms 

experienced by those most vulnerable to the impacts of mining.  

 

Beyond having an effect on social change in terms of informing research and 

policies on the gendered dimensions of resistance to resource extraction, photovoice 

projects such as this one can contribute to more radical social transformations, including 

the development of a post-capitalist, post-extractivist future. Photovoice projects open up 

safe spaces for participants, who are often marginalized, to tell stories, develop and 

deepen critical awareness of their struggles, and engage in collective action (Bell, 2015). 

Keeping in mind the social change potential of photovoice projects and inspired by the 

critical pedagogical work of Barndt (2005) and others, I incorporated conjunctural 

analysis in the photovoice project to name the conjuncture or the moment in the photo-

stories. By examining the social, economic and political conditions of the women’s 
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struggles, the women uncovered how and why their challenges in relation to mining are 

similar but also different. As previously mentioned, some theorists argue that intent and 

consciousness are too difficult to reveal in studies of everyday resistance (Vinthagen and 

Johansson, 2013) but I argue that the photovoice method is a visual ethnographic method 

that is especially capable of uncovering intent and consciousness in resistance when it is 

paired with a conjunctural exercise that creates space for dialogue on the events and 

conditions that shape our lives. In their photo-stories and by ‘naming the moment’ in 

their photo-stories during the conjunctural exercise, participants linked their acts to their 

awareness of their structural conditions and their social locations, revealing conscious 

intent in their resistance.  

 

In addition to its relevance to contemporary scholarship, the study examines a 

group that has been disenfranchised by mining operations but has yet to be studied in 

depth in the academic literature. Kathryn Robinson’s rich 1986 political economy of 

mining in Sorowako and later articles (1999, 2002) discussed changing gender roles and 

relations with the onset of the mining operation. In 2019, Robinson published a paper that 

for the first time focused on the Karonsi’e Dongi people as well as the Sorowako people. 

In this paper, she asserted that the Karonsi’e Dongi people have been effective in 

bringing forward their claims based on their Indigenous status and that this has 

disadvantaged the Indigenous Sorowako community. Similarly, Tyson (2010) focused on 

how the Karonsi’e Dongi people assert their Indigenous identity to further their claims. 

While Tyson highlights the activism of Karonsi’e Dongi leaders, he does not fully 

explore the intersectional nature of their struggles and resistance. In fact, both Robinson 
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and Tyson do not quote one Karonsi’e Dongi person in their publications. On the other 

hand, my study is primarily focused on the perspectives of the Karonsi’e Dongi and 

Sorowako women. Thus, my study covers important contemporary political and 

theoretical questions with a new comparative case study from an area of the world that is 

heavily exploited for its natural resources but understudied in terms of how that 

exploitation has affected different groups of people. I find that my research participants 

are aware of how structural conditions, namely the dispossession and exploitation that are 

inherent features of capitalism, and various social locations come together to shape their 

resistance to resource extraction.  

 

In summary, my dissertation research contributes to what is known about the 

gendered nature of resistance, specifically supporting the study of intent and 

consciousness in everyday resistance through the use and adaptation of participatory 

ethnographic methods of inquiry, such as the pairing of photovoice with deliberative 

discussions focused on conjunctural analysis of the photo-stories. Such methods also 

allow for solidarity between the two communities that is not always so evident to be 

revealed. As unearthed in this photovoice study, the women are aware of how structural 

conditions and their social locations influence their resistance. They resist through storied 

presencing by telling stories of how they exist and act in this world. They also resist 

through quiet encroachments of the ordinary, where they not only defend what has and 

could be taken from them but they attempt to gain access to better life prospects. This 

study offers a more nuanced story of resistance of the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako 

women than the one currently being told by other researchers who use thinner 
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ethnographic methods. 

 

Overview of the Dissertation 

 

To anchor my study of resistance within structural and intersectional frameworks 

of analyses, in Chapter 2, I discuss feminist political economy and intersectionality, 

focusing on the aspects most relevant for a study of globalized mining and gender, and 

the theorizing on everyday resistance. While feminist political economy emphasizes the 

material conditions that may give rise to resistance, theories on everyday resistance offers 

a framework to help us understand why specific groups of women resist mining’s effects, 

while other seemingly similar groups of women do not. I present an overview of the 

theoretical debates on everyday resistance that are relevant to the dilemmas associated 

with gendered resistance to resource extraction. A schism in the field of resistance studies 

involves those who argue that intent and consciousness are key considerations in 

understanding whether an act can count as resistance (Fegan, 1986; LeBlanc, 1999; Scott, 

1986) and those who do not (Bleiker, 2000; Johansson and Vinthagen, 2016). By 

privileging how people act and abandoning examinations of intent and consciousness in 

studies of everyday resistance, researchers not only fail to address why people act the 

way they do, they fail to see certain acts as resistance. Researchers can and should aspire 

to uncover intent and consciousness behind acts to determine whether they constitute 

resistance. 

 

In Chapter 3, I provide an overview of the literature on gender, mining and 
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resistance. This literature shows a pattern of poverty, dispossession and violence in 

mining communities around the world. Global capitalist investment in resource extraction 

is based on the private pursuit of profit, which may translate into some national economic 

growth and local benefits, but it is also achieved in a manner that exploits labour, 

appropriates land, destroys nature, and exercises violence against its opponents. I draw 

upon the recent contributions of situated research on women, mining and resistance, in 

particular, Bell’s study of the women in the Appalachia coal fields (2013; 2015; 2016), 

Lahiri-Dutt’s research on women in India’s colliery towns (2012); and Jenkins’ work on 

women in gold mining regions of Ecuador and Peru (2012). However, as Gier and 

Mercier (2006) conclude in Mining Women: Gender in the Development of a Global 

Industry, 1670 to 2005, there is still a need to study women’s resistance to mining in 

countries such as Indonesia.  

 

To contextualize my study, in Chapter 4, I describe the history of resource 

extraction in Sorowako, paying particular attention to the period of mining during the 

authoritarian regime of Soeharto and the current post-Soeharto neoliberal era. I discuss 

how colonialism, the Islamic State Rebellion, authoritarian governance and neoliberalism 

facilitated resource extraction and affected the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples 

and their resistance. In this chapter, I also look at how mining has been experienced and 

challenged by the women of Sorowako, in particular the Indigenous Karonsi’e Dongi 

women and the Indigenous Sorowako women.  

 

In Chapter 5, I explain why I use photovoice, a research method that combines 
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participatory action research and feminist activist ethnography, to uncover intent and 

consciousness behind resistance, including the complex reasons why some women may 

or may not openly resist. I describe the research design and the methods used, namely, 

the photovoice method, and how I analyzed this data through data immersion and coding 

to uncover common themes. I also describe how I supplemented the data from the 

photovoice study with interviews, participation observations and a conjunctural exercise 

to further examine the gendered ways that people resist, cope with and survive mining 

and its impacts.  

 

As described in Chapter 6, the most prevalent theme stressed by the participants 

in their photo-stories was that life is a struggle in relation to mining, which underscores 

how the participants are very much conscious of how resource extraction has in various 

ways dispossessed them and contributed to their impoverished conditions. The photo-

stories grouped under this theme dispel several colonial myths that prop up extractivism 

and what is called ‘new extractivism,’ a term used to describe contemporary economic 

development based on the large-scale extraction of natural resources (Butler, 2015; 

Gedicks, 2015; Veltmeyer and Petras, 2014: 222). Extractivism as an idea and practice 

fails to benefit all people in an affected region of resource extraction and in many cases it 

harms people from marginalized positions in society. As the earth is stripped of its 

vegetation and nutrients, and waterways and air polluted, alternative economies that 

depend on nature and respect the limits of nature are compromised (Willow, 2016). 

Interests invested in extractivism have enormous political and economic power and they 

often paint a rosy picture of extractivism while belittling concerns, deploying their own 
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rhetoric around ‘sustainable mining’ (Kirsch, 2009) and going so far as to label their 

critics as eco-terrorists who are anti-poor and anti-development, which demonizes, 

criminalizes and neutralizes critique of and resistance to resource extraction and delays a 

transition to a post-extractivist future (Gedicks, 2015; Schnoor, 2017). Despite the 

various ways that powerful interests depict extractivism as a process that benefits 

everyone, the women in this photovoice study reveal that they consciously reject such 

representations of their community by linking their various struggles to mining. 

 

The predominant theme of struggle found in this photovoice study not only 

powerfully shows that women are aware of how their oppression is related to mining, the 

study also confirms the participants’ awareness of the intersectional nature of the 

structural violence they face on a daily basis. For example, many Karonsi’e Dongi 

women spoke of how they do not have a high school diploma and are therefore shut out 

of permanent forms of employment at the mining operation. Thus, I also share insights in 

Chapter 6 on how the women respond to their common yet different struggles with 

empathy, a topic that I later elaborate on in Chapter 9. 

 

Another key theme found in the photo-stories demonstrated that the women see 

their home, both their natural environment and culture, as special and worthy of 

protection. Related to this theme, in Chapter 7, I demonstrate how the photovoice study 

revealed a form of resistance related to storied presencing, where Indigenous Karonsi’e 

Dongi and Sorowako women tell the world that their lives matter, while challenging the 

paralyzing trope that suggests Indigenous people are passive victims who need saving. I 
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begin this chapter by describing two conflicting landscapes of Sorowako, the growing of 

food and the mining and smelting of nickel. I note that the Karonsi’e Dongi and 

Sorowako women have a strong place attachment that is related to their connection to the 

land and their everyday resistance to the harms caused by mining. In the second part of 

this chapter, I discuss how the women’s photo-stories on what is special about their 

homes and important to protect support the notion that intent and consciousness can 

indeed be uncovered in accounts of resistance. In these photo-stories, the women revealed 

not only how they act in the world but also why they act in defiance to the dominant 

structures controlling their lives, displaying through visual stories a conscious intent 

behind their daily actions in relation to various forms of oppression and attempts to erase 

them and their connection to the land. This study with Indigenous women in the Global 

South supports the theorizing on storytelling and resistance done by scholars in the 

Global North on Indigenous resurgences, specifically on storied presencing (de Finney, 

2014; Simpson, 2011; Vellino, 2018) and survivance (Vizenor, 2008), which involves 

conscious expressions of being and acting in the world. The photovoice method honoured 

the Indigenous women’s resistance by providing an intersectional space for storytelling 

that revealed what similar but also different women from the Sorowako region see as 

special and worthy of protection from destructive historical and contemporary structures, 

such as colonialism, authoritarian regimes and contemporary neoliberalism. The fate of 

their natural and cultural gems weighed heavily on the minds of many of the participants.  

 

Related to the two previous themes discussed on struggle and storied presencing, 

another prevalent theme found in the women’s photo-stories explains how people resist. 
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Discussed in Chapter 8, these photo-stories reveal intentional and conscious forms of 

everyday resistance. Many forms of this resistance can also be described as survival and 

coping strategies. However, the strategies count as resistance when there are clear 

intentions by the oppressed to take away some of the power of the oppressor and better 

one’s conditions, an example of the quiet encroachment of the ordinary, theorized by 

Bayat (2000). While the Karonsi’e Dongi women shared more stories of resisting through 

quietly encroaching, the Sorowako women revealed that they do not champion the mine 

despite benefitting more from the mine. In fact, they chose to use the photovoice project 

to point out how their neighbours are more affected by the mine and thus they reveal 

empathy and their solidarity with those in their region who have been more harmed by 

the mining operation. Here, I contend that women resist resource extraction in their 

communities in ways that are not always discernible acts of opposition and defiance but 

nonetheless important acts of resistance. They quietly encroach and they act in quiet 

solidarity. While recognizing their differences and limitations, they show empathy and 

resolve to defend and better their lives in their photo-stories, which reveal that the 

photovoice method enables us to see intent and consciousness in acts of everyday 

resistance.  

 

In Chapter 9, I explain how adding a conjunctural analytical exercise to the 

photovoice study furthers the action-related goals of such research since it allows space 

for critical consciousness raising and cross-border solidarity building. At a convergence 

event, the participants discussed structural conditions and social differences and further 

illuminated the project’s findings on what constitutes resistance and the forms of 



 
 

36 

resistance of outwardly similar but different women to resource extraction. The 

convergence of the two photovoice groups at the end of the project gave participants the 

opportunity to meet each other, historicize their struggles together and strategize on how 

they could support each other’s struggles. I discuss the implications of my study’s 

findings for women in mine-affected communities and for future research in Chapter 10. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Everyday resistance is hard to see and even harder to see is intent and 

consciousness behind acts of everyday resistance, which is partly why some resistance 

scholars prefer that intent and consciousness remain outside of analytical frameworks on 

resistance (Johansson and Vinthagen, 2016). I argue that in order to distinguish an act as 

resistance or simply coping or surviving, one has to examine whether or not there is 

conscious intent to resist power and one’s oppression. From this study, we learn that 

intent and consciousness in accounts of everyday resistance can be discerned when 

appropriate methods of inquiry are used, such as photovoice. Furthermore, as explained 

in this chapter, by adding an exercise that allowed the photovoice participants to engage 

in a conjunctural analysis of their photo-stories, the participants had another opportunity 

to deepen and reveal their critical consciousness of their conditions. By making this study 

a comparative study of women from two different Indigenous communities affected by 

the same mining operation, the participants were able to account for their similarities and 

differences in terms of how their structural conditions and multiple and overlapping 

social locations influence their resistance. All of these methodological elements not only 
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render intent and consciousness in studies of everyday resistance visible for further 

investigation, it revealed a hidden solidarity occurring across the two communities and 

shared imaginations of wider distributive justice, which other studies on the communities 

did not.   

 

Mining has adversely affected both the Karonsi’e Dongi women and the 

Sorowako women. As we will see, Karonsi’e Dongi women engage in more visible and 

not so visible acts of resistance, perhaps due to the fact they feel the heaviness of 

displacement, dispossession and unemployment more than the Sorowako women. 

However, the Sorowako women are not silent about their concerns with mining, but they 

are not actively organizing or engaging in daily acts of everyday resistance to address 

their concerns in the same risky ways that their Karonsi’e Dongi neighbours are 

practicing. Their position in relation to the mining operation is more compromised due to 

the fact that they or their family members have better access to employment, services and 

other benefits of the mining operation. In their photo-stories, they revealed intentional 

resistance by engaging in storied presencing, which involves articulating their desires to 

be and act in the world in ways that oppose destructive resource extraction. Everyday acts 

of survival on the part of the Karonsi’e Dongi women, such as the quiet encroaching 

involved in accessing forbidden resources for income, also constitute resistance because 

the acts are linked to a conscious struggle to lessen their domination, better their 

conditions and recover their land and culture. By pairing the photovoice method with a 

conjunctural activity that had participants from the two photovoice groups coming 

together to collectively unearth and name the structures and social locations that affect 
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their lives, the participants and I were able to further expose intent and consciousness 

behind acts of resistance.  
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Chapter 2 

Theories of Power, Gender and Resistance 

 

I ground my study on the gendered nature of resistance to dispossession and 

exploitation caused by the extraction of nickel in a rural region of Indonesia in three 

complimentary and overlapping approaches to theory: feminist political economy, 

intersectionality and the theorizing on everyday resistance. These theoretical lenses are 

attuned to how power and oppression operate and affect people who belong to different 

social groupings such as gender, race and class. I begin with feminist political economy 

because it sheds light on the gendered dimensions of contemporary capitalist interests, 

institutions and ideologies. I apply an intersectional approach to ensure that I pay 

attention to my research participants’ overlapping social locations. The women from the 

Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako communities in my study seem to occupy very similar 

social locations but they also belong to different ethnic groups and religions. Their status 

in the community is also affected by whether they are employed or not at the mining 

operation. They also have different histories and relationships with the land, the mining 

operation and those who challenge the mine. These differences may influence their 

perceptions of the impacts of resource extraction and their responses to it.  

 

 In part one of this chapter, I begin with a brief overview of the political economy of 

resource extraction. I then describe how feminist contributions challenged political 

economy to be mindful of the gendered nature of capitalist institutions, interests and 

ideologies. The complexities of resistance to resource extraction cannot be understood 
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without an examination of the political, social and economic structures that permeate the 

everyday lives of people affected by resource extraction (Nash, 2005). People made poor 

and oppressed by global capitalism experience a daily struggle to survive, which in turn 

affects their grievances and responses (Piven and Cloward, 1977). I then discuss how 

intersectionality, considered a recent key theoretical development in the field of gender 

studies (Kitch and Fonow, 2012), arose as a framework to account for how people 

experience oppression differently based on their membership in various social categories 

such as gender, race and class. According to Scott (2008: 43), people’s lives are shaped 

by a “messy reality of multiple identities.” Attending to Scott’s observation that the 

identity and solidarity of peasants in Malaysia are shaped not only by class but also by 

ethnicity and other social groupings, kin, neighbours, culture and location, I then discuss 

insights from post-colonial scholars on indigeneity, in particular in Southeast Asia, the 

region of my study. Different Indigenous communities in the Sorowako region have used 

their Indigenous identity when making demands on the mining company. The multiple 

identities and social locations of the rural Indigenous Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako 

women in my study affect their views on mining in their community and influence the 

way they respond to that industry. I end this section of the chapter with a discussion of 

how decolonial feminist contributions have drawn on feminist political economy and 

intersectionality to argue for decolonization and a transnational feminism committed to 

challenging imperialism.  

 

 In the second part of this chapter, I introduce the theorizing on social movements, 

especially focusing on the theorizing on everyday resistance. To study the similar and 
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varied responses of my research participants to mining, I begin with the theorizing on 

everyday resistance and what it has to say about the subtle acts of resistance deployed by 

the oppressed. I describe two tensions and debates in the field, including whether intent 

and consciousness should be considered in studies of resistance and whether everyday 

resistance is important towards achieving social change. I support the inclusion of intent 

and consciousness in studies of everyday resistance when appropriate participatory action 

research methods, such as photovoice, are used. I also support the notion that everyday 

resistance can contribute to desired social change. In this section of the chapter, I describe 

two concepts in the literature on resistance, quiet encroachment of the ordinary (Bayat, 

2000) and storied presencing (Simpson, 2011), which relate to seeing intent and 

consciousness in acts of everyday resistance.  

 

Feminist Political Economy of Resource Extraction  

 

Women are uniquely affected by the male-dominated resource extraction industry 

and resist the impacts of the industry in similar and different ways depending on their 

physical location as well as their multiple social locations, such as gender, race and class. 

I begin this section of the chapter with a summary of the political economy theory that 

explains the power dynamics at play in global resource extraction. Here, I discuss mining 

under global capitalism, and imperialism, as I find it relevant for an understanding of the 

structural nature of contemporary global resource extraction. Then, I outline feminist 

political economy and summarize the feminist scholarship on gender and development. I 

show that feminist political economy as well as post-colonial scholarship on indigeneity 
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provides a critical intersectional framework to examine the gendered nature of resource 

extraction and resistance in a world dominated by capitalist social relations and marred 

by various forms of violence, direct and structural, that are inherent in the colonial 

relationships that persist in the neoliberal era of today. Finally, I argue that decolonial 

feminist contributions, anchored in feminist political economy and intersectionality, 

provide a path forward for social change that is committed to decolonizing various 

spaces, including minds and institutions, as well as transnational feminism that is critical 

of and opposed to imperialism.  

 

Mining Under Global Capitalism 

 

Resource conflicts span the globe. Adam Smith first introduced the term, "natural 

resources," in 1776, remarking that natural resources are determined by society. Empires 

throughout history have acquired natural resources for wealth and expansion. Since the 

Industrial Revolution, mining corporations have extracted a growing number of minerals 

and metals from the earth (Burke, 2006; Gier and Mercier, 2006). In the post-colonial era, 

governments and international financial institutions have hailed resource extraction as 

sources of economic development and growth despite the adverse impacts on local 

economies, environments, peoples and cultures (Bebbington, 2012; Schnoor, 2017). 

 

Industrializing nations such as Indonesia are heavily dependent on the resource 

sector and foreign direct investment. Yet, the states do not fully realize the benefits of 

resource extraction, especially when multinational corporations exert control over the 
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sector in ways that ensure their profit maximization. Mining investors pressure host states 

to lower rents, taxes and royalties, and weaken environmental and labour laws (Ballard 

and Banks, 2003; Berry, 2014). The corporations also externalize the costs of their 

operations, such as health care for toxin exposure and clean up of spills, onto the state 

(Kuyek, 2019). When host states move to increase royalties, strengthen legislation or take 

more control over the sector—actions that would cut into a mining corporation’s profit—

the states risk driving away the investors or they are disciplined through the use of 

international agreements that protect investors (Anderson et al., 2011).  

 

The inability of host states to manage resource extraction in ways that benefit 

their populace is related to imperialism, a structural feature of capitalism. Imperialism 

involves a practice and an ideology that imposes and maintains unequal global economic 

relations. Imperial powers expropriate land, labour, resources and markets through direct 

and indirect use of force (Leadbeater, 2014; McNally, 2006). The nature of imperialism 

in the post-colonial era involves outside powers directing the economic activity and 

politics of sovereign states (Nkrumah, 1965; Wood, 2003). Marx (1991: 344-347) argued 

that a capitalist society must continuously extend its area of exploitation to counter the 

tendency of the rate of profit to fall. Marx explained that capitalism was born through a 

process he called, “primitive accumulation,” where the masses were stripped of access to 

the means of production (e.g. land). Accompanying the dispossession of the masses was a 

process of commodification where their labour power was transformed into a commodity 

to be bought and sold on the market. Marx explained the primitive accumulation of his 

day with numerous examples: seizure of land from peasants in England; Spanish 
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conquest of Indigenous peoples in the Americas; European powers scrambling over 

resources in the East Indies; and use of slave labour in Africa (Harvey, 2004; Holden et 

al., 2011; Marx, 1977). 

 

Marx further elucidated capitalist social relations by introducing the concept of 

commodity fetishism. Marx explained that commodity fetishism involves obscuring the 

social relations behind the production of commodities so that the relations are thought of 

as a relation between things. Marx (1990) argued that the classical political economists 

paid no attention to the historical nature of social relations in how they theorized class 

categories (land, labour and capital) and factors of production (rent, wages and profit). 

For example, Ricardo's labour theory of value explains the formation of prices while 

Marx's labour theory of value is an account of value as the alienated form of the 

appearance of social labour where the value of a good or service is determined by the 

total amount of socially necessary labour (the average number of labour hours) required 

to produce a commodity (Camfield, 2002; Marx, 1973: Marx, 1990). For Marx, power 

relationships are found in market relations and thus exchanges are never equal as the 

classical political economists claimed (Barma and Vogel, 2008b). 

 

Continuing the enclosures started by colonial powers, states replaced common, 

collective or state property rights with private property rights. Private property holders 

can count on the capitalist state’s armed and legal apparatuses to maintain the private 

property system that uses and sells land and labour (Nevins and Peluso, 2008). 

Luxemburg and later Federici (2019) and Harvey (2004) explained that primitive 
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accumulation was not only a feature of the origins of capitalism but also an inherent and 

enduring characteristic of the economic system (Hudis and Anderson, 2004). Writing 

about the ‘new enclosures,’ Federici (2019: 3) explained processes of globalization as 

primitive accumulation where the “the destruction of communal land regimes remains the 

backbone of the present phase of capitalist development and the cause of the surge of the 

violence that is affecting so many regions across the world, although dispossession today 

is also imposed through the generalization of debt.” Harvey’s concept, ‘accumulation by 

dispossession,’ describes the contemporary processes of primitive accumulation playing 

out today where capital, struggling to maintain their accumulation rates, creates new 

spaces for capital accumulation by forcibly displacing Indigenous peoples and peasants 

from their land and livelihoods (Harvey, 2004).  

 

Capitalism has endured despite its inherent contradictions and tendencies towards 

crisis. Corporations that accumulate capital and profits from the extraction of non-

renewable resources are always looking to acquire new deposits whether through 

expanding onto new territory or using advanced technologies that allow the extraction of 

a resource that was once unobtainable, such as hydraulic fracturing for shale gas. 

Meanwhile, cash-strapped host governments eager to earn foreign exchange and tax 

revenues attempt to encourage mining investment in their countries by signing trade 

agreements, weakening environmental, labour and health standards, and privatizing 

natural resources. Part of a vicious cycle, host governments that do not earn enough from 

the exploitation of their natural resources have fewer economic resources to regulate the 

sector and this has led to the industry being allowed to self-regulate. Critics of various 
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institutional pacts between governments, industry and international financial institutions, 

including industry codes of conduct, ethical trading schemes and corporate social 

responsibility programs, say the self-regulatory measures serve to stabilize accumulation 

of firms in the extractive economy and facilitate industry expansion but not without 

resistance or conflict (Coumans, 2008; Himley, 2013; Horowitz, 2012).  

 

In periods of crisis in capitalist economies, policies that squeeze workers and 

oppress Indigenous peoples are asserted as necessary to maintain investment and needed 

jobs, but often only serve to maintain accumulation of private sector wealth. Under such 

conditions, the displaced, dispossessed, oppressed and marginalized form what Marx 

called the “reserve army of labour.” In Indonesia, four per cent of the country’s labour 

force in 2018 was unemployed (World Bank, 2019) while underemployment, defined as 

working less than 35 hours a week and a willingness to accept another job, has been 

noted as affecting about 30 per cent of the population (Pratomo, 2015). Workers often 

have no other choice but to toil in dangerous conditions for low wages (Harvey, 2004, 

2010; Holden, 2011). While some of the dispossessed may become wage labourers at 

mines and factories, others find work in the informal sectors, many are forced to take on 

debt and become subjects of another kind of extractivism that is financial in nature (Gago 

and Mezzadro, 2017), and others simply do not survive the structural violence, namely 

the poverty that comes with dispossession (Li, 2014).  

 

To gain public support for destructive projects that clearly go against the interests 

of many people, imperial powers and host governments use ideology, particularly 
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through educational and cultural institutions (Butler, 2015; Engler, 2009; Said, 1994). 

Polanyi (2001) drew attention to how ideologies and interests interact, specifically how 

free market ideology supports emerging industrial interests and how interests yield 

ideology selectively, calling on government intervention when needed for their own 

interests. States promoting a neoliberal mode of development support the mining industry 

through deregulation, privatization and enclosures while acting in ways that deter the 

growth of other community-based economies (Himley, 2013). The state justifies taking 

resources from Indigenous lands by appealing to racist notions that Indigenous people are 

incapable of their own development and by ignoring Indigenous worldviews and 

sovereignty over their own lands. Mining companies also manipulate science and hire 

anthropologists to neutralize opposition to their projects and avoid regulatory oversight 

(Coumans, 2004; Coumans and Kirsch, 2011; Kirsch, 2014; Nevins and Peluso, 2008).  

 

Besides deploying ideological forces friendly to mining, imposing resource 

extraction on unwilling populations typically requires the state police, army, 

paramilitaries, the company’s private security and hired vigilantes to exercise violence in 

order to instil fear, subjugate the population and crush collective resistance. People 

resisting resource extraction have been murdered, beaten, raped, arrested and charged 

with criminal acts by state authorities because their acts of dissent are equated with acting 

against state interests (Himley, 2013; Manning, 2016; Whittington, 2009).  

 

The fight against extractivism today is considered a life and death struggle for 

Indigenous and rural communities that need healthy lands and ecosystems to grow food, 
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fish and gather forest products such as medicines (Cowman, 2016; Gordon and Webber, 

2016). While the mining industry has added jobs and paid for services in many 

communities across the world, the problems of resource extraction persist and cannot be 

resolved under capitalism because the system is inherently growth-driven and requires 

the dispossession and exploitation of the masses and environmental sacrifices to ensure a 

growing rate of profit (Bell and York, 2010; Gould et al., 2004; Himley, 2013; 

Leadbeater, 2014: 38-39; Schnaiberg, 1980). Furthermore, some people are more harmed 

by the dispossession and exploitation associated with mining, which is why I now turn to 

the political economy that combines feminist scholarship, including intersectionality, to 

theoretically underpin my study on the gendered dimensions of resistance to mining.  

 

Feminist Political Economy  

 

Feminist political economy challenges the masculinist bias in economic theory, 

policy and practice, debunking myths such as the individualism and competitive nature of 

Smith’s ‘rational economic man’ (Steans and Tepe, 2010). Such economic liberal 

accounts do not explain many women's lives and experiences such as the labour of caring 

for family members (Hartstock, 1983; Tickner, 2015; Waring, 1999). While classical 

political economy largely omitted gender from its analysis, economic liberals, 

nationalists, Marxists and post-structuralists are among those who have influenced 

strands of feminist analysis and feminisms, including liberal, nationalist, Marxist, post-

structuralist and radical variants.  
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I agree with the critiques of liberal feminism and nationalist feminism that 

contend that these two variants of feminism lack an analysis of interwoven oppressions 

associated with gender, race, class and other social groupings. Economic liberalism 

mystifies social relations, with its promotion of abstract notions of the rational man and 

the invisible hand of the price mechanism while nationalist approaches prioritize 

nationalism while neglecting social divisions along lines of gender, class, race and other 

social groupings both inside and outside a nation (Tickner, 1991; 2015). While post-

structuralism has made important contributions to feminist analysis in terms of seeing 

material and culture dimensions as co-constituted, and theorizing diversity and the 

interconnectedness of social hierarchies (Peterson, 2005), I prefer a Marxist-inspired 

feminist political economy that does not lose sight of the structural domination over 

peoples’ lives. Radical feminism roots oppression in the patriarchy whereas feminist 

political economy exposes the nature of capitalist social relations, inspiring theories of 

social reproduction feminism and transnational feminism that are committed to the study 

of the economic, political, social and historical forces shaping the lives, agency and 

resistance of people from diverse backgrounds and places. Thus, I draw on a feminist 

political economy that is open to the fusing of historical geographical materialism with 

post-colonial scholarship and critical theories of gender, race, class and other social 

groupings, including decolonial feminist contributions, to analyze the gendered resistance 

to resource extraction in the context of contemporary global capitalism.  

 

Feminist political economy takes seriously lived experiences in its analysis and 

deploys a feminist praxis (Armstrong and Connelly, 1989; Beneria, 2003). Dorothy Smith 
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(1989) argued that feminist political economy must reject ‘the standpoint of relations of 

ruling’ set by capitalism and the male standpoint in the study of women. Smith called for 

political economy to recognize multiple sites of experience in contemporary capitalism 

(Armstrong and Connelly, 1989). Enloe (2014: 12) challenged us to look at the world 

through ‘gender-curious feminist eyes,’ which requires “(asking) whether anything that 

passes for natural, inevitable, inherent, traditional, or biological has been made.” Having 

such a lens elucidates how certain practices of resource extraction and more broadly 

extractivism and the struggles against such practices and processes at specific sites are 

gendered in multidimensional ways.  

 

The labour process that accompanied the birth of capitalist social relations was 

organized in a way that established patriarchal relations in the family and in society, and 

separated the household from the workplace (Engels, 1884). Women were disciplined to 

be housewives and made to be economically dependent on the income-earning men in 

their family. The regendering of the division of labour for capitalist accumulation also 

included institutionalizing state control over women’s bodies, sexuality and reproductive 

capacities, including persecuting witches (e.g. midwives and traditional healers) 

(Federici, 2004, 2019; Mies, 1998). Capitalist economies soon depended on the social 

reproductive activities of women, such as household work and family care, to maintain 

and regenerate its workforce. Writing about women in Sorowako, the place of my study, 

Robinson (1999) noted that, “The low-cost labour of Third World men as miners is 

sustained and subsidised by unpaid female labour; in the household, in farms and at the 

markets.” Capitalist social relations have gendered economic production and social 
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reproduction, making productive activities the paid work of men and social reproduction 

the unpaid and virtuous work of women (Ferguson, 2008; Fraser, 2016; Hoskyns and Rai, 

2007; Waring, 1999). However, the separation of household from employment has been 

incomplete for many working class women. They have not only taken care of the 

domestic needs of the household, they have also worked in the mines and factories 

because their household needed their wages and/or the industrial capitalists desired their 

cheap labour during wars or other periods (Fraser, 2016; Marx, 1990; Mies, 1998). 

Capitalist production is gendered with clear disadvantages for women in terms of 

gendered wage differentials, labour disciplining and control and the social construction of 

the feminine body as disposable (Mezzadri, 2019).  

 

Federici (2004; 2012) shows how capitalism was built on imperial and colonial 

dispossession, and on the expropriation and exclusion of some groups of people from 

realms of generation (or appropriation) of value. Such processes of primitive 

accumulation occurred earlier than processes of land enclosure, which are often 

considered processes marking the initial phases of capitalism. Mies (1982, 1998), who 

studied the lacemakers of Narsapur, India, also aimed to debunk the myth of value as 

being generated only within productive realms. Mies’ analysis of home-based work of 

lacemaking, work that she characterized as ‘housewifisation’ of women’s labour, showed 

women’s productive contributions to the market were being purposely hidden and 

devalued as not producing value. Like Federici, Mies revealed how patriarchal control in 

the household, workplace and society serves to reinforce capitalism and imperialism.   
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Gender inequality in several ways has become more severe since the onset of the 

neoliberal period in the 1980s. Capital has increasingly shifted its methods of production 

and its geographical location as it seeks to maintain its profits under competitive 

environments. These shifts have had gendered effects, including putting women at a 

disadvantage in terms of employment opportunities while also displacing them from their 

traditional livelihoods (Boserop, 1986; Braun, 2010, 2011; Robinson, 1986, 2002).  

 

Feminist political economists have responded in different ways to the gendered 

impacts of neoliberalism, including the increased workload put on women with the 

reduced role of the state in providing social services such as childcare. A kinder form of 

neoliberalism, known as the post-Washington Consensus, has emerged that speaks of 

good governance, poverty alleviation and social safety nets (Bedford and Rai, 2010). 

Some feminist political economists celebrate the shift to a gentler neoliberalism (Tinker, 

2006) while others argue that the shift has only resulted in deeper inequalities with 

women being saddled with increased social reproduction responsibilities. They note that 

while this shift occurred during conditions of economic crisis, the shift has not been 

reversed with women and other household members shouldering burdens that social 

services used to provide (Bedford and Rai, 2010; Lind, 2005; Molyneux, 2006; Rai, 

2002; Sen and Grown, 1987; Truong, 1999). Feminist political economy considers the 

various ways that social reproduction affects people in their everyday lives and how 

social reproduction is shaped by processes of global restructuring, changing state 

responsibilities in social reproduction, and local contexts (Bakker, 2007; Fraser, 2016; 

Steans and Tepe, 2010).  



 
 

53 

 

Similarly to how peasants were dispossessed of their communal farm lands in the 

1600s, aspects of daily, material life today across the world are being privatized and 

expropriated by states and private actors through investment agreements that put social 

services and natural resources in the control of private companies (Bakker, 2007; 

Leadbeater, 2014; LeBaron, 2010). By combining feminist political economy with 

intersectionality, an account of how social differences affect a person’s position or power 

in relation to macro-structural processes is possible. A number of scholars have called for 

a rethinking of feminist political economy for it to also avoid normative assumptions 

about the family and kinship and instead consider a greater diversity of experiences, 

including, for example, the experiences of queer and racialized peoples and their various 

relationships with contemporary capitalism (Alexander, 1994, Roseneil, 2004; Benería, 

1999; Safa 1999). An intersectional analytical framework contributes to what is known 

about the global and gender division of labour and the diversity of women’s experiences 

with capitalism (Bannerji, 1997; Cho et al., 2013; Collins, 1990, 2000; hooks, 2000; 

Lykke, 2010; Mohanty, 2003). 

 

Intersectionality was developed as a concept to analyze the diversity of women’s 

experiences, specifically how class, gender, race, and other social differences interact to 

shape one’s identity, social role and/or status in society (hooks, 2000; Lykke, 2010; 

Mohanty, 2003; Valentine, 2007). Driven to address the exclusion of Black women in 

feminist movements in the U.S., Black feminist theorists noted the pitfalls of examining 

gender, sexuality, race, class and location as separate systems of oppression. Critical race 
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theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) coined the term intersectionality to describe multiple 

sites in which identities are lived (Brenner, 2000; Collins, 2000; Naples and Gurr, 2014), 

within the context of power relations and structural inequalities (Cho, Crenshaw, and 

McCall 2013; MacKinnon 2013). bell hooks (2000) argued that intersectionality 

countered the idea that gender was the most important characteristic defining women’s 

lives. Intersectionalility involves a critical examination of the ways in which multiple 

forms of oppression are experienced by people and how these forms of oppression 

overlap and affect people (Collins, 2000; Ferguson, 2008). 

 

Feminist political ecology, an emerging subfield of political ecology, applies an 

intersectional lens to examine how ecological concerns traverse with identities such as 

class, gender, race, and sexuality and histories such as colonialism in relation to political 

economy (Elmhirst, 2011b; Lykke, 2009; Mollett and Faria, 2013; Nightingale, 2011; 

O’Shaughnessy and Krogman, 2011; Sundberg, 2004; Wainwright, 2005). Feminist 

theorists have used intersectional analysis to reveal how people protect their environment 

by drawing on or performing certain subjectivities of themselves and others (Faria and 

Mollett, 2016; Igoe, 2004; Nightingale, 2011). For example, women environmentalists in 

West Virginia’s coal region linked their activism to being mothers and caretakers 

responsible for the well-being of their children and community (Bell, 2013).  

 

Conflicts concerning capitalist ownership, control and use of natural resources are 

found across the world. By using a lens that combines feminist political economy with 

intersectionality, we can see beyond a one-dimensional picture of oppression and 
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resistance to better understand how different groups of people exercise their agency 

within the confines of structural oppression. Understanding structural forces is essential 

towards understanding why we would expect people to resist resource extraction and the 

processes of capital accumulation (Veltmeyer and Wise, 2018). Since my study involves 

Indigenous rural women affected by large-scale mining in a country of the Global South, 

in this section, I argue that feminist political economy helps us understand the gendered 

aspects of exploitation and dispossession associated with resource extraction, and as a 

result, why we might expect women’s resistance to not only be distinctive compared to 

that of other members of their community but also internally different due to their 

membership in different social groupings and their material conditions and histories with 

the land and mining. Different gender interventions on development, including the 

welfare, Women in Development, Women and Development, and Gender and 

Development approaches, have included a Western bias that fails to see the agency of 

women in the Global South (Mohanty, 1988; Tiessen et al., 2016). Mohanty called for 

attention to the lived experiences of people in the Global South and how people’s lives 

are shaped by structures such as colonization and neoliberalism as well as by their 

multiple social locations such as their gender, race, and class. The focus on difference 

highlighted the importance of putting gender within specific cultural, socio-economic and 

historical contexts. Mohanty (1996), a post-colonial feminist theorist, argues for the 

inclusion of a transnational and intersectional approach when exploring women’s 

experiences across the world and building a “non-colonizing feminist solidarity across 

the borders.” Mohanty examines the incorporation of women into the global capitalist 

economy and the interconnections between gender, race and ethnicity, and the ideologies 
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of work, which place women in certain exploitative situations. As global capitalism 

develops, wage labour becomes the dominant form of organizing production and 

reproduction. Post-colonial feminist analysis by Mohanty and others reveal how capital 

uses certain spaces for differential production and the accumulation of capital. Such an 

analysis also shows how capital accumulation processes transform people and spaces.  

 

 According to Mohanty (1996), Western feminist theorizing and development 

practice was undermining the agency of women in the Global South by portraying 

women only as victims. She noted that the effects of masculine definitions of labour 

made women's labour and its costs invisible while also undermining women's agency by 

defining them as homebound and victims of poverty, tradition or patriarchy rather than as 

agents able to make their own choices. In line with Mohanty, Mies, in the previous cited 

study of lacemaking in Narsapur, showed how these women were being integrated into 

the international division of labour needed for capitalism, specifically through certain 

ideologies of gender and work. For example, in Narsapur, men sold the women's 

products. The men defined themselves as exporters and businessmen who invested in 

women's labour while women were called housewives and their work was regarded as 

leisure activity. By laying bare the processes of how the Narsapur women were being 

exploited and how their labour was being cheapened for capital accumulation, Mies 

shows that work itself is not inherently oppressive, but rather work under capitalist social 

relations.   

 

 Mines as well as hydroelectric dams, promoted by institutions such as the World 
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Bank, are masculinized, where patriarchal norms are naturalized, women are sidelined, 

men’s voices are heard more, and the benefits of such projects accrue more to men 

(Braun, 2011; Lahiri-Dutt, 2012). Masculinist power is a concept that draws attention to 

the naturalized association between hegemonic masculinity, power relations and male 

privilege. According to Connell (1987, 1995), hegemonic masculinity refers to masculine 

practices as well as prominent cultural norms that are associated with the most powerful 

men in society while other kinds of masculinities are made subordinate. As Butler noted 

(1990), feminized bodies, identities and activities are frequently degraded and ignored 

while the masculinized is glorified and prioritized (Griffin, 2007). Some bodies are made 

to be less human and not grievable, which is why many Indigenous scholars call for other 

ways of seeing people and their ways of existing and their ways of resisting (Simpson, 

2011, 2017; Tuck, 2009a, 2009b; Tuck and Yang, 2014).  

 

 In my study of gendered resistance to the male-dominated mining industry in 

Indonesia, I strive to also consider how certain practices are masculinized while others 

are feminized and how that influences resistance. Beyond gender, I consider how material 

realities and other social locations collide with gender to shape perceptions of and 

resistance to mining. Many women in my study identify as housewives but also as 

farmers and workers who sell goods at the market or clean the houses of mine workers. 

While jobs at the mining operation, such as the operation of heavy machinery, are 

predominately held by men, women have begun to fill these jobs. Paying attention to 

gendered processes helps us see that what is socialized as feminine, such as caring for 

families and the environment, gets marginalized in hegemonic masculine environments 
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such as at a mining operation that are also dangerous places for women to work 

(Bingham and Gansler, 2004; Mulroy, 2008) and live (Basu and Hu, 2010; Jenkins and 

Rondon, 2015; Manning, 2016). Gender, ethnicity and class are among the crosscutting 

social locations that influence how people experience mining. Gendered identities carry 

different meanings across ethnic groups just as ethnic identities are experienced 

differently across the gender spectrum (Großmann et al., 2017; Resurreccion and 

Elmhirst, 2008). From this viewpoint, we can understand why the concerns and responses 

of rural Indigenous women would not be so obvious and why an intersectional approach 

to feminist political economy that pays attention to critical literature on indigeneity and 

decolonial feminist critiques are important.  

 

Post-colonial Thinking on Indigeneity and Decolonial Feminist Contributions  

 

 Indonesia like the rest of Southeast Asia is home to different post-colonial 

formations where gender meanings and material forces combine with socially constructed 

identities to shape everyday life, communities, nations and transnational spaces (Baird, 

2016; Ong and Peletz, 1995). Starting in the 1990s, a number of global interventions 

recognizing the special status and need for protection of Indigenous groups made the 

concept of indigeneity a topic of scholarly debate and discussion (Alfred and Corntassel, 

2005; Baird, 2016). Today,  “new faces of empire . . . are attempting to strip Indigenous 

peoples of their very spirit as nations and of all that is held sacred, threatening their 

sources of connection to their distinct existences and the sources of their spiritual power: 

relationships to each other, communities, homelands, ceremonial life, languages, 
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histories” (Alfred and Corntassel, 2005: 599). Critics of pan-Indigenism note that one 

story cannot be told about all Indigenous peoples because their histories, locations and 

contexts, while sharing some similarities, are remarkably diverse (Vowel, 2016). 

 

 Indigeneity is a contested concept and practice but it is generally agreed that it 

involves the “permanent attachment of a group of people to a fixed area of land in a way 

that marks them as culturally distinct” (Li, 2010: 385). There is less debate on who is 

counted as Indigenous in areas of the world that were colonized by European settlers, 

such as Canada, the United States, Australia and New Zealand (Baird, 2016). However, 

in Asian countries that experienced indirect forms of colonial rule, there is more 

contention on who is Indigenous. Asian states tend to recognize the existence of 

Indigenous peoples in other areas of their world affected by settler colonialism but not the 

Indigenous peoples of their own countries since these countries have experienced 

relatively lower immigration and most citizens of their countries are of Asian heritage 

(Baird, 2016). Yet, in recent years, a number of governments in Asia, including the 

Philippines, Nepal, Cambodia, Japan and the Republic of China (Taiwan) have begun to 

recognize Indigenous peoples of their countries in different ways. In other Asian 

countries, governments continue to refuse to engage with indigeneity but various 

movements, such as the Asian Indigenous Peoples Pact (AIPP) and Indonesia’s Alliance 

Indigenous Peoples Alliance of the Archipelago (AMAN), have emerged to push these 

governments to support Indigenous rights. Other conceptualizations of indigeneity in 

Asia note that persecuted ethnic minorities forced to migrate from their homelands are 

not considered the Indigenous peoples of the places where they currently live. These 
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minorities are typically considered ‘colonized peoples’ or peoples historically oppressed 

by other ethnic groups (Baird, 2016; Gray, 1995). Indigeneity is thus regarded as a 

dynamic concept that is constituted in relationships that comprise history, ceremony, 

language and land (Alfred and Corntassel, 2005). 

 

 A growing number of critical assessments on indigeneity point to how the concept 

has been used and misused. In some cases, indigeneity is used to further Indigenous 

struggles to acknowledge and reconcile historical wrongs and stop the further erasure and 

dispossession of a group of people (Alfred and Corntassel, 2005; Tyson, 2010). Yet, in 

other cases, it has reinforced relationships of domination and subordination, and led to 

othering, where people are casted as different and inferior, which has led to genocide 

(Baird, 2016). In some cases, settlers with no Indigenous heritage have claimed to be 

Indigenous to gain access to resources (Leroux, 2019). Scholars such as Kuper et al. 

(2003) reject the concept of indigeneity, arguing that it has been used to put forward 

spurious and essentialist claims about what it means to be an authentic native. For 

example, conservationists wanting to set aside land for parks have restricted Indigenous 

peoples’ access to customary lands (Neumann, 1992) and projected what Lohman (1993) 

calls a ‘green orientalism’ onto Indigenous people that tells an exoticizing story of 

nature-loving natives in order to support their interests, which often perform another kind 

of dispossession that ignores the desires and activities of the Indigenous peoples and rural 

dwellers on those lands (Li, 2008, 2010). Canadian mining, oil and gas companies are 

also strategically using indigeneity to co-opt Indigenous movements for self-

determination by getting some Indigenous leaders in Canada to support their projects in 
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Latin America by paying for their trips to these countries so they can share only the 

benefits of mining in their communities (Schnoor, 2017). According to Karlsson (2003), 

assertions of indigenousness vary in form and should not be rejected based on its misuses 

(Baird, 2016). For example, the Karonsi’e Dongi’s assertion of their Indigenous identity 

is part of winning support for their demands (Tyson, 2010).  

 

 Scholars can be attuned to how indigeneity and other markers of identity are being 

used by groups of people by paying attention to how processes of colonialism and 

capitalism are playing out and generating numerous inequalities along lines of gender, 

race, ethnicity, class and international hierarchies of states. An intersectional approach 

allows us to see how such social differences are created, intersect and are maintained. 

Since resource extraction is bound with some of the worst harms of colonialism, 

imperialism, racism and misogyny, a decolonial feminist praxis anchored in feminist 

political economy and intersectionality can go a long way towards explaining and solving 

today’s problems with resource extraction. Scholars and activists have called for 

decolonization, as a process and a goal, to confront capitalist social relations including 

the complex ways that capitalism, patriarchy, white supremacy and states interact and 

bolster colonial relationships (Coulthard, 2014; Walia, 2012). In terms of decolonial 

feminist praxis, women are not treated as one universal category and differences across 

genders are acknowledged (Bannerji, 1997; Lugones, 2010). Lugones argues that gender 

is itself “a violent and colonial introduction that is used to destroy peoples, cosmologies, 

and communities as the building ground ‘civilized’ West” (2007: 186). Eurocentered 

capitalist society and colonization racialized groups of people (Quijano, 2000) and 
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constructed the gender binary and gender hierarchies, where males and heterosexual 

norms dominate and subjugate. For example, colonization imposed an oppressive gender 

system on the Yoruba peoples in southwestern Nigeria, where females were 

subordinated. Before settler colonial contact, many Indigenous communities in North 

America were matriarchal, recognized more than two genders and did not discriminate 

against homosexuality. Gender differences were understood in egalitarian terms and not 

in terms of subordination of one gender over another (Lugones, 2007). In order to defend, 

reclaim and celebrate different ways of being and living in the world, understanding how 

the colonial project benefited from gender differentials, transphobia and homophobia is 

key in dismantling what appears as natural or normal.  

  

 Intersectionality, while offering an anti-oppressive approach to study and activism, 

must be careful to not decenter Indigenous struggles. Decolonial approaches 

acknowledge that Indigenous peoples bear the brunt of resource extraction. In resource 

extraction struggles, questions such as, who benefits and who loses from mining must be 

asked (Kojola, 2018). Leanne Simpson (2013), an Indigenous Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg 

scholar from Canada, argues that: “dispossession of Indigenous peoples from our 

homelands is the root causes of every problem we face whether it is missing or murdered 

Indigenous women, fracking, pipelines, deforestation, mining, environmental 

contamination or social issues as a result of imposed poverty.” For Simpson and others, 

decolonization involves learning and unlearning to radically re-imagine our lives and 

relationships with the land so as to respect all life. A decolonial approach goes beyond 

asking for recognition of rights imposed by settler states and instead seeks to dismantle 
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the settler state and all forms of colonialism (Coulthard, 2014; Walia, 2012). Decolonial 

feminists focus on how colonial knowledge, including hegemonic feminist knowledge, 

continues to exert power, for example through settler states and transnational practices, 

and they call for the acceptance of other knowledges and ways of knowing that are 

created through everyday practices of local people (Tiessen et al., 2016). Decolonial 

scholars are dedicated to dismantling hierarchies between different knowledges and 

forms of knowing, and instead embrace an ‘ecology of knowledges.’ Political economy 

and intersectionality are regarded as important theoretical frameworks for decolonial 

feminist scholarship and transnational feminist activism (Marchand and Runyan, 2010; 

Mendoza, 2002). Decolonial feminist praxis involves organizing for justice across 

colonial borders, which has been done but as Mohanty notes (McLaren, 2017, viii), 

“What lies ahead is the hard work of deepening and consolidating the nascent solidarities 

that have emerged through these mobilizations, to imagine a decolonized public polity 

anchored in a horizontal feminist solidarity across borders and divides.” Supporting 

struggles of women at resource extraction sites across the globe means applying a 

transnational feminist perspective to activism. For Mohanty (2017), engaging in 

transnational spaces means confronting not only borders that are militarized but also the 

displacement of people through dispossession, war and climate change, carceral regimes 

and repressive governments. Mohanty criticized Western feminist scholarship for its 

problematic representation, homogenization of women’s experiences, othering, and 

victim portrayal of Third World women (Marchand and Parpart, 2003). Transnational 

post-colonial feminist scholars such as Mohanty combine political economy with an 

intersectional framework that pays attention to the different social locations of people.  
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In summary, feminist political economy and intersectionality elucidate the ways 

that capital transforms spaces and peoples as well as the social construction and material 

bases of subordination of certain groups of people (Beneira, 2003; Cho et al., 2013), 

including that of rural Indigenous women of Indonesia who resist mining. These 

theoretical frameworks pay attention to the post-colonial scholarship on indigeneity and 

decolonial feminist contributions, which are especially relevant for a study of everyday 

resistance of rural Indigenous women in the Global South. In the next chapter, I outline 

the literature on gender, mining and resistance. My study attempts to understand how 

people resist and intend to resist, even in the subtlest ways, and how that is related to 

their consciousness of social structures and intersecting social locations.  

 

Theorizing on Resistance 

 

Scholars of social movements at sites of resource conflicts note that marginalized 

groups, such as Indigenous people and farmers, have a notable presence in debates 

concerning resource extraction in their communities (Bebbington et al., 2008). However, 

less is known about the everyday resistance of people, including rural Indigenous women, 

to resource extraction because of its hidden nature. To ground theoretically my study on 

the gendered nature of everyday resistance to mining, I begin this section by defining and 

describing social movements. I then turn my attention to one subset of the field of study 

of social movements, theories of everyday resistance. Based on my observations in 

Sorowako, some women are engaging in collective action against mining, others are 
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performing acts of everyday resistance, some are participating in both forms of resistance 

and others appear to not be engaged in any action that can qualify as resistance. In 

particular, I engage with one assertion being made by theorists of everyday resistance 

today that intent and consciousness should not be considered in studies of everyday 

resistance. On the contrary, I argue that intent and consciousness of those engaging in 

acts of everyday resistance should be studied and can be more effectively studied through 

the use of participatory ethnographic methods such as the photovoice method. In this 

section of the chapter, I also describe theorizing by Bayat (2000) on what he calls the 

quiet encroachment of the ordinary as well as theorizing by Simpson (2011) and others 

on storied presencing by Indigenous peoples. I found these concepts particularly 

illuminating for seeing and theorizing resistance in my study.  

 

Theorizing on Social Movements 

 

While early social movement theorists explained collective action as a result of an 

irrational crowd or the result of anomie, later theorists argued that collective action is 

rational and guided by a moral compass that seeks a more equal and just society. From 

the mid-twentieth century, social movement scholars turned their attention towards 

understanding how collective action arose, how collective consciousness could be 

awakened for mobilization, and how collective action could be more effective (Croteau et 

al., 2005; Staggenborg, 2012; Tarrow, 2012). I am interested in these questions as they 

pertain to different forms of resistance seen in the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako 

communities.  
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Social movements are defined as collective efforts directed at achieving social 

change that lasts for some duration (Staggenborg, 2012). Social movements use public 

displays of worthiness, unity, numbers and commitment, according to Tilly (2006). 

Social movement organizers mobilize constituents by using “culturally resonant, action-

oriented symbols” (Tarrow, 2012: 2). Repertoires of collective action are shaped in a 

variety of ways, including memory, culture and tradition (songs, slogans, costumes, 

symbols and labels that give meaning to people), structures, methods of diffusion, and 

opportunities, constraints and prohibitions imposed by the state and other powerful actors 

(McAdam et al., 2001; Staggenborg, 2012; Tilly, 2004). Drawing on memories and 

traditions, peasant movements continue to seize land and workers continue to withhold 

their labour like previous generations did (Tarrow, 2011). Leaders of Indigenous 

movements, such as the Karonsi’e Dongi’s Werima Mananta, have shared their 

traditional dress, music and ceremonies as part of their struggles to defend their land and 

culture when speaking abroad to ask for international solidarity.  

 

People engaged in activist groups and larger social movements, including 

resistance to resource extraction, do not always agree on the best way forward in terms of 

targets, goals, strategies and tactics. Many people involved in resource battles target 

institutions for reforms to better protect them from the industry or to provide them with 

more benefits from the industry. Operating within the realm of parliamentary democracy, 

they lobby politicians to achieve goals for reforms. In terms of addressing gender-based 

oppression, inequality and violence at mine sites, reformists demand gender analysis and 
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planning in all phases of mining. They argue for free, informed and prior consent, 

especially for Indigenous communities. They demand justice for women who have been 

physically and sexually assaulted at their work place or in their community by one of 

many security apparatuses used by a mining company (Oxfam Australia, 2002; 

Scheyvens and Lagisa, 1998). Meanwhile, other activists resisting resource extraction 

link their opposition to the need for revolutionary social changes with mass participation. 

They link seemingly different issues to the need to end colonialism and capitalism. 

Inspired by Marxist theory, those seeking more radical changes believe that while 

reforms and legal actions may be necessary in the short-term, they do not systemically 

solve problems of inequality or the oppression of women at sites of resource extraction 

because powerful forces are at play to oppose the reforms. They argue for production to 

be put under workers' control and the establishment of a global planned economy that 

wipes out all social inequalities, frees workers and meets the needs of every human being 

(Smith, 1997). Working class women’s movements around mine sites have made such 

revolutionary demands, including the Bolivian Housewives’ Committee led by Domitila 

Barrios de Chungara in the 1960s. The labour leader and feminist, imprisoned for her 

organizing, stated in her 1978 autobiography: “My people are not struggling for a small 

victory, for a small wage increase, a small answer there. No. My people are preparing 

themselves to get capitalism out of their country forever, and its domestic and foreign 

servants, too. My people are struggling to reach socialism” (230). To be certain, people 

engaged in resistance do not always share the same goals and these goals can lead to 

sometimes complimentary and sometimes conflictual strategies and tactics within and 

across communities of resistance.  
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While there is debate on what constitutes resistance, it is generally accepted that 

resistance involves an agent engaging in an oppositional act in relation to power 

(Hollander and Einwohner, 2004). In terms of tactics, some activists prefer a diversity of 

tactics that advocate non-violent resistance while others see the world as violent with an 

oppressor that is unlikely to go peacefully and therefore, condone and support the use of 

violence. The Gandhian-inspired movements of the 1960s saw revolution as possible 

through non-violent means. In contrast, Fanon (2004) defended revolutionary violence to 

rid colonial order. Once decolonization was achieved, Fanon argued that the new nation 

must reject the legacies it inherited from its colonial past, including violence. Resistance 

theorists, notably starting with Scott (1986), have been interested in how the oppressed 

challenge their domination during periods of relative political calmness and order that 

occur between social uprisings and open rebellion. Prior to Scott, scholars of social 

movements were mostly interested in organized collective action, such as mass strikes, 

and had yet to examine the forms of resistance that Scott was highlighting, namely, the 

everyday acts of the subaltern to oppose their conditions of domination. Interested in this 

phenomenon of resistance and how it relates to gendered opposition to resource 

extraction, I now turn to a discussion of the literature on everyday resistance.  

 

Everyday Resistance  

 

Research on resistance dates back to agrarian studies and Marxist historiography 

(Fletcher, 2001) and has been developed in various disciplines including in subaltern, 
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feminist, cultural, queer, peasant and post-structural studies (Johansson and Vinthagen, 

2019). James C. Scott’s theorizing on everyday resistance inspired others to study the 

‘weapons of the weak’ and the effectiveness of non-organized resistance, a kind of 

resistance that Scott (1985) refers to as ‘infrapolitics.’ These studies have examined 

forms of resistance that are described as passive, subtle, invisible and hidden. Acts such 

as foot dragging (lowering one’s pace of work), false compliance, smuggling and arson 

by subaltern groups are often referred to as acts of ‘first resort’ (Scott, 1985; Scott, 1989: 

34). Scott argued that his studies of social movements of peasants showed cases of 

‘everyday resistance’ where the oppressed are always aware of their oppression but feel 

participating in overt resistance to be too risky (Fletcher, 2001). Scott was responding to 

the notion that peasants were being docile in the face of their domination. He paid 

particular attention to how social structures work to oppress people and how oppressed 

people still seek and find ways to lessen their domination.  

 

Gendered accounts of everyday resistance include women resisting patriarchal 

domination in various covert ways in their daily lives: Bedouin women have kept secrets 

from older men, including covering up for each other (Abu-Lughod, 1990); Malaysian 

women working in factories have resisted industrialization and modernization, defied 

authorities and protested sexual harassment and other deplorable working conditions by 

conjuring up spirits (Ong, 2010); and Indian women have used various counter-culture 

tactics, such as manipulating normative signs and symbols (Kumar, 1994).  

 

People engaging in everyday resistance work to undermine everyday power and 



 
 

70 

are found in the crosshairs of multiple power relations that are at play at any given time. 

To resist everyday power involves compliance and non-compliance. However, 

compliance is not always resistance, making intent and consciousness important elements 

to consider in acts of compliance or non-compliance. According to Gal (1995), acting in 

contradictory ways may be strategic resistance but may also be a result of conflicting 

feelings towards an oppressor. Therefore, a fuller account of everyday resistance should 

consider intent and consciousness in contradictory behaviours as well as time, space, 

intersectionality and how resistance is connected to different power configurations 

(Johansson and Vinthagen, 2016; Vinthagen and Johansson, 2013). Scott has been 

criticized for not sufficiently positioning the subaltern in such a constellation of power 

relations, for example, for not considering Foucault’s contribution (1978) that resistance 

is always connected to a relationship of power that is dynamic and subjected to multiple 

processes (Bleiker, 2000). However, in my view, Scott’s rich empirical work of the 

everyday resistance of peasants in Sedaka, Malaysia does show how people’s resistance 

is affected by their membership in different social categories that place them in certain 

social hierarchies. Furthermore, Scott (1985) encouraged an examination of the 

intentions, ideas and language of those carrying out acts of resistance.  

 

Oppressed peoples are not always able to participate freely in collective resistance 

due to the risks and costs associated with public protests. Yet, the oppressed find ways to 

creatively challenge the systems that dominate their lives, which include acts of everyday 

resistance. By paying attention to how social structures and social locations affect 

different groups of people and by allowing for these knowledges within people to be 



 
 

71 

aired, we can uncover conscious intent behind acts of everyday resistance that may 

appear on the surface to just be survival or coping strategies (Faria and Mollett, 2016; 

Jenkins, 2017; Krauss 1993; Scott, 1985). Writing about the need to hear sex workers’ 

voices, Jeffrey and MacDonald (2006: 1) argued that sex workers are often assumed to 

not have the know-how to describe their lives in a critical way: “It is this silencing of 

their critical consciousness that lies at the base of their greatest oppression.” In a similar 

vein, I argue that the critical consciousness of women engaging in resistance to resource 

extraction must also not be sidelined, but given a platform in deliberative research that 

centers research participants’ viewpoints. Researchers should be attuned to the refusal of 

the oppressed to believe the powerful’s definition of one’s self, considered by Janeway 

(1990) to be the first form of resistance of the weak. As Concepción Kim Tiul’s Maya 

Q’eqchi’ community was being evicted for Skye Resources’ nickel mine Guatemala, she 

said, “just as you are able to think so are we … We want the company to leave. We don’t 

want it here!” (Rights Action, 2007). During public confrontations with authorities, 

conscious intent in resistance is often obvious in those challenging their domination 

through their chants, signs and declarations. While conscious intent in everyday 

resistance is less visible, it is not impossible to uncover when the appropriate research 

methods are used that pay particular attention to the research participants’ perspectives.  

 

Scott (1990) theorized that a thick hegemony involves the subaltern accepting the 

system that dominates them while a thin hegemony has the subaltern aware of their 

oppression but acting in ways that do not further harm them. While noting that thin 

hegemony is a more compelling explanation for how the oppressed act in the ways that 
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they do, Scott argued that the oppressed are always aware of their oppression and do their 

best to challenge their domination. I, too, find the thin hegemony explanation to be more 

compelling in terms of describing people’s complimentary and contradictory actions.  

 

Critically engaging with Scott, Bayat (1997, 2000) highlighted the importance of 

seeing conscious intent in resistance. He argued that everyday practices are strategies of 

resistance when they demonstrate intentions not only to oppose one’s subordination and 

annihilation but also to improve one’s life chances. Life chances involve the possibilities 

that one has to access the economic and cultural goods of society as theorized by Weber. 

Life chances are distributed unequally in society with the lower classes having less access 

to material and cultural resources (Dahrendorf, 1979). As Scott (1986) noted, peasants 

and the working class are preoccupied with daily survival and forced to act within a 

system in ways that do them least harm. But by refusing to take part in ‘beggar thy 

neighbour’ strategies for survival, people also resist exploiting each other, which is the 

“ultimate dream of domination” (Scott, 1986: 30). Here, the actor’s conscious intent is 

crucial for classifying their act or behavior as resistance (LeBlanc, 1999; Scott, 1985).  

 

Current analytical frameworks being developed for everyday resistance argue 

against including intent and consciousness in studies of resistance (Johannson and 

Vinthagen, 2016; Vinthagen and Johansson, 2013). I disagree and contend that intentions 

and consciousness do matter in acts of everyday resistance and can be found in the active 

survival of Indigenous peoples. Some of Scott’s detractors prefer to replace his attention 

to the subaltern’s intentions and consciousness when studying resistance with a focus on 
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the acts and outcomes (Johannson and Vinthagen, 2016; Vinthagen and Johansson, 

2013). Those calling for the jettisoning of examinations of intent and consciousness in 

resistance studies (Johansson and Vinthagen, 2016) draw on the work of de Certeau 

(1984) to argue that how people act is more important than their intentions. de Certeau 

argued that resistance should be seen in terms of how people use ‘imposed systems’ (18) 

and how they deploy ‘popular tactics’ in their daily practices to upset the ‘actual order of 

things’ to achieve their ‘own ends’ (26). For de Certeau, acting differently in relation to 

imposed systems of power constitutes creative resistance. According to de Certeau (1984: 

26), “order is tricked by an art,” and tactics can be used at opportune times in different 

locations. de Certeau has been criticized for treating all different ways of acting, 

specifically not using existing systems according to the imposed way, as resistance 

(Vinthagen and Johansson, 2013). However, acting differently can still serve to maintain 

oppressive relations. Therefore, accounts of intent and consciousness are important 

elements to investigate, along with discourse, context and intersectionality, when 

studying everyday resistance.   

 

Scholars who agree with de Certeau, mostly from cultural and post-structuralist 

fields of study of everyday resistance, make various arguments for why discourse and 

context matter more than intent and political awareness in accounts of everyday 

resistance. For Weitz (2001), assessing intent in acts of resistance is impossible because 

informants refuse to disclose that information. Others argue that researchers’ cultural 

biases prevent them from considering specific historical and cultural contexts (Hoffman, 

1999; Korovkin, 2000). For Bleiker (2000), subordinates are deeply affected by 
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hegemony, thus, making it impossible to discern intentions and consciousness behind 

their actions. Other theorists maintain that acts can be purposeful or unconscious and 

therefore an actor’s intentions are not important towards understanding whether an act is 

resistance (St. Martin and Gavey, 1996). For Johansson and Vinthagen (2016: 418), when 

observers focus on an agent’s intention in resistance to their targets, they forgo an 

examination of “resistance as a complex and ongoing process of social construction.” 

Such challenges surely exist in studies of resistance and discourse and context definitely 

matter in accounts of resistance, however, conscious intent behind resistance is also 

worthy of study so as not to see resistance everywhere and romanticize acts such as the 

cutting of corners that are really just survival and coping strategies and not oppositional 

challenges to prevailing power relations or domination. The cutting of corners could also 

be an act of resistance but only if the act intends to conflict with the interests of the 

powerful. Some acts are acts of resistance and survival, but not all acts of survival are 

acts of resistance. 

 

Scott (1986) was cautious to not romanticize the ‘weapons of the weak.’ 

Likewise, Bayat (2000) noted that theorists challenging essentialist notions of passivity of 

the oppressed masses must be careful not to commit a reverse essentialism that sees every 

action as conscious and antagonistic acts of insubordination. Abu-Lughod (1990) 

highlighted the importance of considering power in relation to resistance to avoid seeing 

resistance in every action of those in a subordinate position to power. While Scott (1987: 

422) noted the importance of a “subculture of complicity” in everyday resistance, he also 

maintained that the tactics rarely alter power relations and forms of exploitation and the 
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powerful can deploy similar weapons to their advantage. However, he noted that people 

who are engaging in routine resistance are continuously testing and renegotiating social 

relations to their benefit.  

 

While evaluating intentions in accounts of resistance may be difficult, it is not 

impossible, as Weitz (2001), Vinthagen and Johansson (2013) suggest. As Aggarwal 

(2004: 28) stated, “It is only when individuals in the present context, women, resist or 

express their resentment against oppression that we call it an expression of resistance . . . 

It reflects individual women’s articulation of dissatisfaction against power and 

domination.” There are methods such as photovoice that reveal buried desires and 

consciousness behind actions that are complicated and contradictory because of their 

relationship to power. When paired with a conjunctural analytical exercise, I argue in 

Chapter 9 that the photovoice method can also extend critical consciousness and reveal 

intentions of people engaged in resisting.  

 

If we only look at acts and outcomes in accounts of resistance, we fail to see the 

various ways that people have resisted different structures, for example, neoliberalism. 

Powers in the neoliberal era have been effective in neutralizing sustained, effective and 

global resistance just as the colonialism of the past dictated people’s activities and 

movements. Neoliberal states use the courts to enforce contracts and armed apparatuses, 

such as the police and military, to quell resistance to resource extraction (Coleman, 

2013). Acts of resistance do not always achieve their desired outcome and therefore 

outcome should not be privileged over intent in accounts of everyday resistance (Scott, 
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1985). Critically engaging with resistance scholars on less obvious forms of resistance, I 

now turn to storied presencing followed by a discussion on quiet encroachments of the 

ordinary as two forms of resistance that reveal intent and consciousness. By examining 

the intent and consciousness of people engaging in resistance, we are able to more fully 

capture how people relate to oppressive structures and we are able to count an act that 

may appear to just be an act of survival as resistance when the act aims to confront and 

lessen oppression.  

 

Storied Presencing 

 

Social movement theory has been criticized for not only neglecting to see the 

everyday resistance of peasant farmers such as what Scott (1985) observed and the quiet 

encroachment of urban slum dwellers on the public goods, property and power of the 

elite in the Global South as observed by Bayat (2000), it has also missed seeing 

Indigenous resistance and resurgences because of its Western bias and exclusion of 

Indigenous political culture and history. “We have been resisting colonial imposition for 

four centuries. I think our communities know something about organizing, mobilizing 

and strategizing,” stated Leanne Simpson (2011: 16-17) while calling for the reclamation 

of Indigenous contexts, specifically the rebuilding of “culturally inherent philosophical 

contexts for governance, education, health care, and economy.” Paying attention to what 

Simpson (2011: 96) calls presencing involves seeing how Indigenous people are actively 

“renewing relationships between one’s self and the land, even if it is largely occupied by 

settler societies” (Savarese, 2016: 131). Similarly, women factory workers in the Global 
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South creatively assert their presence and challenge their dehumanization and lack of 

worth in relation to the value of capital (Wright, 2006). Countering the neoliberal state’s 

erasure of Indigenous women and their connection to the land, women through 

presencing call for attention to what is important about their lives. Presencing involves 

Indigenous women and girls telling the world that their lives matter (Simpson, 2011, de 

Finney, 2010). The acts of presencing and renewing relationships to the land thwart the 

colonial project’s attempt to devalue and erase the bodies of Indigenous women and girls 

so they are not grieved or missed (Savarese, 2016). For Simpson (2011: 96), storied 

presencing involves not only protest and insurrection but also remembrance and 

testimony (Savarese, 2016). Women’s presencing challenges several colonial discourses 

or myths, including the narrative that resource extraction brings development and 

prosperity for all and is the only option for healthy communities. Such claims of 

goodness are a classic strategy of legitimizing colonial domination as seen in the 

discourses used by Canadian mining executives whose companies operate in different 

African countries (Butler, 2015). 

 

For Simpson (2011: 96), storied presencing is created through “the movement of 

body and sound, testimony and witnessing, remembering, protest and insurrection.” 

Related to storied presencing is the concept of ‘native survivance’ that according to 

Vizenor (2012) involves Indigenous people actively surviving and contesting their 

dehumanization and erasure from the land through the practice of their culture, including 

storytelling (Vizenor, 2012). Storytelling methods of inquiry such as photovoice allow 

for such an assertion of presence and active survival, and thus respect historical and 
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cultural contexts while also uncovering infrapolitics, the private ways that people from 

multiple and intersecting social locations challenge the powerful without them noticing. 

By examining these ‘hidden transcripts’ or ‘infrapolitics,’ we see how the oppressed, in 

private and creative ways, do not consent to the domination (Scott, 1990) and why they 

may not openly rebel but employ different strategies, including storied presencing. 

 

According to Simpson, an understanding of the internal structures and ideologies 

of dominant capitalist and colonial social relations opens the door to radical possibilities, 

such as decolonization and a transformation of social relations. In late capitalism, many 

activists say the most hopeful movements for the kinds of radical changes that are needed 

are the Indigenous-led, land-based movements against extractivism. Despite being 

marginalized, these movements are connecting the causes of their struggles, naming 

capitalism as the system that needs to change, and flirting with radical imaginations of a 

post-capitalist world free of all forms of exploitation and oppression (Klein, 2013, 2014).  

 

The literature on gender and everyday resistance shows that women do not accept 

their unequal positions despite their lack of overt action against subordination. For 

example, sometimes women have complied or strategically cooperated in their dealings 

with men as part of their political goals to influence men in authority (Agarwal, 1994). 

Poor peasant women in Bangladesh have been more outspoken and militant in their views 

and actions than peasant women from more prosperous households. In regions where 

men speak on behalf of their wives and households and where women are sparsely 

represented in government, women still engage in dramatic political actions, such as 
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street protests (Morgan, 2017). Perhaps because of their marginalized position in formal 

political arenas, women may feel more compelled or have less to lose by participating in 

unconventional or informal channels of politics like protests. However, oppositional 

movements are often male-dominated and marginalized spaces for women where men’s 

voices are heard more in organizing meetings and women are not invited to participate 

(Horowitz, 2017; Jenkins, 2017; Morgan, 2017). I explore more of these examples in 

Chapter 3 in my review of the literature on the gendered resistance to resource extraction.  

 

The Quiet Encroachment of the Ordinary 

 

 Everyday resistance can too easily be dismissed as survival and coping strategies. 

The strategies count as resistance when there are clear intentions by the oppressed to take 

away some of the power of the oppressor and better one’s conditions, as theorized by 

Bayat (2000) in his studies of the urban poor in the Global South where the oppressed 

steadily and subtly make gains to not only survive but also to challenge their domination. 

For Bayat (2013), the quiet encroachment of the ordinary cannot be considered just 

survival because the encroachments are “not the cost of fellow poor or themselves, but of 

the state, the rich and the powerful.” Bayat argues:  

 

Thus, in order to light their shelter, the urban poor tap electricity not from their 
neighbours, but from the municipal power poles; or to raise their living standard, 
they would not prevent their children from attending school in order to work, but 
rather squeeze the timing of their formal job, in order to carry on their secondary 
work in the informal sector. 
 

Bayat (2013) also does not consider the quiet encroachment of the ordinary as operating 
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merely in the sphere of resistance. Rather, he sees oppressed people cumulatively 

encroaching or widening their space to accumulate new gains. By doing so, people 

contest “fundamental aspects of the state prerogatives, including the meaning of order, 

control of public space, of public and private goods, and the relevance of modernity.” He 

uses various examples to explain how people encroach to challenge their domination, 

including how refugees encroach on host states and their provisions, and how street 

vendors encroach on urban spaces. He argues that the encroachers challenge ideas of 

order and the modern city and state held by political elites of the Global South. 

 

Bayat (2013) argues that quiet encroachers aim to acquire and be autonomous. 

Quiet encroachers acquire through redistributing social goods and opportunities, 

including land, shelter, water, electricity, roads, and access to public space and 

opportunities, such as favourable business locations and licenses, as well as other life 

chances needed for survival and acceptable living standards (Bayat, 2013). Quiet 

encroachers also want autonomy, “both cultural and political, from the regulations, 

institutions and discipline imposed by the state and modern institutions” (Bayat, 2013). 

People engaging in informal economies tend to live outside the rules and boundaries of 

the state and modern governmental institutions. They operate in relationships based on 

reciprocity, trust and negotiation and not on modern notions of individual self-interest, 

rules and contracts. For people who are self-employed or work in informal sectors, Bayat 

(2013) says, “Modernity is a costly existence; not everyone can afford to be modern. It 

requires the capacity to conform to the types of behaviour and lifestyles (adherence to 

strict structures of time, space, contract and so on) which most vulnerable people simply 
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cannot afford.” The autonomy of quiet encroachers is often restricted and often they find 

strategies to avoid harassment from the authorities for lacking proper permits or engaging 

in illegal activities. They constantly negotiate their autonomy in a compromising 

environment that forces them to waver between autonomy and integration.  

 

Committing illicit acts is morally justified on grounds of necessity and sometimes 

tolerated by the political and economic elite. People affected by poverty, drought, famine 

or war often must turn to such acts, such as crossing borders without permission, and rely 

on the quiet support of their kin and friends. Governments tend to have contradictory 

reactions to acts of quiet encroachment since these activities may not always harm but 

also benefit governments of the Global South because the activities allow the poor to help 

themselves and not demand resources from the government (Bayat, 2013). Authorities 

acting on behalf of the elite become concerned when individual acts of the encroachers 

combine to create a social force that threatens structures of power. The elite may then 

move to take away the gains made from quietly encroaching. Defending these gains often 

leads to collective and public protests (Bayat, 2000, 2013). For Bayat (2013), these 

protests have limited impact due to lacking leadership, ideology and structured 

organizations.  

 

Scott and Bayat on one side and critics such as Sahlins (1993) on the other side 

debate whether acts of everyday resistance actually challenge oppression and create 

social change (Fletcher, 2001; Hollander and Einwohner, 2004). Routine acts of everyday 

resistance, while isolated and lacking coordination, can also have a cumulative effect (Ye 
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et al., 2019), discomforting the powerful, their plans and legitimacy. I disagree with the 

critiques of everyday resistance that claim such resistance is trivial, failing to lead to 

social change (Brown, 1998; Sahlins, 1993). While seeing the limitations of quiet 

encroachment and flash in the pan protests, Bayat (2013) argues that quiet encroachment 

serves as an enabling strategy for marginalized groups to survive, better their life 

conditions and act in a collective and organized way in the future. For Bayat (2013), 

“localised struggles are both meaningful and manageable for the actors—meaningful in 

that they can make sense of the purpose and have an idea about the consequences of these 

actions; and manageable in that they, rather than some remote national leaders, set the 

agenda, project the aims and control the outcome.” Social change starts with people being 

engaged in localized, everyday struggles, acting with a consciousness of how power 

structures control their lives and a purpose to change their lives for the better.  

 

According to Bayat (2013), the urban grassroots are unlikely to become a more 

effective political player unless they mobilize on a collective level, and their struggles are 

linked to broader social movements. In fact, Bayat (2000) criticized Scott for neglecting 

the subaltern’s engagement with public and collective acts of resistance. Bayat prefers 

that state power not be neglected in accounts of resistance as he saw many theorists of 

resistance influenced by post-structuralism doing in the 1990s. He noted that state power 

is distributed unevenly on different groups of the population and that state power must be 

considered in order to see how cooptation may play out.  

 

Acts of everyday resistance often do not achieve the desired effect, especially in 
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the short-term. However, everyday acts of resistance reveal the cracks in consent of 

people to their conditions of domination. Everyday resistance can also foster ideas of 

justice and build a foundation for more organized protest to occur in the future, especially 

in times that are more favourable to the oppressed, including during political or economic 

turmoil (Ye et al., 2019). Hidden everyday resistance is linked to overt protests because 

the daily practices give meanings, language and structures for the public and collective 

actions to occur (Amoore, 2005). Furthermore, mass mobilizations that lead to political 

and social change must consider the lived experiences of those most harmed by structures 

of domination if they want their participation. According to Scott (1985), the ‘weapons of 

the weak’ may be more effective towards achieving the radical social transformation that 

those engaged in class struggle desire. One of the ways that Indigenous peoples have 

resisted their erasure is by asserting their presence through storytelling. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Feminist political economy and theories on everyday resistance are important 

starting points to begin a study of gendered resistance to resource extraction. In this 

chapter, I explained how resource extraction and capitalist institutions, interests and 

ideologies are gendered. I described intersectionality and post-colonial and decolonial 

feminist contributions, which I regard as important theoretical underpinnings for a study 

of the gendered nature of resistance to resource extraction since the industry affects 

different people in different and disproportionate ways, which then shape their agency 

and methods of resistance. Finally, I engaged with the theorizing on everyday resistance 
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because it is concerned with forms of resistance that may be subtle and hidden. I agree 

with those in the field of resistance studies who argue that intent and consciousness are 

important elements to study in everyday resistance, and that everyday resistance can be 

part of enabling social change. I described the concepts of quiet encroachment of the 

ordinary and storied presencing since they involve consciousness intent in hidden acts of 

everyday resistance that I would expect to see in my study.  

 

 Feminist political economy and a growing body of historical, sociological and 

anthropological contributions have shed light on the experiences of women miners and 

Indigenous, peasant and rural women resisting resource extraction (Bell, 2013; Jenkins, 

2014, 2017; Lahiri-Dutt, 2012; Mercier and Gier, 2006). In the next chapter, I summarize 

this literature on the gendered nature of resistance to resource extraction.  
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Chapter 3 

Literature Review: Gendered Resistance to Resource Extraction 

 

 My study aims to uncover some of the complexities of the gendered nature of 

resistance to what has been described as “the most ‘masculine’ of industries” (Gier and 

Mercier, 2006: 1). As explained in the previous chapter, in order to make contributions to 

the field of study on the gendered nature of everyday resistance to mining, I engage with 

feminist political economy and theories of everyday resistance in examinations of the 

everyday lives, struggles and practices of women from two different Indigenous 

communities affected by the same mining operation.  

 

 In this chapter, I summarize the literature on the gendered dimensions of mining 

and resistance. I begin by describing the scholarship that has examined the impacts of 

mining on women, specifically how women have experienced both structural violence 

and direct violence because of mining. I examine how the literature has captured how 

mining as well as people affected by mining have reinforced, changed and undermined 

certain gender norms and relations. I then discuss the literature that is focused on how 

women are responding to the gendered impacts of mining, including resistance in its 

different forms.  

 

A Review of the Literature on Gender, Mining and Resistance 

 

Twentieth century literature on gender and mining focused on how mining 
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discriminated against women in terms of employing them (Hand, 1942; Moorthy, 1945) 

while another tract of this early modern literature revealed the agency of women in 

mining towns, including accounts of how they countered the drudgery of being confined 

to the household (Lillard, 1944), how some women worked alongside men in the mines 

(John, 1980), how women adapted to boomtown conditions of resource-dependent 

communities (Freudenberg, 1981; James and Raymond, 1998), and how other women 

joined picket lines during volatile labour strikes (Maggard, 1987; Penfold, 1994). 

Twenty-first century scholarship and reports by non-governmental organizations on 

gender and mining point to mining disproportionately harming women (Coumans, 2005; 

Horowitz, 2017; Gier and Mercier, 2006; MiningWatch Canada et al., 2013; Oxfam, 

2002). Found in this literature are more histories of women having been militant agitators 

during labour strikes (Anglin, 2002; Baker, 2006; Carr, 2001; Steedman, 2006) and 

accounts of women adapting to life in a mining town (Lahiri-Dutt, 2012; McLeod and 

Hovorka, 2008; Mole, 2009). Researchers deploying an intersectional approach have only 

scratched the surface of how mining shapes and transforms the lives of women, including 

working class, Indigenous, racialized, queer and trans women, in various historical, 

political, social and cultural contexts (Absi, 2006; Addei and Amankwah, 2011; 

Coumans, 2005; Gier and Mercier, 2006; Lahiri-Dutt and Ahmad, 2011; Pirotta, 2009). 

This scholarship has revealed varied levels of gender inequality and diverse experiences 

of gender differences at mining sites. In this section, I summarize the literature that 

describes various gendered impacts of mining before turning to the body of work that 

reveals how structural processes associated with mining, such as displacement, 

dispossession and exploitation, are gendered in complicated ways. In the final section of 
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this chapter, I discuss the literature on gender, mining and resistance, including the work 

of Bell (2006) and others who are using participatory ethnographic methods to uncover 

aspects of gendered resistance to mining.  

 

Beginning with the gendered economic impacts caused by mining, scholars have 

pointed out that women have long been shut out of the workforce of large-scale mining 

operations, causing them to become more economically dependent on men (Cielo and 

Sarzosa, 2018; Robinson, 1986). Historians (Carr, 2001; John, 1980) as well as women 

miners (de Chungara and Viezzer, 1978; Mulroy, 2008) and their biographers (Bingham 

and Gansler, 2004) have documented the struggles of women who worked in the mines 

dominated by men, including their experiences with harassment and sexual violence as 

well as patriarchal resistance to their working in the mines from their family and 

community members (Gier and Mercier, 2006; Keck and Powell, 2006). The exclusion of 

women in the mining workforce was not always the case, such as in the Andes or Africa 

in pre-colonial times, when women worked alongside men in extracting minerals and 

metals. As mining became more capitalized and centralized, men came to dominate the 

workforce at mines across the world (Gier and Mercier, 2006; Lahiri-Dutt, 2006a). 

However, the mining industry is not a completely masculine project. As Burke (2006) 

and Lahiri-Dutt (2012) have noted, women have been and continue to be predominant 

workers in artisanal, small-scale mines in India and elsewhere in the world. Also, in the 

early twentieth century mines across Europe and North America, women often provided 

numerous services to miners. For example, besides tending to households that maintained 

the workers, women housed, fed and washed the clothes of the out-of-town miners and 
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they ran brothels and taverns (Gier and Mercier, 2006). Women have also entered work 

in large-scale mining operations, sometimes to leave a short period later due to the 

workplace not being a supportive place for women to work and take care of children 

(Lahiri-Dutt, 2011). Furthermore, while the literature has revealed that mining is an 

industry that tends to benefit men more, large-scale, capital-intensive mining has and 

continues to be a dangerous, exploitative and unhealthy place for men to work but a 

handsomely profitable place for the people who own and manage the companies (ICEM, 

2010; John, 1980; Leadbeater, 2014; Nash, 1979; Roth et al., 2015). In terms of the 

economic benefits, costs and risks of mining, the literature shows that mining is a 

gendered industry, with more benefits tending to accrue to men, but that membership in 

other social groupings, such as class and race, deeply affect how people experience 

mining.  

 

Another line of inquiry in the field of study on gender and mining focuses on how 

the mining industry has relied on gender hierarchies, in particular traditional patriarchal 

gender norms, roles and relationships that naturalize men as miners and women as 

housewives (Gier and Mercier, 2006; John, 1980; Klubock, 1998) or second-class 

citizens in such resource development projects (Braun, 2011). This body of work 

interrogates gender differences in the global mining industry, in other words, how women 

and men became known as different and how they have been assigned certain roles in 

relation to others in mining communities that have changed with time and location (Cielo 

and Sarzosa, 2018; Díaz, 2006; Gier and Mercier, 2006; Lahiri-Dutt, 2006a). At large-

scale mine sites across the world, society is organized around men being the 
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breadwinning miner while women are further marginalized in their roles as housewives 

and mothers while also being undervalued as producers in informal economies (Gier and 

Mercier, 2006). In the case of Sorowako, Indonesia, Robinson (1986) noted that farm 

work and domestic work used to be shared among all household members but when men 

began working at the mining operation, women were left doing more work in the 

household and in the fields. According to Robinson (1986, 1999, 2002), women in 

Sorowako who grow crops lamented having to work harder than they did before the mine 

operated in their community. They now had to travel further to access land that had not 

been taken over by the mining operation. While men used to work in the fields with the 

women, many of them had become wage labourers at the large-scale mining operation. 

Furthermore, Robinson found that the miners’ wages were not enough to meet the needs 

of the household and that women were ‘subsidizing’ the cheap labour by providing 

income from farming as well as care and sustenance for the miners to return to work 

everyday. With more men working in the mines, women continued to farm, but in more 

difficult conditions, with less access to the land, while also performing more of the care 

work of their household. Robinson’s findings that the workload of women increased in 

terms of their work in the fields and in the households as men found work as wage 

labourers at the mine and smelter is noted elsewhere in the literature that discusses 

transitions from a subsistence economy to a cash economy (Lozeva and Marinova, 2010; 

Scheyvens and Lagisa, 1998).   

 

As gender and mining scholars such as Gier and Mercier (2006) and Lahiri-Dutt 

(2012) have conveyed, the gender division of labour is justified as providing naturally 
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complimentary roles for women and men but is actually a vertical division that serves 

capitalism, where women are concentrated on the bottom rung of the ladder, paid lower 

wages and subjected to poorer working conditions and harassment and violence in the 

workplace. According to Gier and Mercier (2006), capitalists have viewed women as 

both an asset and a liability. Mining bosses have encouraged men to marry ‘respectable 

women’ who keep their husbands in line, away from the taverns and ready and abled for 

the hard work of mining. They have also regarded women as a threat when they have 

persuaded their husbands to engage in militant actions against the mining company. In 

Sweden, Blomberg (2006) found that ideals of a respectable Christian family, with a 

sober hard-working father and a domestic mother, kept down class struggle and helped 

produce a docile workforce for the mining industry. Gier and Mercier (2006) have also 

compiled histories of women leading strike pickets in Bolivia, South Africa, Canada, the 

U.S. and elsewhere. These women took charge of the pickets when the men were jailed or 

banned from picket lines. They have also attacked scabs, brought their children to 

protests, shamed police, and made noisy demonstrations with their pots and pans. Many 

women were also arrested for unladylike and disorderly conduct (de Chungara and 

Viezzer, 1978; Merithew, 2006; Steedman, 2006). This body of work reveals that mining 

has sought to gender the industry in patriarchal ways that suit their interests but that 

women have challenged not only the reinforcement of gender hierarchies but also efforts 

to further harm the working class.  

 

While mining has reinforced established patriarchal gender norms and 

arrangements, Connell (2009), Haug (2017), Robinson (1986) and others have noted that 
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mining and other forms of development have also changed such norms and arrangements 

and formed new gender asymmetries, depending on who is included or excluded from 

economic activities. Connell described how gold mining in South Africa in the late 

nineteenth century and early twentieth century changed the traditional family forms and 

gender roles of the Mpondo people. Mpondo men travelled far from their homes to work 

in mines for periods of four months to two years. Many of the Mpondo miners had been 

farmers who intended to return home to their traditional livelihoods with earnings saved 

from working at the mine. However, while establishing new lives near their workplaces, 

some men entered sexual relationships with women in nearby towns, while others 

embarked on ‘mine marriages,’ a well-established but discreet homosexual relationship 

that involved younger male workers doing housework and providing sexual services in 

exchange for gifts, money, protection and support from senior male workers. Before 

being miners, Mpondo manhood was defined as being the head of a self-sufficient 

household. After the men left to work in the mines, many Mpondo women became the 

heads of their households. Younger men in the community no longer associated maleness 

with being the head of the household but more with physical dominance and toughness. 

Ballard and Banks (2003) observed similar displays of macho masculinity in their 

explorations of the language and practices of migrant workers at mine sites in Indonesia 

and Papua New Guinea. Connell (2009) found a more reciprocal relationship between 

Mpondo women and men ending with mining, with women becoming more dependent on 

the male wage earners but more free to make decisions in their households. In Sorowako, 

Indonesia, Robinson (1986) found what she called the ‘contract wife’ phenomenon where 

migrant contract workers at the mining operation married local women then left their 
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wives and children behind, once their contract was over. She also noted that many of the 

Sorowako contract wives as well as sex workers were migrants and therefore lacked 

protection and support from family members, making them especially vulnerable. As 

noted by Kalluri (2002) and Robinson (1986), women living near male-dominated 

industries such as mining are often pushed into marginalized work such as domestic work 

and high-risk work such as sex work after being displaced from their land and their 

livelihood. Jung (2006: 275) offered insights into how gender relations changed post-

mining. When the mining of coal in the Ruhr region of Germany declined, women 

increasingly entered the workforce in the service sector. According to Jung, 

deindustrialization in Ruhr had diverse effects on women, including contributing to 

“freeing them from forced domesticity” that supported the maintenance of male miners. 

From this literature, we see how men’s work as miners have altered gender norms and 

arrangements in various ways that depend on their location and cultural norms.  

 

While the literature on gender and mining has uncovered detailed accounts of how 

mining has affected women, it is not without critique. For example, Lahiri-Dutt (2012) 

and Mahy (2011) argue that the ‘impacts of mining on women’ literature as well as many 

activists concerned with the gendered effects of mining tend to shame sex work, treat sex 

workers as victims and discuss sex work as a new phenomenon when women have a long 

history of following single men to resource frontiers. Lahiri-Dutt prefers that feminist 

scholarship and interventions on mining focus on how gender relations change with 

mining where men more often gain access to wage labour and cash, and women are left 

to struggle for income. Numerous scholars such as Dunaway (2001), Gier (2006), Holden 
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et al. (2011), Horowitz et al. (2018), Levien (2017) and Li (2008) have followed such a 

trajectory in their studies of how the expansion of global markets has required more 

resource extraction and resulted in further dispossession of Indigenous people of their 

lands, livelihoods and cultures, with specific implications for the resistance of Indigenous 

women. When dispossessed of their lands, the scholarship has noted that rural Indigenous 

women face increased workloads both at home, in the fields and in the markets 

(Robinson, 1986, 2002), while often being denied involvement in decision-making 

regarding their lands (Levien, 2017). However, the scholarship has also shown that many 

women find ways to resist mining despite the barriers (Cowman, 2016; Glynn, 2020; 

Méndez, 2018; Rondón, 2009; Stienstra, 2015).  

 

Combining an analysis of social structures and agencies, Gier and Mercier (2006) 

as well as Resurreccion and Elmhirst (2008) have noted that the gendered nature of 

mining is shaped by the past, for example in historical legacies of colonialism and 

capitalism, but is also the product of new forces and developments related to the global 

economy as well as to social movements, including transnational feminist, environmental 

and Indigenous rights movements. In contemporary global capitalism, the neoliberal state 

that facilitates the expansion of free markets, privatization of social services and the 

lowering of wages and degrading treatment of workers has reconfigured the global and 

gender division of labour (Gerson, 2009; LeBaron, 2010), creating what is called a ‘crisis 

of care’ (Fraser, 2016) while exercising “multi-faceted violence against Indigenous 

women,” threatening the very existence of Indigenous and rural peoples (Kuokkanen, 

2008: 216; Lind, 2005). For Mies (1998: 4), violence against women is part of ongoing 
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‘primitive accumulation,’ where men attempt to amass wealth and productive capital, 

which is evident in resource extraction. According to Kuokkanen (2008) and Wilding 

(2010), mining threatens Indigenous and rural women because it degrades natural 

environments and uses violence to wipe out Indigenous livelihoods, economies and 

cultural institutions. Women tend to be the primary providers in the subsistence sector in 

the Global South and therefore harshly experience resource extraction when they are 

separated from their land and experience the degradation of their natural surroundings. 

For example, scholars studying gender and mining in Ecuador have noted the trend of 

mining restricting women's access to the land and resources needed to provide 

subsistence for themselves and their families. The declaration from the 2014 Gathering of 

Women Against Extractivism and Climate Change in Ecuador states: “the impacts of 

extractive activities alter the cycle of the reproduction of life, whose regeneration falls on 

the shoulders of women” (Cowman, 2016). According to True (2012), mining degrades 

the land, forests, air and waters, and women of the Global South especially feel 

environmental degradation because they produce food, fish and gather medicines. In 

summary, the literature reveals that women, who already have marginalized purchasing 

power, struggle to survive even more when mining harms their land, livelihoods and 

health.  

 

While the struggles of women in mining communities in the Global South are 

distinctive, scholars such as Macedo (1999), Cassano and Benz (2019) have noted that 

their situations are in some ways similar to people living in impoverished, racialized and 

industrialized communities in the Global North. For example, exposure to contaminants 
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in Indigenous and Black communities in Canada and the U.S. are linked to cancers, 

asthma, birth defects and genetic disorders (Coumans, 2005; Kafarowski, 2009; Kuyek, 

2003; Smith, 2005). DeBeers mined diamonds for more than a decade on traditional Cree 

territory near Attawapiskat First Nation in northern Ontario. While the community has 

signed an Impact-Benefit Agreement with DeBeers, the community has made 

international headlines for deplorable housing conditions and suicides of youth. The 

mining company also stands accused of breaking environmental laws by failing to 

disclose mercury test results (White, 2019). To be certain, the sullied story of mining 

contributing to land confiscation, environmental degradation and harmful health effects 

across the globe persists to this day and is the subject of a growing body of scholarship 

(e.g. Li, 2008; Manning, 2016; Mowforth, 2014; Pagano et al., 2015). All of these 

impacts associated with mining constitute a gendered form of structural violence that is 

described by Anglin (1998) as a violence that is normalized and accepted as part of the 

status quo but is particularly brutal for people who belong to certain intersecting social 

locations, such as class, gender, race, sexuality and age.  

 

With women increasingly being found on the frontlines of resistance to resource 

extraction around the world, a growing body of scholarship is examining the gendered 

nature of resistance to resource extraction. One tract of this literature focuses on how 

women strategically use or play with gender norms and societal expectations of how they 

should act to further their protests while also risking reinforcing their unequal position in 

society (Einwohner, Hollander and Olson, 2000). According to Jenkins (2015), women in 

the Andes speak of the Pachamama, the Indigenous female goddess of the Earth, and 
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their natural connection to the land and water in their resistance to large-scale mining 

projects. Similarly, Morgan (2017: 1183) noted that women resisting palm oil extraction 

in Indonesia “drew on their gender roles in society, as mothers and grandmothers, to 

legitimize concerns about the future of their families and communities due to oil palm 

expansion and thus justify their decision to protest.” According to Turner and Brownhill 

(2006), peasant women in Kenya, Nigeria and worldwide have used a strategy of 

nakedness, exposing their vaginas, to center their protests on their bodies which are life-

giving in order to link the supporting of life to collective land rights and the restoration of 

local environments. In a study of women engaged in grassroots activism against toxic 

waste in the U.S., Krauss (1993: 247) noted that women used their gender, race, class and 

traditional role as mothers as ‘resources for resistance.’ Bell (2013: 7-9) revealed that the 

women of Appalachia identify not only as mothers but also as community protectors 

when speaking about their activism: “The protector identity both encompasses and 

extends the motherhood identity such that many women perceive the moral authority for 

their activism emanating not only from a calling to protect their children and 

grandchildren from irresponsible mining practices, but also from an obligation to protect 

their communities.” In summary, we see women performing and playing with expected 

gender roles. They strategically use parts of their identities, such as mothers who need to 

provide healthy food, shelter and a safe environment for their children and future 

generations, to make their opposition to resource extraction more effective.  

 

In contrast to the activism at mining sites that evoke imaginaries of women as 

protectors or caretakers of the earth, mining is frequently associated with dirty and 
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dangerous work that is done by macho men who risk life and limb, an image that is 

promoted by the global mining industry (Lahiri-Dutt, 2012). In another study that focuses 

on emergent constructions of masculinity and femininity, Mayes and Pini (2010) observe 

female mine managers in Australia in the media distancing themselves from female 

identities, talking about themselves in more gender neutral terms while also ascribing to 

certain definitions of ‘managerial masculinity.’ Also, on display at mine sites are 

hegemonic masculinities, or what some scholars now refer to as toxic masculinities 

(Friedman, 2013), that exaggerate what it means to be a man and disparages what society 

considers feminine. The effects of such ideas have not only prevented women from being 

conceived of or hired as miners (Carr, 2001; John, 1980; Tallichet, 1995, 2000) but have 

also made women resisting mining a target of gender-based violence (Altamirano-

Jimenez, 2013; Bell, 2013). According to Braun (2011), patriarchal relations are 

reinforced through the promotion of masculinist projects such as mining and 

hydroelectric dams that disproportionately harm women of a certain class or location. 

Women are erased from the landscape for mining in overt ways through forceful 

displacement, sexual assault and murder but also through subtle ways such as the 

sidelining of their concerns and practices. 

 

Found in the grey literature, including reports by non-governmental organizations 

(MiningWatch Canada et al., 2013; Oxfam Australia, 2002; Rights Action, 2007; RIMM, 

2010) and the media (CBC, 2010; Daley, 2016; Hopkins, 2009; Markusoff, 2018; Poplak, 

2016; Swink, 2018; Whittington, 2009), are rich accounts of how mining has violated the 

bodies of women and erased women from the land through sexual assaults and murder. 
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Scholars have further contextualized these forms of overt gender-based violence in 

locations such as Papua New Guinea (Manning, 2016), Central America (Deonandan and 

Bell, 2019; Glynn, 2020; Mowforth, 2014; Sanford, 2000) and on Indigenous land in the 

U.S. (Deer, 2015; Jameson, 1998; Rose, 1996) and Canada (Glynn, 2020; Savarese, 

2016). As Altamirano-Jimenez (2013: 2) has noted, Indigenous women are expected to 

resist destructive resource extraction, which puts them in direct conflict with “white, male 

control of natural resources.” At numerous mine sites in Indonesia and elsewhere in the 

world, scholars have documented how men in positions of authority, including the police, 

security guards and vigilantes have sexually assaulted women during struggles over the 

land and resources (Deonandan and Bell, 2019; Manning, 2016; Susmiyati, 2013). As 

Collis (1999) and others have noted, violence against women still largely originates in 

domestic relations, where women find themselves trapped, but violence against women is 

also shaped by the structure and culture of the mining industry, which exacerbates 

structural inequalities suffered by women, while directly threatening their livelihoods, 

health and caregiving (Coumans, 2005). Feminist theorists, including Angela Davis 

(1983) and Andrea Smith (2005), have long drawn attention to the sexual violence 

exercised on the bodies of politically active women, working-class black women and 

Indigenous women. Rape is one of the brutal ways that oppressive colonial and global 

capitalist structures impact the bodies of certain women. Those in positions of power are 

able to harass and assault people in subordinate positions with little consequence. 

Scholars today continue to find that women who challenge mining and gender norms and 

power relations that benefit capitalist social relations find themselves in particular danger 

(Deonandan and Bell, 2019). In Ecuador and Peru, for example, Jenkins and Rondón 
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(2015) have revealed how women face pressures by family members, in particular men 

and elderly relatives, to give up their activism against mining. They, like many other 

activists, have experienced terror, depression, anxiety, lack of appetite, difficulty sleeping 

and nightmares. According to observations by Jenkins and Rondón, the women have 

come up with various coping strategies and ways to make themselves feel safe when 

travelling and engaging in their activism. Their observations have contributed to the field 

of study on the gendered nature of everyday resistance to mining, including how 

resistance is related to coping in a patriarchal society.  

 

Questions of what counts as women’s protest or resistance against mining has 

been raised by Gier and Mercier (2006) and more recently by Jenkins (2015). While 

scholarly attention has been paid to women joining labour strikes and other collective 

actions at mine sites (Baker, 2006; Maggard, 1987; Merithew, 2006; Steedman, 2006), 

less attention has been given to women who resist in quiet, everyday ways, which has led 

some scholars such as Jenkins (2015), Morgan (2017) and Bell (2016) to probe why 

Indigenous or rural women participate or not in collective action. These studies have 

revealed different rationalizations for participating or not in collective action against 

resource extraction, including patriarchal attitudes, the gender division of labour and 

ideas of belonging.  

 

Scholars engaging with the political opportunity theory (McAdam, 1982, 1988; 

Tarrow, 2008) find that the ways that people engage with political spaces, the opening or 

closing down of possibilities for political participation, influence whether and how 



 
 

100 

certain people participate in protests, social movements or resistance. Horowitz (2017), 

Jenkins (2017) and Morgan (2017) note that political spaces, including the social 

movements opposing resource extraction, can be gendered in ways that at times deter and 

at other times encourage the participation of women. In the studies that focus on how 

patriarchal attitudes affect women’s opposition to mining, the industry as well as 

opposition movements are shown to marginalize women and their concerns. In Kanaky, a 

French colony known officially as New Caledonia, Horowitz (2017) found that mining 

companies used the inferior gender, cultural and social status of poor Indigenous women 

to their advantage to justify sidelining their concerns. In some cases, opponents to mining 

have sidelined gender-related concerns in favour of prioritizing other concerns (Alinia, 

2015). Scholars such as Horowitz (2017), Jenkins (2017) and Morgan (2017) have noted 

that oppositional movements to resource extraction that are male-dominated have 

discouraged women’s participation. According to Morgan (2017), women resisting palm 

oil extraction in Kalimantan, Indonesia noted that they participated in protests only when 

they were invited to do so by male organizers of the protests. The organizers wanted the 

participation of women when it was crucial to showing that large numbers of people 

opposed palm oil extraction. Some of the women felt their participation in organizing 

meetings was less crucial given that men in their households brought forward their 

concerns at such meetings. These women also spoke of their childcare duties as reasons 

for not attending community meetings, which is a common observation of the effect of 

the gender division of labour (Taylor and Van Dyke, 2003). Observing the palm oil 

protests in Indonesia, Morgan found that women who are responsible for childcare or 

family care participating more in occasional protests than in regular organizing meetings 
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because protests are one-time events and not as time-consuming as the regular work of 

organizing. Colliding patriarchal attitudes and the gender division of labour clearly affect 

participation in community matters, such as discussions around decisions on resource 

extraction.  

 

Meanwhile, through the use of the participatory ethnographic method, photovoice, 

Bell (2016) has uncovered other barriers to social movement participation against coal 

mining in Appalachia. She found the local elite with strong ties to the coal industry 

stifling dissent by using the collective identity of the environmental justice movement to 

their advantage. To deter participation in environmental justice movements, the coal 

industry and local elite reduced the movement to being an outsiders’ movement, 

populated by college graduates. While the outsiders have drawn needed attention to the 

environmental and social impacts of coal in Appalachia, the coal mining industry has 

used the composition of the movement to characterize it as a movement full of ‘outsider 

extremists’ who do not live in the region and are threatening the livelihoods of the locals. 

In another study related to the effect of collective identities and belonging in Appalachia, 

Scott (2009) noted that people come to support mountain-top removal of coal due to their 

sense of what it means to belong in the U.S. as a citizen and to their gendered 

understandings of work. Scott argues that a ‘dependent masculinity,’ as a hegemonic 

form of white working class masculinity, operates in the region where the male miner 

belongs and his work in the coalfields must be supported due to his elevated moral status 

as breadwinner. In summary, the literature reveals that the resistance to mining is 

gendered and shaped by patriarchal attitudes and practices, the gender division of labour, 
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and how people see the industry and opposition movements and whether or not they see 

themselves belonging to the industry or to the opposition.  

 

Another body of work on gendered resistance to mining reveals how women are 

finding ways around gender norms that naturalize male leadership in social movements 

against mining in order to participate (Jenkins, 2017). In the case of women resisting 

mining in the Andes, Jenkins found women preferred to organize in their own groups 

because they felt marginalized in the larger male-dominated social movements. They 

discuss ‘staying put’ and ‘carrying on’ as strategies to protect their land from mining. For 

example, Jenkins (2017) noted that women resisting mining in Ecuador and Peru engage 

in a kind of ‘environmentalism of the poor,’ as theorized by Martinez-Alier (2002), 

where people are not long-term activists but participate in acts of dissent when faced with 

a threat. Furthermore, scholars have discussed how activist strategies are related to their 

relationships, some of them confrontational, with people in their communities, including 

their male relatives, who support mining and disapprove of their activism. Jenkins (2017) 

noted that women in Ecuador and Peru are not only challenging gender roles and 

relations, they are also reshaping what it means to be an activist.  

 

 Women resist in similar but also different ways depending on their membership in 

other social groupings and their relations to the land, mining operation and kin as 

revealed in the literature on gender and mining discussed above. Another noteworthy 

contribution comes from Rolston (2014) who found that women and men undermined 

gender differences at a coal mine site in Wyoming, U.S. where women make up 20 per 
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cent of the workforce. Building on previous scholarship that seeks to examine the 

undermining of gender differences to understand gender inequality (Deutsch, 2007; 

Risman, 2009) and conducting ethnography that pays attention to the cultural frames of 

the miners and how the miners made sense of their worlds, Rolston observed women and 

men miners both constructing and undoing gender differences. She found that relations 

between co-workers had more of a kinship-like character where people treated each other 

like a family. She found that those who exhibited exaggerated forms of hegemonic 

masculinities or femininities, such as the macho man or the prissy woman, were seen as 

threatening the harmony of the work family and had become the outcasts. She found that 

the miners’ treatment of their co-workers as kin who shared the same working conditions 

challenged established gender differences and therefore created a more gender equal 

workplace. Rolston (2014: 9) is critical of the scholarship that focuses only on the 

construction and reproduction of gender differences and instead calls for an examination 

of “where, when, how and for whom gender difference comes to matter or fade away.” 

Such scholarship is important at mining sites where powerful players have an interest in 

reinforcing gender differences.  

 

 In my study, I am interested in exposing how histories and current realities of 

dispossession and exploitation, and identities, such as gender, ethnicity and status linked 

to employment at the mining operation, affect how people perceive and resist mining in 

their community. According to Jenkins (2017), pro-mining forces are often successful in 

dividing families and communities and in exhausting active opposition to their projects. 

My study builds on the work of scholars who see resource extraction, so long as it occurs 
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under capitalism, as an industry riddled with structural violence (Butler, 2015; Gordon 

and Webber, 2016). Even those who benefit more from mining, such as the mineworkers 

and their families in Sorowako, find themselves in precarious, fearful and exploitative 

positions in their relationship with the mining company. Those most affected by mining 

also do not simply get over their displacement and dispossession in a few years. For 

some, like the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples in my study, it is a life-long and 

multi-generational struggle to reclaim land and livelihoods that the mining operation took 

away from them.  

 

Due to the numerous impacts of mining on women mentioned above, women 

represent a distinct subset of those who resist the industry, including through traditional 

forms of politics such as engaging in electoral politics or lobbying politicians as well as 

through social movement politics that involve grassroots organizing and direct action 

(Bell, 2013; Gier, 2006; Jenkins, 2017; Jenkins and Rondón, 2015). The International 

Women and Mining Network (RIMM), established in 2001, has periodically brought 

women affected by mining together. While women from diverse social and economic 

backgrounds bring different issues to the table and push for different priorities of action, 

they all recognize that the mining industry is gendered and that collective action must 

include women mine workers and women opponents of mines on their lands. How to 

make collective action more effective towards achieving social change is a dilemma for 

activist networks such as RIMM. Some scholars argue that resource extraction can be 

more beneficial to women through gender-based interventions (Lahiri-Dutt, 2006b; 

Lahiri-Dutt and Ahmad, 2011; MacIntyre, 2001) while others seek to disrupt the 
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neoliberal order and its gendered effects (Conde, 2017; Lind, 2005; Marchand and 

Runyan, 2010; Sjöstedt Landén and Fotaki, 2018; Turner and Brownhill, 2006). If 

sustained collective action is what is needed to create a more equal and just world (Bayat, 

2000), I argue that scholars and activists must pay attention to not only the high-profile 

spectacles that capture public support, but also the various ways that people marginalized 

by mining resist, including their everyday acts of resistance.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The scholarship on gender and mining reveals that mining under late capitalism 

inevitably dispossesses and exploits people. Rural Indigenous women who depend on 

healthy lands and waters to grow crops are especially harmed by resource extraction and 

often resist the industry, including in ways that qualify as everyday acts of defiance. The 

experiences, perceptions and practices of rural Indigenous women are under-examined in 

the literature on gender, mining and resistance. The literature is mainly focused on how 

mining affects women but there is little scholarship on how gendered subjectivities result 

in different responses to resource extraction (Bebbington et al., 2013; Jenkins, 2017). 

Women’s participation in resistance movements is not simply a result of their material 

conditions, but it is shaped socially by individual, family and community perceptions of 

the benefits and harms associated with resource extraction. Thus, a study of resistance 

must look at how the intersections between multiple social locations such as gender, race, 

class, sexuality, and age influence different forms of resistance. Not all women in mining 

communities resist mining in a public and collective manner, and indeed, some forms of 
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their resistance may not be immediately visible, while some women may not resist at all. 

Some women may also support the mine and benefit from taking a public position in 

favour of the mining operation. However, the absence of a visible resistance should not 

be mistaken for acquiescence to mining and the harms associated with it; a study such as 

this one helps us to develop a more nuanced understanding of what motivates and hinders 

different kinds of resistance, including both public and hidden forms of protest.  

 

In the next chapter, I further contextualize my case study, including a discussion 

on Sorowako and Indonesia during the Dutch colonial period, the Soeharto authoritarian 

period and the post-Soeharto neoliberal period. I also discuss why I chose to research 

women from two different rural Indigenous communities in Sorowako in a study about 

gendered resistance to mining. My study takes up the call by Gier and Mercier (2006) to 

engage in comparative research to understand how gender ideologies, roles and relations 

take form and how gender is a fluid concept and affected by other intersecting identities. 
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Chapter 4 

Mining, Gender and Resistance in Sorowako, Indonesia 

 

Sorowako is a serene valley town nestled along a picturesque lake on the 

Indonesian island of Sulawesi where locals farm and fish. It is also the site of a large 

nickel mining and smelting operation (Fig. 4.1) that was established within two decades 

of Indonesia’s independence from Dutch colonial rule. A diminishing number of 

Indigenous Sorowako and Karonsi’e Dongi people remember what their community was 

like before strip-mining began taking nickel from their hills in the 1970s, replacing 

forests with a sprawling smelter complex that fills the air with black, yellow and red 

emissions during the day and becomes a fiery mountain of slag waste at night. The mine 

drew thousands of people from different parts of Indonesia seeking work and a better life 

to Sorowako, transforming the rural community into a bustling town. Protests against the 

nickel mining and smelting operation, currently majority-owned by Brazilian mining 

giant, Vale, date back to the 1970s and have continued sporadically to this day. It was not 

until the year 2000, however, that women, specifically Karonsi’e Dongi women, became 

perhaps the loudest voices in the protests against the nickel mine and smelter.  

 

 



 
 

108 

 

Fig. 4.1. Sorowako farmers tending to their crops in the shadow of Vale nickel smelter.  
 

To begin to understand the kinds of structural conditions and social differences 

that foster or hinder certain forms of resistance to resource extraction today in Sorowako, 

in this chapter, I trace Sorowako’s history with colonialism, an Islamic State Rebellion, 

authoritarian governance and neoliberalism, and describe how that history has facilitated 

extractivism and affected the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples and their 

resistance. I pay special attention to Sorowako’s experiences with large-scale mining 

during Soeharto’s ‘New Order’ regime and the current post-Soeharto neoliberal era. To 

further contextualize what is already known about nickel mining and smelting and 

resistance to that industry in Sorowako, I then summarize observations from 

anthropologists and activists, including myself, of the resistance to mining in Sorowako, 

including what is known about women’s distinctive place in that resistance.  
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The history of the people of Sorowako not having control over their nickel 

reserves does not begin with the establishment of Inco’s large-scale nickel mining 

operation in the 1960s but can be traced back to Dutch colonial rule and the Japanese 

occupation of Indonesia. Forested mountains and impassable rivers kept Sorowako in 

relative isolation for generations. The people of the Luwu region where Sorowako is 

located belong to various ethnicities and speak different languages. Their ancestors 

include the Mori and Bugis peoples. The Bugis took power of the Luwu region in the late 

nineteenth century and established a sultanate that incorporated the ethnic groups in the 

region and converted many people of the region to Islam. In the early twentieth century, 

missionaries brought Protestant Christianity to the region, which became the religion of 

the Karonsi’e Dongi people. Until the twentieth century, the peoples of the Luwu region 

were shifting cultivators of various crops and foragers of rattan, bamboo and other forest 

products that they used and traded (Robinson, 1986). In the twentieth century, outside 

forces considerably changed the way of life in Sorowako, first through colonial 

occupation, then through foreign-owned resource extraction that segregated outsiders 

working at the mining operation from the local Indigenous peoples (Robinson, 1986; ter 

Braake, 1977).  

 

Indonesia’s independence from the Netherlands and Japan in 1945 was followed 

by the Darul Islam Rebellion, which aimed to achieve an Islamic state. The rebellion 

occurred in different parts of Indonesia, including the Sorowako area, from 1953 to 1965 

(AMAN, 2016; Robinson, 1986). Elders remembered the rebellion as a time of great 

misery and fear for the Christian Karonsi’e Dongi community. Starting in 1952, the 
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Karonsi’e Dongi left everything behind, including their Sorowako relatives, and fled, 

some of them on foot, to different parts of Sulawesi to escape death (Glynn, 2006). The 

Karonsi’e Dongi’s displacement and dispossession from their lands in the Sorowako 

region is traced back to this rebellion. Their inability to return to their lands continued 

under the authoritarian Soeharto regime, a time when companies such as Inco benefited 

from the regime’s support for foreign investment and its suppression of political dissent.  

 

Sorowako and Soeharto’s “New Order” Regime 

 

While Sukarno, the first President of Indonesia, promoted self-reliance and non-

alignment with the imperialist West, resource exploitation by foreign companies 

ultimately became a cornerstone of Indonesia’s path to economic development, making 

opposition to resource extraction an activity that went against state interests and therefore 

subjected to varying levels of state repression depending on the location, timing and 

nature of the resistance. Indonesia’s anti-imperialist posturing ended when General 

Soeharto replaced Sukarno in a 1967 military coup that was supported by Western 

powers including the U.S. From 1965 to 1966, Soeharto6, a high-ranking army general at 

the time, oversaw the killings of approximately one million people affiliated with the 

Indonesian Communist Party (PKI) and the political left in the country. Budiardjo (1986: 

1219) characterized the Soeharto regime as a “violent and ruthless military bureaucracy” 

that controlled “all facets of life” and had a “fanatical hatred for left-wing ideology and 

                                                             

6 Soeharto is also spelled Suharto. I have chosen to use Soeharto, which is used more by 
Indonesian government and media. 
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political Islam-two ideologies that have long traditions of mass support in the country.” 

Marxists, scholars and artists, such as Indonesia’s most famous writer, Pramoedya 

Ananta Toer, became political prisoners, spending years in jail. Not believing in one 

single god as enshrined in the country’s philosophical foundation, Pancasila, was also 

used by Soeharto to make the links between being an atheist, a communist and a state 

enemy (Budiardjo, 1986; Gellert, 2015b; Welker, 2014). As part of Soeharto’s 

modernization vision for Indonesia, his regime forced people to convert to one of the 

state’s recognized religions, which had the effect of suppressing ethnic diversity 

(Großmann et al., 2017; Li, 1999). Furthermore, while promoting the idea that 

Indigenous peoples of Indonesia were backwards and primitive and in need of 

paternalism, Soeharto banned ethnicity, religion, race, and group affiliation (known in 

Bahasa Indonesian as SARA, standing for suku, agama, ras, and antar golongan) in 

political conversations in order to avoid national fragmentation (Großmann et al., 2017; 

Li, 1999). The purging of anyone labeled a dissident or communist and the replacement 

of nationalist, anti-imperialist Sukarno with an anti-Communist, pro-West Soeharto as 

president of Indonesia were huge wins for the U.S. and capitalism during the Cold War 

era when the U.S. tried to stop the influence of the Soviet Union and spread of 

communism (Bevins, 2017; Gellert, 2015b). The stage had been set for foreign 

multinationals to more easily enter Indonesia and extract its resources.  

 

As president, Soeharto, backed by the U.S. and other Western powers, 

immediately set out to make foreign investment and economic development the country’s 

main priorities. In fact, Vale dates its history in Sorowako back to July 25, 1968, one year 
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after Soeharto came to power, but the company that founded the operation, Inco Ltd., was 

exploring nickel in the area since 1967 (AMAN, 2016). With Soeharto in power and 

clearly on the side of foreign investors, companies such as Inco Ltd. began establishing 

operations in the country in the late 1960s. While the ownership of these operations may 

have changed in the decades that followed, the extraction of resources in several locations 

of the country have persisted to this day and the industry continues to be promoted by the 

administrations that have come after Soeharto as providing needed revenue and economic 

development for Indonesia (Asmarini and Munthe, 2017; Gellert, 2015a; Resosudarmo, 

2005), which makes resistance to mining very difficult.  

 

The politics of fear, as recounted above, facilitated a flood of extractivist policies 

in Indonesia just as they did in other countries, including Guatemala where Inco Ltd. also 

established a nickel mining operation on the shores of Lake Izabal. Inco Ltd. extracted 

nickel from the lands of Maya Q’eqchi while internal armed conflict raged across 

Guatemala and mine opponents were killed (Nolin and Stephens, 2010; Sanford, 2000). 

Back in Indonesia, Soeharto’s administration enacted the Basic Forestry Law No. 5 in 

1967. The law turned most of Indonesia’s forest areas, including the traditional forests of 

the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples, into state-controlled property (Rachman and 

Siscawati, 2016). While enacting this law that favoured the extraction of forest resources 

by investors, Soeharto negotiated joint ventures with multinational companies that 

established a framework for mining operations called a Contract of Work. Freeport 

McMoran was the first foreign mining investor in Indonesia to sign a Contract of Work. 

The company established the Grasberg gold and copper mine in West Papua. The 
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militarized mine, located in an area seeking independence from Indonesia, would become 

known for egregious human rights violations (Evans et al., 2002, Gedicks, 2001). 

According to Hill et al. (2008), resource development in Indonesia has had uneven 

impacts across the country. They blame conflict for hindering economic development in 

parts of the country. Other scholars using ethnographic data have further elucidated 

Indonesia’s story of natural resources as one tied with oppression of local populations 

(Kirsch, 2010; Robinson, 1986, 2002; Sangaji, 2001).  

 

The second multinational mining investor to establish in Indonesia, PT Inco,7 

majority-owned by Canadian nickel mining company Inco Ltd., has at different parts of 

its history been militarized with dissent being stifled not only through military and police 

repression but also through economic dependency on mining, at the local to national 

level. The Indonesian state facilitated establishment of the mine by forcing people to give 

up their land and swidden agriculture, which they had practiced for generations. The state 

did impose tax terms that were less generous than those placed on Freeport, the first 

foreign mining investor to establish in the country, and it required 20 percent equity in 

the venture for the first ten years of the mine’s operation (Robinson, 1986). Besides 

Canadian capital, Japanese investors have also backed the Sorowako nickel mining 

operation since its inception. In 1973, the company proceeded with building a smelter, 

roads, a wharf and a dam to power its operation. Inco opened its nickel smelter in 1977 

and began commercial production in 1978. Inco initially hired 10,000 Indonesians (many 

from other islands of Indonesia) and 1,000 people from outside Indonesia (AMAN, 2016; 
                                                             
7 PT is an acronym for the Indonesian words, Perseroan Terbatas, which means a limited liability 
company. Corporations operating in Indonesia that receive foreign direct investment must form a 
PT. Going forward, I use Inco and Vale to refer to the firms operating in Sorowako.  
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Robinson, 1986). Shortly thereafter, however, Inco announced massive lay-offs, blaming 

low world nickel prices (Robinson, 1986). Indonesia’s use of military forces to protect 

the mine and the revenues it receives from the project and Sorowako’s history of 

dependency and exploitation on the mine have all combined to keep resistance down. 

However, despite the repression, dependency and exploitation, people in Sorowako have 

protested the lack of priority given to local people in employment at the mining operation 

and numerous land acquisitions for the mine.  

 

The fundamental change that mining brought to Sorowako was the loss of the 

community’s most productive agricultural land for the mining operation’s extensive 

activities, which included an airport, a golf course, sports facilities and staff housing 

(Robinson, 1986; Sangaji, 2003). Since the onset of mining, community leaders protested 

the paltry compensation offered for the taking of their land. In 1974, Inco paid US$ 

100,000 for the land, a fraction of the company’s total investment of US$ 850 million in 

the project. A year later, members of the Sorowako village compensation committee were 

jailed for four days for refusing to accept the offer. Those who accepted the 

compensation had trouble receiving it due to corruption and mismanagement of the funds 

at the regional government office. They had little recourse: if village leaders protested too 

much, they could be jailed (Robinson, 1986; Sangaji, 2002). As previously mentioned, 

the communist label was often evoked to justify silencing any kind of dissent during 

Soeharto’s rule (Welker, 2014). Members of the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako 

communities have not forgotten that the land acquisition for the mine was done unjustly. 

Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako community representatives continue to remind the 
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mining company and governments at all levels of this history in their claims for 

compensation (KRAPASKAD, 2003; Glynn, 2006).  

 

Prior to the mining operations, Karonsi’e Dongi land in the Sorowako area 

produced lucrative rice yields, so much so that they gave away their surplus rice to those 

less fortunate (KRAPASKAD, 2003). Nickel mining no longer made this practice 

possible. According to Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako farmers, they had a hard time 

growing their crops after the Inco mining operation began and had to start using fertilizer. 

When members of the Karonsi’e Dongi community began returning home after the Darul 

Islam Rebellion ended, one to two decades later, they found their Sorowako hills alive 

with the sound of bulldozers and excavators and that their community’s fruit tree groves, 

crop land and parts of their graveyard had been occupied by the mining operation 

(AMAN, 2016). When Karonsi’e Dongi community leaders went to the government to 

request compensation, a government official told them it was better to get rid of one 

village at a time than to get rid of Inco, a statement that has been remembered by 

community leaders for its offensiveness. The Karonsi’e Dongi received little or no 

compensation for their lost lands and crops, with some obtaining as little as the local 

price of a plate of rice for one square metre of land (Sharma, 2003).  

 

The new mining operations destroyed livelihoods in other ways as well. Inco’s 

first hydroelectric dam on the Larona River flooded nearby villages, coconut groves, rice 

fields and a mosque. The dam also prevented the migration of native eels, which were a 

major source of food for the local communities (Aditjondro, 2001). Tracts of community 
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forest resources like dammar and rattan were destroyed for the nickel mining operation. 

Those who collected forest resources and farmed had to travel further into the forest. 

There was confusion over who was in charge, the government or the company, because 

company security guards dictated where the villagers traveled. Inco banned the keeping 

of buffalo and their staff shot hunting dogs. The company also prohibited farmers from 

cultivating the slopes around the village, claiming it was a fire hazard (Robinson, 1986). 

 

The changes transformed the way of life of the local farmers: before the mining 

operations, all had access to land to cultivate, and farmers relied on labour exchange. 

Surpluses of rice and other harvested food were shared with the less fortunate in the 

village (Mananta, 2003). The mining operation and its take over of large tracts of 

cropland and forests moved the people in the Sorowako region into a cash-based 

economy. Many had difficulty surviving the shift to a cash-based economy. Li (2014) 

observed that Sulawesi farmers north of Sorowako were no longer able to sustain 

themselves as capitalist relations took over their land and denied them to access to their 

traditional livelihoods. Writing about Sorowako, Robinson (2002) noted:  

 

A household’s wealth was substantially represented by a store of rice, whereas 
following the development of the mine wealth was measured in the form of cash. 
A request for assistance from a rice barn was readily met - after all, for a family 
with a lot of land, there would always be more next year, and anyway, rice was 
for eating. Money is a different matter - generosity to a neighbour or kinsman can 
be felt as deprivation, especially in an economy where most household needs 
were met through purchased commodities, and even most households with wage 
earners carried debts for basic living over from one month to the next. Money was 
also needed on a regular basis for school fees, to support older children studying 
outside the town, and to make the monthly repayments on consumer goods. 
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While mining operations transformed the region, agricultural production remained the 

main source of livelihood for some in the community, however, the loss of rice fields 

meant it was difficult to earn enough to survive, so many rice farmers sought paid work 

to supplement their family income (Robinson, 1986; Sangaji, 2002). Many families coped 

by requiring as many family members as possible to seek work for income, in both the 

formal and informal sectors, because a single income at the mining operation was not 

enough to provide for a family. To add to the family’s income, women, children and the 

elderly tended to the crops, fished and sold vegetables and other goods at the market 

(Robinson, 1986). People in the Sorowako region today continue to grow vegetables and 

spices and they fish for household income as well as for their own daily sustenance. As I 

will describe in the next section, a shifting gender division of labour in the household, on 

the farms and at the mining operation occurred with the onset of the mining operation, 

which would also continue to evolve.  

 

Gendered Experiences with Mining in Sorowako 

 

A feminist political economy that demystifies the workings of capitalism and 

interrogates gendered meanings allows us to see how mining in Sorowako changed 

gender roles and relations, which is important in studies of gendered resistance. Before 

the mine was established, both women and men were cultivators of rice. After the mine 

was built, men gained almost exclusive access to wage labour, making women 

increasingly economically dependent on men. The low wages paid to the male miners 

were subsidized by unpaid female labour in the household, on farms and at markets. 
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Also, several women were shut out of opportunities to obtain employment at the mining 

and smelting operation and had to find alternative incomes. Many women migrated to the 

area to participate in the sex trade that accompanied the Sorowako mining operation 

(Ballard, 2001; Robinson, 1986). Beginning less than a decade ago, the Vale mining 

operation has been hiring more Sorowako women, including in jobs that were previously 

held only by men, such as heavy equipment operators. The gendered division of labour 

and other gendered relations in Sorowako have not stayed static as more women enter the 

mining workforce.  

 

Another gendered experience with mining in Sorowako is what Robinson (1986) 

called the ‘contract wife’ phenomenon that involves migrant mine workers marrying 

local women then leaving the marriage once the worker’s contract is over, in many cases 

seeking work elsewhere. Contract wives are often left to care for children from the 

marriage, and while men have sometimes sent money to support their children, many 

women have faced raising children without paternal support. Some have been forced to 

turn to their families, however, many contract wives, as well as sex workers, are also 

migrants and lacked protection and support from family members (Robinson, 1986). 

Gender roles and relations have clearly changed and are still changing in relation to 

mining in Sorowako that in some cases facilitate and in other cases hinder women’s 

participation in resistance. Feminist political economy that is attuned to intersectionality 

helps us see that women are not one homogenous category in Sorowako that is similarly 

affected by global capitalist structures and industries such as mining. The women in 

Sorowako belong to different ethnic groups, some of them are newcomers, many of them 
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are Muslim while the Karonsi’e Dongi women are largely Christian Protestant, and some 

of them are farmers while others are wage labourers performing various kinds of work for 

the mining operation. They have different histories and lived experiences that affect their 

relationship with and their resistance to mining, which I will describe in the next section. 

 

How the “Stepchildren of Progress”8 and Newcomers Experience Mining 

 

Kathryn Robinson (1986) examined the perspectives of the Indigenous inhabitants 

of Sorowako in the 1980s on the mining operation. She noted that local people felt like 

they were ‘stepchildren of progress,’ while newcomers received the fruits of development 

(Robinson, 1986: 15). Although locals and migrants encountered each other daily in their 

work lives, the Sorowako people continued to live in Desa Nikkel or Sorowako Lama 

(Nickel Village or Old Village) while newcomers were housed in new settlements in 

Sorowako Baru (New Sorowako). The Indigenous Sorowakans also found themselves 

competing with migrants for jobs and access to water and social services in an 

increasingly racialized environment that disadvantaged them more than others.  

 

With the establishment of the nickel mining operation, rural Sorowako was 

quickly transformed from a village of approximately 300 households into a crowded 

locale with people from all around Sulawesi and other parts of Indonesia seeking work at 

the mining and smelting operation (Ballard, 2001). In 2011, the population of Sorowako 

was 25,537 (Vale, 2017). The transfer of the community's traditional land for the mining 
                                                             
8 Stepchildren of Progress: The Political Economy of Development in an Indonesian Mining 
Town is the title of Kathryn Robinson’s 1986 book. This ethnography details how the Inco Ltd. 
mining operation changed the lives of the Indigenous people in Sorowako. 
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operation coupled with Inco’s decision only to house its higher status workforce pushed 

the growing population on top of Lake Matano, where people built shanties (Fig. 4.2).  

 

Fig. 4.2: Shanties on Lake Matano in Sorowako, Indonesia.  

 

As people increasingly moved to their area, Sorowako locals felt dispossessed, 

viewing the newcomers as being favoured, for example, in hiring practices. Hiring 

practices at the mine reflected ethnocentric assumptions about relative capacities of 

Indonesians and expatriates; accordingly, the company filled upper level positions with 

expatriates, mostly white men, or men from West Java. Junior management and skilled 

labourers were mostly from the islands of Java or Sumatra, while the unskilled workers 

were from Sulawesi. Initially, only a few of the original habitants were hired as labourers, 

so few families could rely on wages from Inco to compensate for their loss of other 

sources of livelihood. Few Indigenous Sorowakans met the education standards required 
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to enter the mine’s workforce and no training opportunities were made available to them 

(Glynn, 2006; Robinson, 1986).  

 

According to Robinson (1986), the mining company’s practices were not only 

ethnocentric but also outright racist. For example, the company’s facilities and housing 

reinforced notions of white supremacy and ethnic hierarchies: The outsiders who came to 

work for the mine, including Canadian and Australian men and their families, enjoyed 

preferential access to services and areas of the community (Glynn, 2006; Robinson, 

1986). The Inco hospital had separate clinics and waiting rooms for Indonesians and 

expatriates, with doctors treating patients of their own race. The expatriate waiting room 

was air-conditioned with more comfortable seating than where the locals waited for 

health care. Most local residents could not access the company hospital because of the 

fees. The company store, which sold food staples at cheaper prices than the local market, 

was also accessible only to managerial and skilled status employees, many who were 

people from outside Sorowako. Schools were segregated by race and ethnicity and 

parental employment status; only children of employees with skilled labour status or 

above could attend the company school. In terms of housing, the mine’s managers and 

supervisors, mainly white men and their families from countries of the Global North like 

Canada and Australia, lived in weatherboard bungalows with lawns and flower gardens. 

They had access to a supermarket, golf course, tennis and badminton courts, running 

water, electricity and air-conditioned facilities. Before the year 2000, access to pristine 

parts of the lakeshore in the Inco housing area was off limits to the Indigenous people of 

Sorowako. In contrast to the luxurious company housing, the houses in Sorowako and 
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Desa Nikkel where locals and the lower ranks of the Inco workforce lived were smaller, 

more basic and built closer together (Robinson, 1986). The housing situation of the 

approximately 1,000 people who live over Lake Matano is especially precarious. The 

settlement on top of the lake began with the onset of mining as newcomers came to the 

area in search of work and housing but found none. The lake water quickly became 

fouled with garbage, domestic sewage and bacteria. Villagers once used the lake water 

for household needs like bathing and drinking water but now they fear touching the water 

will make them sick (Robinson, 1986). The disparity in the quality of services and 

housing between the mining company’s upper management and lower-ranked workers, 

and locals who do not work at Vale continues to characterize Sorowako to this day.  

 

Sorowako During the Post-Soeharto Neoliberal Era 

 

 With the end of Soeharto’s authoritarian reign over Indonesia came efforts towards 

democratization and undoing the centralized government that he had constructed. The 

five presidents who have governed Indonesia following Soeharto have attempted to 

democratize and decentralize governance while also favouring neoliberal economic and 

extractivist policies. While democratization has occurred with the abolishment of 

restrictions on the freedom of information, it is a process that remains incomplete due to 

the control that the economic and political elite continue to exert over the country. 

Indonesia, known as one of the ‘tiger cubs’ or ‘little dragons,’ is home to stark 

differences such as immense wealth and severe poverty (Nevins and Peluso, 2008; Ong 

and Peletz, 1995). Firms specializing in frontier technologies, advanced agriculture and 
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large-scale resource extraction operate alongside millions of people who continue to 

farm, fish and access the forest for a living. It is a region of immense biodiversity and 

resource wealth but also severely degraded landscapes, soils and waters (Nevins and 

Peluso, 2008). Neoliberal proponents say that they have the answer to Indonesia’s various 

problems but their prescriptions have in many ways further entrenched structures of 

inequality (Gellert, 2015b). In this section of the chapter, I describe the post-Soeharto 

period, namely the rise of neoliberalism and a powerful elite vested in resource 

extraction, which has obstructed democratization as well as resistance to resource 

extraction and extractivist policies.  

 

 Neoliberal reforms, including the lifting of barriers for foreign investment and 

export production, and the privatization of public goods and services, came later to 

Southeast Asia than the rest of the world due to the length and deadly nature of the post-

colonial authoritarian regimes in the region, such as Soeharto’s in Indonesia. These 

authoritarian regimes, which mostly came to an end in the 1980s and 1990s, as well as 

the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, Cold War politics and the role of Islam in politics shaped 

the kind of neoliberalism that developed in the region (Nevins and Peluso, 2008). The 

effects of Asian Financial Crisis were especially severe in Indonesia, leading to the end 

of Soeharto’s 32-year regime, a government the U.S. and Britain supported for decades. 

During and following Soeharto’s years as president, discourses on nationalism and the 

‘Asian Difference’ (accounts of how modernity was playing out differently in Asia than 

in the West), and Indonesia’s nationalized oil and timber sectors delayed some of the 

neoliberal reforms for a time. Furthermore, in Southeast Asian countries such as 
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Indonesia, neoliberalism did not necessarily take the form of a rolled-back state (Nevins 

and Peluso, 2008). Governments across the Southeast Asia region, including nationalist 

governments, made what Ong (2006) called exceptions to accommodate aspects of the 

neoliberalism in order to participate in the global capitalist economy. While some 

neoliberal reforms were delayed in Indonesia, neoliberalism would take hold in the 

country in ways that benefited the elite with interests in extractivism.  

 

Neoliberalism in Indonesia is shaped by what Gellert (2019) calls an altered state 

developmentalism, where land rights are nominally acknowledged but the state reinforces 

an ideology of development that supports neoliberalism, specifically that engaging with 

free markets will achieve growth and prosperity. According to Gellert (2015b), 

cosmopolitans in Indonesia are optimistic that the country is a rising economic power. 

They support consumerism and point to Jakarta’s mushrooming skyscrapers and the 

country’s growing gross domestic production per capita as evidence that Indonesia is on 

its way to economic success. They argue that Indonesia can prosper if it curbs corruption 

and educates its populace. However, according to Gellert (2015b: 308), this neo-

modernizationist development model will not solve the country’s structural inequalities 

because it is “a vision of life for a privileged and transnationalised segment of the 

population.” Gellert argues that Indonesia’s economy is dominated by low-wage labour-

intensive manufacturing and growing resource-based exports. Large portions of the 

country’s population continue to battle economic hardships and they, like the scholars 

critical of an ahistorical neo-modernization theory, do not share the optimism of the 

cosmopolitan elites that Indonesia’s economic and social problems will go away through 
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individual responsibility and consumerism. Rather, Gellert as well as other scholars 

critical of neoliberal development paths such as Carroll (2010) point to the need to tackle 

how power is organized and exercised in the country.  

 

The people who have held Indonesia’s top office following Soeharto all belong to 

Indonesia’s political, economic or military elite except for the current president. While 

implementing democratic and economic reforms, the reforms have been confined to those 

that do not harm the interests of the elite invested in resource extraction. The first 

president to succeed Soeharto, B.J. Habibie, liberalized laws on the press and political 

parties while the first elected president after Soeharto, Abdurrahman ad-Dakhil (known 

as Gus Dur), abolished the Ministry of Information that Soeharto used to restrict the 

media. In 2001, upon the impeachment of Gus Dur, Megawati Sukarnoputri, daughter of 

Indonesia’s first president, Sukarno, became the country’s first woman president. 

Ziegenhain (2008) argues that her presidency, while achieving slow progress on several 

policy areas, did allow space for democratization processes to occur. Retired Army 

General Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono defeated Megawati in the 2004 election. Accused 

but never convicted of war crimes, Yudhoyono, who received military training in the 

U.S., was in charge of Indonesian soldiers sent to occupy East Timor in the 1970s when 

Indonesia committed acts of genocide (Budiardjo, 1986). Yudhoyono was re-elected as 

President in the 2009 elections. Joko Widodo, the current Indonesian president, was first 

elected in the 2014 elections then again in 2019. Known as Jokowi, he has promoted a 

state-led development and continued the resource nationalism set in motion by 

Yudhoyono, nationalizing assets held by multinational mining and oil companies in the 
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country, such as those controlled by Freeport McMoran.  

 

Before leaving office, Yudhoyono banned raw metal ore exports so that firms 

would build smelters and create jobs, which affected the Vale mining operation in 

Sorowako. That year, the Philippines replaced Indonesia as the world’s top nickel ore 

exporter (Asmarini and Munthe, 2017) and companies that previously exported nickel ore 

from Indonesia abandoned hundreds of mines, in some cases, leaving sediment to wash 

into nearby waters (Morse, 2019b). In 2017, the Jokowi administration eased the ban on 

exports of nickel and bauxite ores, which was both welcomed and criticized by industry. 

State-owned ANTAM lost profits with the export ban while Vale said Indonesia’s 

allowance of nickel ore exports was making it more difficult to establish partnerships for 

new smelter investments on the island of Sulawesi. Vale and other corporations are 

signaling that their investment in industry is being hindered by uncertain policies that 

have been subject to revision (Warburton, 2018). Meanwhile, Vale and Sumitomo Metal 

Mining are in the final stages of opening another mining and smelting operation near 

Pomalaa, located about 200 kilometres from Sorowako. Sumitomo plans to use the nickel 

in its production of battery materials for Toyota and Panasonic, supplier of Tesla’s EV 

batteries. Currently home to 11 smelters, Indonesia is planning to open 25 mine-smelter 

complexes by 2022, which critics say will be energy-intensive and harmful to human 

health and the environment (Morse, 2019b). Indonesia is continuing to forge an economic 

development path that prioritizes extractivism and supplying resources for global 

markets, which will likely continue to be met with local resistance and state repression.  
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The country’s elite, many with fortunes made from mining and extractivist 

policies, has enormous political and economic clout in post-Soeharto Indonesia. Electoral 

politics in Indonesia is described as a transactional space for Indonesia’s oligarchs to 

further their power. Mayoral or regent head candidates in Indonesia pay an estimated 20-

30 billion Rupiah (1.4-2 million USD) during their election campaign. Governor 

candidates pay an estimated Rp. 20-100 billion (1.4 million-6.8 million USD). An 

electoral politics of this nature serves the elites who can sponsor their candidate or 

themselves (Siti Maimunah, 2018) and such is the case with Jusuf Kalla, the man behind 

the Kalla Group and Indonesia’s Vice-President under the first Joko Widodo 

administration. The Kalla Group has interests in energy, construction, finance, 

automobile, forestry, retail and transportation, among other sectors. Kalla began his 

political activism as a university student, supporting General Soeharto’s rise to power. He 

was the leader of the Golkar Party, Soeharto’s party, from 2004 to 2009. He is 

Indonesia’s current Vice-President, a position he has held since 2014 and previously from 

2004-2009. In Indonesia’s 2019 presidential election, a number of elite with deep 

interests in resource extraction funded both competing political parties (Morse, 2019). 

While Indonesia is said to be on a path of democratization following the fall of Soeharto, 

the economic elite in Indonesia continues to exercise its power over who runs and gets 

elected in Indonesia, compromising efforts towards democratization in the country.  

 

There are other ways that the economic elite vested in resource extraction in 

Indonesia exert its power and threaten the country’s democratization. For example, the 

domestic corporate elite in Indonesia backs or maintains close relationships with 
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government officials, village heads, customary chiefs and army officers. Critics of 

resource extraction in Indonesia note that these authorities take advantage of conflicting 

and ambiguous laws and their weak enforcement to grab land and resources for their own 

benefit (Bakker, 2016; Li, 2014). Despite the promises of regional autonomy laws that 

passed in 2001 to decentralize government and give local people more power over their 

affairs, the Indonesian state and its functionaries still possess a large degree of power in 

local matters. Furthermore, the patronage being handed out at the local level is driving 

what Aspinall (2013) calls a ‘decentered clientelism’ that supports neoliberalism on the 

ground as it also hinders state-led development efforts and contributes to the 

fragmentation of various institutions, including government bodies and civil society 

groups (Aspinall, 2013; Gellert, 2015a). While Indonesia has been celebrated for making 

great strides towards democratization during the post-Soeharto period, Webber (2006) 

has noted that the country continues to be affected by pervasive corruption and that the 

kind of democracy emerging is patrimonial in nature where power still flows from the 

leader, the rule of law is weak and the government's capacity to govern is limited. The 

decentralization effort was supposed to bring greater democracy and benefits to local 

populations but the promises of decentralization have yet to be realized due to a powerful 

oligarchy that controls electoral politics and large sectors of the resource economy.  

 

Outside institutions have also affected the way that processes of decentralization 

and democratization have played out in Indonesia. While the World Bank and 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) have promoted decentralization as a way to put local 

resources in the control of local people, the international financial institutions have also 
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worked to protect neoliberal policies at the local level when they funded the design and 

technical assistance of such decentralization efforts (Aspinall, 2013). The suite of policy 

prescriptions, known as the Washington Consensus, that the World Bank and IMF has 

imposed on struggling countries are aimed at stabilizing and opening domestic economies 

for trade and investment. These prescriptions have included privatization of state 

enterprises, deregulation in areas that had impeded market entry or restrict competition, 

reduced social spending, and legal protections for property rights. While the Indonesian 

state implemented a number of neoliberal economic reforms to obtain loans from these 

international financial institutions, the country has continued to own and control many 

sectors of its economy (Aspinall, 2013), including mining. Indonesia’s state-owned 

company, ANTAM, has owned or co-owned several mining ventures with multinational 

mining corporations across the country since 1968 when it formed from a merger of 

several state-owned mining companies. President Jokowi has also attempted to expand, in 

some cases rebrand, state-funded welfare and social protection programs, with varying 

results. Many of Indonesia’s poorest citizens have benefited from enhanced access to 

healthcare and subsidized education but according to Warburton (2018), the lack of 

growth in formal sector jobs has stunted a wider impact of the social spending.  

 

The Indonesian state’s anemic attempt to make resource extraction more 

beneficial to local communities continues to rob the people of Sorowako and across the 

archipelago from fully benefiting from the extraction of resources from their land. 

Regional autonomy laws were intended to decentralize government authority and natural 

resource management and increase local benefits but in some cases harmed the situation 
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of local peoples, natural resources and the environment. While some regional 

governments are implementing community-based natural resource plans, others lack 

transparency and are implicated in corruption scandals. Some local governments have 

even approved a large increase in natural resource extraction to pursue short-term 

economic gain, entrenching rent-seeking behavior, while ignoring a more sustainable 

resource management and potential land conflicts (Aspinall, 2013; Glynn, 2006; 

Robinson, 2017). Local government officials have periodically attempted to increase the 

benefits and amount of revenue from the Inco mining operations but often with little 

success. For example, in 1999, government officials from the three provinces where Inco 

operates requested that the contract between Inco and the government of Indonesia be 

reviewed, but they later backed down when Inco threatened international arbitration 

against such an action (Mizwar, 2003). Here, we see the dreams of decentralization, 

including increased benefits to local populations from resource extraction, being denied, 

where a foreign mining multinational can easily make a government give in to their 

demands by invoking the threat of using international instruments aimed at protecting 

foreign investors, which could result in states paying hefty financial penalties.  

 

Further evidence of decentralization failing to deliver enhanced local benefits to 

communities affected by resource extraction is found in Sorowako, where Indigenous 

peoples in the region continue to feel marginalized as a result of mining despite the 

renegotiation of the contract between the mining company and the government of 

Indonesia. Following Indonesia’s enactment of the 2009 decentralization laws on local 

tax and levies, Vale was the first foreign investor to renegotiate its contract of work with 
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Indonesia. Under their new contract, their licensed area to mine was reduced from 

190,150 hectares to 118,435 hectares and the royalties the company must pay to the local 

government was increased from 0.9 per cent to 1.2 per cent with requirements for a 3 per 

cent increase if nickel prices rose to a set rate. The company was also directed to divest 

20 per cent of its shares to Indonesian parties within five years and given extensions on 

their contract to 2035 (Robinson, 2017). Some critics say that the increased royalties are 

not enough and that decentralization in practice has adversely affected local populations. 

In Sorowako, decentralization also involved partitioning the Luwu District into three sub-

districts and a town. In 2009, the East Luwu District, where Sorowako and the nickel 

mining and smelting operation are located, began receiving revenue from the operation. 

However, local people still complained of poor service delivery, and education in East 

Luwu is ranked one of the lowest in the province of South Sulawesi (Robinson, 2017).  

 

Rural dwellers, about half of Indonesia’s population, have been forced to find 

ways to cope with and survive neoliberal policies that enable dispossession of their lands 

and livelihoods for the extraction of timber, minerals and metals, and palm oil by 

powerful corporations. As seen elsewhere in the Global South, some of the displaced and 

dispossessed rural dwellers migrate to cities or outside their countries for work, some find 

work in the industries that have taken over their lands while some do not survive the 

structural violence of neoliberal policies, namely deregulation that facilitates 

corporations’ access to resources while it erodes protections for peasants and workers, 

and privatization of lands, waterways and social services (Li, 2014; Villavicencio, 2019).  
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Governments tend to value the mining company’s investment and act in ways to 

ensure they stay. This certainly holds true in Indonesia, a country that has experienced 

economic growth in recent decades but has an unemployment rate of approximately 20 

per cent (Li, 2014). According to Vale (2015), 3,300 employees and more than 3,000 

contractor personnel work at its Sorowako operations. The power of the mining company 

to intervene in national policies has been evident in its ability to obtain favourable laws 

and taxes and government regulation, even when this seems to go against the public 

interest and cause environmental damage. For example, after banning mining in protected 

forests, the government introduced a regulation in 2004 that allowed some investors, 

including Inco, to mine in protected forests. Approximately 47 per cent of Inco’s contract 

area is protected forest area. This regulatory exception has remained in place even though 

a Constitutional Court ruling recognized the negative effects of mining in protected 

forests (Siti Maimunah, 2012). By directly and indirectly supporting the efforts of Inco 

and now Vale to maintain their profits while neglecting the welfare of local communities 

affected by nickel extraction, the allegiances of the government of Indonesia have been 

laid bare. As discussed in Chapter 2, interests invested in extractivism such as 

corporations and states continue to evoke colonial representations of local people as 

being incapable of their own development to justify the prioritization of foreign 

investment and the taking of land and resources away from local people.  

 

Repression and Shifting Forms of Resistance to Mining in Sorowako 

 

Since the advent of colonial rule and capitalism, enclosures and commodification 
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of the land and people for activities such as mining have been resisted. States have used 

armed apparatuses to allocate resource-rich land to private interests or national 

enterprises, including state-owned oil, gas, mining and timber operations, and plantations 

(Nevins and Peluso, 2008). In Sorowako, community members have long resisted the 

acquisition of their land for mining. They have organized in groups since the early 1970s 

to demand improved community welfare, adequate land compensation and more 

employment opportunities at the mine site. The Sorowako Indigenous Community 

Association (KWAS) was formed in 1995 under the leadership of Andi Baso, who had 

been jailed for refusing to accept Inco’s land compensation offer in the 1970s (Sangaji, 

2002). The Indonesian government negotiated the Sorowako land sale at low market 

value prices and only paid farmers for land that was being permanently cultivated and not 

for the forest where people also cultivated, hunted and gathered forest products such as 

dammar and rattan for a living (Robinson, 2017). With the fall of Soeharto’s authoritarian 

regime in 1998, more people, including the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples, felt 

free to take political actions. During the post-Soeharto era, also known as the reformation 

(reformasi) period, KWAS has continued to make land claims and demand local 

employment opportunities, including access to education and training, and permanent 

employment rather than contract work at the mining and smelting operation (Sangaji, 

2002). In 1999, Sorowako villagers sought a court resolution to an old land dispute and to 

Inco’s failure to deliver on promises of services to the community, but were denied 

(Sangaji, 2001). Inco often reneged on agreements dealing with employment and services 

for local communities when their management changed or when nickel prices dropped 

(Robinson, 2017). In March 2000, KWAS and supporting non-governmental 
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organizations released a declaration that demanded recognition of the Indigenous 

community’s rights, renegotiation of Inco’s contract, environmental rehabilitation and the 

immediate resolution of land conflicts (Glynn, 2006).  

 

At the turn of the millennium, in a post-Soeharto Indonesia that was less 

politically repressed, many Sorowako residents, irritated by unequal standards in access 

to water and other services like education and health care, began to organize outside their 

communities, gaining attention of environmental and human rights groups such as the 

Mining Advocacy Network (JATAM) in Jakarta. Andi Baso, leader of KWAS, and 

Arianto Sangaji, a long-time vocal critic of Inco’s operations and a scholar who has 

studied abroad, visited Canada in 2000. MiningWatch Canada, a non-governmental 

organization that supports communities affected by Canadian mining companies, 

organized the men’s attendance at Inco’s annual shareholders’ meeting in Toronto. The 

men also met with Elizabeth Penashue, Rose Gregoire and other Innu and Inuit 

Indigenous leaders in Labrador, who were also struggling with a large-scale Inco nickel 

development on their land (Sangaji, 2002). They had a fruitful meeting with biologist 

Evan Edinger in Sudbury, Ontario, a community also affected by Inco’s operations. 

Edinger visited Sorowako in 2002 and found severe coliform bacterial contamination 

both in the lake water and water delivered to households through outdoor pipes. Faced 

with evidence of contaminated drinking water, Inco began providing treated water to the 

houses of Sorowako and Desa Nikkel that year, though it was not until 2004 that most of 

the community gained access to the same treated drinking water provided to Inco staff. 

However, those living over the lake are still in direct contact with the lake water through 
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washing and recreation (Glynn, 2006). Over the past two decades, different Sorowako 

community organizations and coalitions have formed to address their concerns with 

mining. They have attracted media attention through public acts of protests.  

 

At around the same time that KWAS was formed to represent the interests of the 

Sorowako people, in the year 2000, the Karonsi’e Dongi people formed an organization 

called the Karonsi’e Dongi Community Alliance (KRAPASKAD). While KWAS has 

been led mostly by men, the KRAPASKAD leadership and spokespeople have been 

predominately women. Karonsi’e Dongi grandmothers, including Werima Mananta, her 

sister Naomi and cousin Yuliana, were among its early leaders. One of KRAPASKAD’s 

first projects involved identifying traditional Karonsi’e Dongi land, including rice fields, 

fruit tree groves and an ancestral graveyard, which is now occupied by Inco for mining, 

housing its workers and playing golf (KRAPASKAD, 2003). They generated a map of 

their traditional land with the knowledge of elders and used it to tell the story of how 

their community became displaced and dispossessed. According to Werima Mananta, the 

Karonsi’e Dongi believe the mining of their lands, which once provided a way for their 

community to make a living, is causing ethnocide. While many Sorowako people were 

also displaced and dispossessed, they had maintained a connection to the land and to their 

community. The Karonsi’e Dongi people were especially concerned that their identity as 

an Indigenous community was under threat by having no land to claim as their own, 

which is why they decided to reclaim parts of their traditional lands starting in 2002.  

 

Demonstrations against Inco’s treatment of the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako 
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communities have been frequent in the 2000s, and as a result, community members 

continue to face threats from the mine’s security forces and the state. In October 2002, 

members of the Karonsi’e Dongi community asked Inco and village administrators if they 

could reclaim their traditional land in an area that had been abandoned called Kurate 

Lawa and Bumper. The administrators refused permission but said they would not stop 

them from settling there. Despite the ambiguity, seventy Karonsi’e Dongi families 

immediately began preparing the land and built huts and the community celebrated 

Christmas that year with corn from their gardens on the reclaimed land (Mananta, 2003). 

Despite what seemed like the tacit approval of local administrators, six leaders of the 

Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako communities were briefly detained soon after they began 

settling on their land. Since that time, security guards have regularly summoned 

Karonsi’e Dongi community leaders to the police station or Inco’s Government Relations 

Office for questioning. Inco security guards and the Nuha Police Chief have also visited 

the community to ask them to leave the land. Inco and the government sent a patrol of 

security guards and Brimob (Indonesia’s National Police Force) to the community almost 

daily after a community leader sent a letter of complaint. Security officers and Brimob 

subsequently attempted to stop community members from returning to their settlement in 

May 2003 by establishing a blockade. As a scare tactic, Inco security guards practiced 

shooting targets at the foot of Buton Mountain, not far from the settlement; meanwhile, 

several of the community’s livestock disappeared. Karonsi’e Dongi leaders argued that 

the authorities were engaging in acts to provoke internal strife (Mananta, 2003). Despite 

bearing various acts of intimidation, the Karonsi’e Dongi continue to live in their newly 

established settlement, where they grow vegetables, fruit and black pepper.  
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During the early days of settlement back on their land, Karonsi’e Dongi 

community leaders worked with regional and international allies to put pressure on the 

mining company and their government to meet their demands. Karonsi’e Dongi women 

have frequently travelled outside their community to attend negotiations with the mining 

company and government bodies (KRAPASKAD, 2003) and to garner support from non-

governmental organizations and Indigenous alliances throughout Indonesia, the Southeast 

Asia region and the world (Siti Maimunah, 2012; 65). In Indonesia, JATAM and the 

Indigenous Peoples’ Alliance of the Archipelago (AMAN) have made the Karonsi’e 

Dongi’s struggles an emblematic case in their advocacy work to protect Indigenous 

communities from mining. In 2003, they worked with MiningWatch Canada to have their 

concerns highlighted at Inco's annual shareholders' meeting in Toronto and during the 

Global Day of Action Against Inco. The Karonsi’e Dongi’s organizing at the 

international level allowed farmers in another province of Sulawesi, who were threatened 

with displacement because of Inco’s expanding mining operations, to participate in the 

global day of action. In a community where its community leaders have been jailed for 

refusing Inco’s land compensation offer and in a country where opposition to resource 

extraction continues to be linked to criminal behavior, communism and jail time (Agence 

France-Presse, 2018; Rusdianto, 2017), the Karonsi’e Dongi community leaders have 

wisely developed regional and international solidarity networks to ensure that outsiders 

are watching and supporting their struggle. In 2005, a high-level manager at Inco’s 

operations told me that the Canadian Embassy in Indonesia had received letters from 

Canadians expressing their support for the Karonsi’e Dongi’s struggles. Today, 



 
 

138 

MiningWatch Canada and Environmental Justice Atlas (2019) continue to highlight the 

recent struggles of the Karonsi’e Dongi. Despite the attention and international solidarity, 

they continue to be denied services such as electricity and running water. 

 

The year 2005 marked a flashpoint in community resistance. In January, 

approximately 250 Inco workers received lay-off notices and responded by blocking 

dozens of containers carrying nickel from leaving Sorowako. Protesters demanded that 

Inco cancel the layoffs and stop using police officers to enforce them. At the end of 

March, 500 Sorowakan youth occupied the Inco golf course to demand that the company 

prioritize hiring locals. In July, hundreds of workers blockaded Inco’s airport in 

Sorowako and demanded management meet with them and fire the directors responsible 

for the lay-offs. A week later, more than 100 community members took at least one 

dozen of Inco’s foreign employees and their vehicles hostage in order to secure a meeting 

to discuss land compensation. In September, Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples, 

Inco mine workers, university students, and several human rights and environmental non-

governmental organizations based in Makassar formed a short-lived coalition called the 

Mine Victims’ Solidarity Forum. The coalition undertook actions that included street 

protests in Sorowako, aimed at securing a meeting with Inco to resolve their issues 

including land compensation and unfair termination. Eight community representatives 

joined more than 300 university students and NGO representatives in a four-day 

occupation of the company's regional office in Makassar, demanding a meeting with the 

President of Inco. The demonstration included a three-day hunger strike by a 70-year-old 

Karonsi’e Dongi elder, Yuliana (see Fig. 4.3). The company sent their public relations 
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person to meet with the community members and the police eventually forced the people 

to end their protest (Glynn, 2006). These high profile demonstrations have failed to result 

in the kinds of the changes that are desired by the communities affected by Inco.  

 

Fig. 4.3: Karonsi'e Dongi elder, Yuliana Mananta, on a hunger strike at Inco’s regional 
office in Makassar, Sulawesi in September 2005. Photo by Daya. 

 

Periodic protests have continued against the mining operation since 2005, sparked 

by the same issues the company and the Indonesian state have failed to resolve. In 2009, 

about 500 people staged a road blockade between the workers’ housing area and the 

smelter after the company announced it was cutting 87 jobs, about three percent of its 

workforce. The company said it had to reduce costs in light of the global financial crisis, 

which had reduced demand for stainless steel, of which nickel is a key ingredient. “We 

want the company to ensure that locals do not lose their jobs. If they lose their job, they 

can’t go anywhere because there is no farmland anymore,” Andi Duding from KWAS 
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told Reuters (August 6, 2009). In 2013, about one hundred people joined a protest 

organized by the Indigenous Sorowako Community Organization (LMAS) and the 

Sorowako Youth Communication Forum to demand action to stop the destruction of their 

lakes by the mining operation (Husain, 2013). On February 24, 2016, Tempo reported 

that a hundred people blocked the highway from Sorowako to Malilli to demand that the 

mining company return land that is part of their contract area back to the Indigenous 

people of Sorowako, some of which has special status as custom-based forest and 

protected forest. Interestingly, Indigenous youth in the Sorowako area have also been 

changing their identities when making demands from the mining operation. They have 

shifted from calling themselves Indigenous people (orang adat) to directly affected 

people (orang yang terdampak) (Robinson, 2017). Here, we see the people engaged in 

open resistance activities strategically using their identity, sometimes altering what they 

call themselves, to further their claims.    

 

Frustrated by the unwillingness of Inco, and later Vale, and the Indonesian 

government to respond, the Karonsi'e Dongi people have taken their struggle to Canada 

and gained the support of many, including non-governmental organizations and labour 

unions, who want the Canadian government to introduce legislation that would hold the 

Canadian mining industry accountable for its activities overseas. Werima Mananta 

travelled across Eastern Canada in 2006 to talk about her community’s struggle with 

Inco. Although Brazilian-owned Vale had just bought Inco, the Indonesian community 

members felt the Canadian government still had a responsibility to address the impacts of 

the mine when it was Canadian-owned. Non-governmental organizations around the 
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world have exposed the environmental and social harms associated with mining, which 

has led to industry developing various voluntary codes of conduct. In Indonesia, a 2007 

law stipulates that the resource sector must fund corporate social and environmental 

programs (Robinson, 2017). Despite years of corporate funded programs in Sorowako, 

the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples continue to ask for international solidarity to 

receive the kinds of social services they feel are owed to them. 

 

As I have discussed in this chapter, in their desperate attempts to defend their 

land, livelihoods and cultural integrity, some members of the Karonsi’e Dongi and 

Sorowako communities have turned to hostage taking, road blockades, occupations and 

even a hunger strike. These tactics have drawn attention to their plight but have not led to 

a resolution. Today, approximately 170 Karonsi’e Dongi people live in 57 huts in Kurate 

Lawa and Bumper on 3.5 hectares of land (AMAN, 2016) along the Vale golf course, 

with no secure water supply, under the watchful eye of armed security (AMAN, 2016). 

The community finally obtained electricity in 2013, the same year that they also lost their 

most vocal leader: Werima Manata succumbed to kidney disease. However, two years 

later, Vale blamed a fire for shutting down the electricity to the community in Bumper. 

Despite appeals from the Karonsi’e Dongi people supported by the Indonesian Human 

Rights Commission and MiningWatch Canada for Vale to provide electricity to the 

community, Vale says it is the government’s responsibility to provide electricity to 

Karonsi’e Dongi residents. Not seen as a permanent solution, in early 2020, a number of 

Karonsi’e Dongi people installed poles and wires to get electricity into their homes.  
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Conclusion 

 

 As detailed in this chapter, Indonesia’s colonial past followed by the 32-year 

authoritarian reign of Soeharto and the post-Soeharto neoliberal period have all shaped 

the nature of resource extraction in the country and forms of resistance to that industry. 

Almost two decades of programs aimed at decentralization have not alleviated the 

exploitative effects that the development of natural resources has had on local 

populations. The state remains captured by capitalists and a political elite and is thus 

unable to fully implement the kinds of democratic and economic reforms that could more 

fully benefit local populations affected by resource extraction. While resistance to the 

dispossession and exploitation caused by mining has occurred throughout Indonesian 

history, the resistance has become more open following the fall of Soeharto but local 

populations continue to be repressed when they oppose resource extraction. Various 

forms of resistance occupy the Sorowako landscape and I am interested in learning more 

about the gendered resistance to mining occurring across communities in Sorowako.  

 

While the Karonsi’e Dongi women and Sorowako women have much in common 

when it comes to the challenges they face in relation to mining in their communities, as 

discussed in this chapter, they belong to different ethnic groups and religions and have 

unique histories and relationships to the land and mining that shape their struggles and 

resistance to mining. The Karonsi’e Dongi women are known to engage in periodic 

collective action against mining while the Sorowako women have not taken such actions. 

The Karonsi’e Dongi women continue to feel their dispossession while their Sorowako 
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neighbours have received some compensation for their land and secured employment and 

benefits from the mining operation. Despite, or perhaps due to, their position of economic 

disadvantage, Karonsi’e Dongi grandmothers, including Werima Mananta, her sister 

Naomi and cousin Yuliana, have taken leadership positions in community organizations 

seeking a resolution to their problems, and have been on the front lines at street 

demonstrations. With not much more left to lose, the Karonsi’e Dongi women have made 

visible their resistance to the various ways that mining continues to make life difficult for 

them, their families and community. Meanwhile, the Sorowako women appear to not be 

resisting in the same kind of high-risk ways as the Karonsi’e Dongi women.  

 

By separately examining the perspectives of Karonsi’e Dongi women and 

Sorowako women of their lives in relation to mining through a photovoice study, I 

contribute to the understanding of different forms of resistance, some of which are subtle 

everyday acts of resistance. Applying a feminist political economy and intersectional 

approach, I also shed light on the conditions that foster certain kinds of resistance to 

mining and the relative importance of and relationship between structural factors and 

social locations in determining different resistance strategies of rural Indigenous women. 

In the next chapter, I argue that the photovoice method, supplemented with interviews, 

participant observations and a conjunctural exercise, support the strands of feminist 

political economy of resistance that argue that structural processes of dispossession and 

exploitation indeed shape resistance but a person’s various social locations also 

determine their ability and willingness to resist. 
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Chapter 5 

Examining Gendered Resistance to Extractivism Through Photovoice:  

Methods and Data Analysis 

 

To examine the gendered nature of resistance to mining through an intersectional 

lens, I conducted a photovoice study with two groups of women affected by the same 

nickel mining operation in Sorowako, Indonesia, the Indigenous Karonsi’e Dongi women 

and the Indigenous Sorowako women. I began the photovoice study by asking the women 

in my study to take photographs about their lives in relation to mining in their 

community. Besides the photovoice method, I also administered 26 semi-structured 

interviews, collected participant observations and added a conjunctural exercise to the 

photovoice project to obtain more relevant information, such as biographical details and 

perspectives on the participants’ circumstances, that may not be revealed in their photo-

stories. I chose the photovoice method to uncover forms of gendered resistance to 

resource extraction because it is a participatory method that facilitates community 

participants taking photographs about their daily lives then engaging in storytelling about 

their photographs with their peers to identify and represent aspects of their daily lives, 

including their strengths, challenges and desires. While photovoice is used for political 

and social transformative ends, it is also an effective method of inquiry for researchers to 

better understand their subject, often that which cannot be quantified in empirical studies 

or that which is buried or not easily revealed through more detached observations 

(Palibroda et al., 2009; Wang, 2006; Wang and Burris, 1994, 1997).  
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Photovoice originates in Latin American social movements engaged in popular 

education. Peruvian groups inspired by Paulo Freire’s critical pedagogy developed and 

disseminated the photo novella in the city of Lima in the mid-1970s. The photo novellas, 

initially soap opera-like dramas, had no text, only photographs, and were thus accessible 

to people who were not able to read (Barndt, 2005). The photo novella encouraged 

Deborah Barndt and other researchers in North America to use photo-stories as a tool for 

transformative learning, to both examine and teach social issues in a critical way. 

Caroline Wang and Mary Ann Burris, credited with systematizing the photovoice 

method, began their photovoice work by using photo novellas with rural women in China 

(Wang and Burris, 1994; Wang et al., 1996). Wang and Burris (1997) described 

photovoice as an approach different from photo novella that asked research participants, 

in this case, a group of peasant women in Yunnan Province in China, to take pictures that 

were related to their health, family and work. The project lasted for more than one year. 

Groups of women gathered regularly to discuss the pictures they took. At the end of the 

project, the group hosted an exhibition of their photo-stories as a way to raise awareness 

with the public and policymakers about their needs (Wang and Burris, 1997). Photovoice 

has since been used as an adaptable method in multiple kinds of social inquiry (Catalani 

and Minkler, 2010; Hergenrather et al., 2009; Powers and Freedman, 2012), including 

answering questions related to the perceptions, lived experiences, concerns or actions of 

research participants (Bell, 2016).  

 

In the first part of this chapter, I describe the rationale for using photovoice as my 

main research method, including its numerous benefits for feminist inquiry, participatory 
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action research, visual sociology and radical social transformation goals. In this section, I 

trace the development of participatory action research, as a response to the limitations of 

of positivistic methodologies. I discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the methods, 

including the benefits, critiques and responses to the critiques associated with each 

method. I then detail the methods performed in my study, including the rationale behind 

choosing to do a photovoice project with Karonsi’e Dongi women and one with 

Sorowako women. As I describe each step of the process, I discuss how I handled the 

limitations and risks associated with the photovoice method, namely the inability of the 

project to be fully participatory and address all power imbalances within a group; the 

limitations of the study sample, specifically the voices and experiences not included in 

my study; the potential of photo-stories to reproduce oppressive social inequalities; the 

inability to ensure group confidentiality; and the cultural, political and ethical 

ramifications of taking photographs. In the next section of the chapter, I discuss how I 

collected supplementary data for my photovoice study, including how I conducted 

interviews, participant observations and a convergence of the two photovoice groups so 

the participants could do a conjunctural exercise together. In the final section of this 

chapter, I discuss the procedures I took to analyze the photo-stories and all my data.  

 

Rationale for Using Photovoice 

 

My photovoice study on women’s resistance to nickel mining in Sorowako builds 

on other photovoice studies, chiefly Shannon Bell's photovoice work with Appalachian 

women affected by mountain-top coal mining (Bell, 2008, 2015). Despite being located 
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on opposite sides of the world, Bell's research site and participants and my research site 

and participants share a number of similarities. Both research sites involve communities 

that have a long history of mining. Both sites are economically dependent on the mining 

industry. Mining companies exploiting coal in Appalachia and nickel in Sorowako boast 

low production costs that can be linked to serious environmental and social impacts. 

Appalachian and Sorowako’s Karonsi’e Dongi women are at the forefront of grassroots 

resistance to the problems associated with mining in their communities, a resistance that 

has garnered international attention and cross-border solidarity. Women in both regions 

have confronted local and national authorities as parties responsible for addressing their 

concerns (Bell, 2013, 2016). As Bell noted, the women who are part of this photovoice 

project want their stories to be told. Participants may choose to participate in a 

photovoice project for similar and different reasons. In Bell’s study on women in coal 

mine-affected communities in West Virginia, some women photographed the natural 

beauty of their region while others took pictures that conveyed their concerns with coal 

mining in their backyard (Bell, 2016). One participant took a picture of the ironweed 

flower to metaphorically describe the strong women of Appalachia (Bell, 2013).  

 

Using Bell’s photovoice studies as a model, I anticipated that a photovoice study 

on women and mining in Sorowako would deepen understandings of what the Karonsi’e 

Dongi and Sorowako women wish to protect, the worries they hold for their families and 

communities, such as pollution and unemployment, and how they deal with repression 

and conflict within their community. I also chose photovoice as my main research 

method because of its foundations in feminist theory, specifically feminist activist 
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ethnography, and participatory action research including Freire’s theorizing on critical 

consciousness, and due to its visual nature and potential for radical social transformation. 

In the next section, I detail these complimentary qualities of the photovoice method.  

 

Feminist activist ethnography 

 

Photovoice is grounded in feminist theory and praxis in that it uses documentary 

photography as a visual method to study and act on women's subjective experiences 

(Ciolan and Manasia, 2017; Stroud, 2014). Feminist theorists center gender as a category 

and argue that lived experience is an important source of knowledge (Hesse-Biber, 2014). 

When recruiting participants for my study, I made it clear that the photovoice project 

would involve having participants share visual stories of their lives that they wanted the 

world to see and hear. The photographs and stories produced by the participants provide 

important illuminations of their experiences, conditions, relationships, ideologies, 

thoughts and aspirations (Blackman and Fairey, 2007; Gubrium and Harper, 2013; Wang 

and Burris, 1997). Non-feminist research methods have tended to privilege the voices of 

dominant groups in society, which can make research a burden for the Indigenous people 

being researched (Tuck, 2009a; Tuck and Yang, 2014), while feminist research methods 

have sought to change power relations and tackle “hegemonic ideas that reinforce the 

existing system of gender inequality” (Hesse-Biber, 2014: 22). In this section, I trace the 

evolution of my methodology, feminist activist ethnography, including how it developed 

in response to positivism, feminist empiricism, and feminist standpoint theory.  
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While knowledge is gained from positivist and scientific methods, other ways of 

knowing the world are denied when a subjective approach that includes experiences, 

feelings, emotions and consciousness are not examined. Positivism, relying on objectivity 

and quantitative data, uses scientific methods to gain knowledge. Starting in the 1960s, 

feminist researchers noted a widespread male bias in research findings and sought to 

address sexism in research. The feminist empiricists called for diversifying research 

samples, namely including women in research, in order to improve objectivity and 

universality of positivist research (Hesse-Biber, 2014). In the 1980s, feminist researchers 

further criticized positivism and demanded new feminist epistemiologies and 

methodologies. Donna Haraway, Sandra Harding and others called for a feminist 

objectivity. Haraway (1988) theorized the concept of ‘situated knowledges,’ which held 

that concepts such as knowledge and truth are always biased, value-laden and affected by 

the lived experience of the researched, and shaped by power. Feminist researchers further 

challenged traditional research methods by questioning objectivity and the privileging of 

the detachment of the researcher from the researched. They also interrogated social 

reality and the notion of universality that holds that the researcher can find the truth of 

social reality through observation as theorized by early sociologists, Comte (1896/2000) 

and Durkheim (1895/1986). These feminist researchers called for fresh ways of knowing 

and fresh ways of asking questions that did not merely include women in research but 

paid attention to the diversity of women’s lived experiences (Hesse-Biber, 2014). For 

example, feminist historian Joan Wallach Scott (1999) argued for the contextualizing of 

experiences within power relations and dominant ideologies. Meanwhile, feminist 

theorist Alison Jaggar (1997) challenged the objectivity and rationality of positivism by 
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welcoming emotions and values in research, and arguing that observations are rarely 

made from an entirely objective or unemotional position. Qualitative methods, such as 

ethnography, offer knowledge about the world that cannot be measured (Hesse-Biber, 

2014; Sprague and Zimmerman, 1993). However, feminist researchers still deploy 

positivistic methodology for feminist inquiry, such as providing empirical evidence to 

argue for gender equality, and to validate their qualitative findings (Hesse-Biber, 2014).  

 

In the late 1980s and 1990s, Dorothy Smith (1987, 1989) and Harding (1993) 

developed feminist standpoint epistemology or ways of knowing rooted in the Marxist-

Hegelian idea that material and lived experience structure our understanding of our social 

lives. Feminist standpoint theorists include the voices of women, as a category that is 

structurally oppressed, to gain insights on society. Feminist empiricists and feminist 

standpoint theorists share a commitment to giving a voice to women who were previously 

excluded from traditional research models. However, feminists from the emerging 

postcolonial, poststructural and postmodern schools of thought criticized these feminist 

camps for not considering differences among women’s experiences (Hesse-Biber, 2014).  

 

Inspired by postcolonial, poststructural and postmodern theory and practice, 

feminist research turned toward ‘difference research’ (Hesse-Biber, 2014) and 

intersectionality, a term coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) to explain how one’s race, 

class, gender, and other social locations intersect with one another and overlap to affect 

oppression and how one is treated in society. Feminists of colour, including Patricia Hill 

Collins (1990, 2000), Jacqui Alexander (2005), Chandra Mohanty (2003), bell hooks 
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(2000), and others also discussed the interconnections among categories of difference 

such as gender, ethnicity, class and nationality. For Collins (1990), black women, who 

she called ‘outsiders within,’ must navigate a privileged white world, where they are 

always being made aware of their marginalization in terms of their gender and race. 

According to Fine (1992), one can be an outsider in one social context and an insider in 

another social context. Postcolonial feminist researchers such as Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak (1990, 1996) and Alexander and Mohanty (1997) have contributed to early 

research on difference in global contexts, examining gender and other intersecting social 

locations in relation to imperialism, colonialism and national identity. Feminists continue 

to develop new critical approaches, including theoretical frameworks and methodologies, 

to understanding the social world (Hesse-Biber, 2014). Ethnography is one method that 

has been taken up and developed by feminists to study lived experiences and everyday 

lives from the perspectives of those being studied (Buch and Staller, 2014).   

 

Ethnography involves methods, such as interviews and participant observations, 

that is designed to study humans and culture. Ethnography is feminist when it pays 

attention to gendered settings and women’s lives, activities and experiences, when it uses 

methods that are informed by feminist theories and ethics, when it deploys feminist 

analysis (Buch and Staller, 2014), when it attends to intersectionality and when it aims to 

unmask and transform power relations at the root of social inequalities and oppression 

(Bell, 2015). While many women were early ethnographers, such as Margaret Mead, 

feminist ethnography did not appear as a specific methodological genre in the academic 

world until the early 1970s when feminists began challenging the male-centered bias in 
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research and began looking for other research methods (Buch and Staller, 2014). Feminist 

researchers at the time found that traditional research methods treated research subjects as 

passive objects to be studied rather than as social actors, actively shaping the conditions 

of their own lives. Furthermore, they argued that traditional methods tended to benefit 

academics rather than the researched. Ethnography offers not only a way to understand 

through the perspectives of women how gender and other social locations operate in 

social life but it also provides a more egalitarian way to do research committed to 

bettering the lives of women (Buch and Staller, 2014). According to Bell (2015), 

ethnography is activist when its application seeks social justice.  

 

Like all research methods, ethnography has limitations. For one, the biases of the 

ethnographers are often called into question as affecting the research. Here, 

ethnographers have been encouraged to be continually reflexive during all phases of their 

research and to consider their own socially and culturally-conditioned biases. Secondly, 

ethnography has been critiqued for not taking representative samples that can make 

generalizations. However, there is insight that is lost when generalizations are made and 

ethnographic studies are especially useful when used in a comparative way to see what is 

shared and what is different among diverse peoples.  

 

I chose to do ethnography and not an empirical study because while scientific 

methods and empirical studies allow for quantified knowledge gathering, qualitiative 

methods of inquiry, specificially feminist and participatory methods, allow for realities to 

be captured from the context in which it is socially viewed, interpreted and constructed. 
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Photovoice incorporates ethnographic methods grounded in participatory action research, 

namely participant-produced photographs and stories. According to Duffy (2011), the 

photovoice method is especially effective in capturing the experiences of women who are 

in positions of marginalization or oppression, which is why I chose this method to inquire 

about what is specific about the gendered natured of resistance to mining. Also, if we are 

to engage in feminist research practice, namely act against oppressive social conditions, 

we must acknowledge the power imbalances that exist between the researcher and the 

researched and try our best to limit such imbalances (Anyon, 2009; Apple, 2010; Rose, 

2001). The researcher can do this by making intentional changes to the research design 

that gives research participants power over decision-making in as many research steps as 

possible. Feminist scholars engaging in participant-led research, such as Ritchie and 

Barker (2005) and Wang and Burris (1997), argue that research is richer when the people 

being researched are not treated like passive subjects but rather active participants in the 

investigations of their lives. Contrary to positivist methods of investigation, feminist 

participatory methods of research allow for a more equal and collaborative relationship 

between the researcher and the researched. 

 

Participatory action research 

 

Participatory action research (PAR), a relatively new approach to research 

(Jordan, 2008), is a collaborative research method that seeks both knowledge and social 

change (Chevalier and Buckles, 2013; Duffy, 2011). Inspired by Paulo Friere 

(1968/2007), other researchers in the 1980s and after, Carr and Kemmis (1986), Fals 
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Borda (1988) and Barndt (1989) developed critical and emancipatory action research 

methods by collaborating with their research subjects, treating them as research 

participants and not subjects, in order to change oppressive social conditions. They 

considered collaboration, critical reflection and social criticism as key elements of 

research processes committed to social change (Hawkins, 2015). 

 

PAR is committed to participant-led research, in other words, research with 

participants as opposed to research on subjects. Research participants participate in 

different stages of the research process to further their goals. PAR is practiced in different 

disciplines and has developed as a way to reduce power imbalances between the 

researcher and researched and to give research participants, in particular those who 

belong to marginalized populations, more decision-making power in research (Wang, 

2003). PAR has been developed as a research collaboration that involves a critical 

analysis of the way things are and a commitment to social change in the face of other top-

down research that has not been concerned nor committed to addressing widening socio-

economic disparities (Carlson et al., 2006; Downey et al., 2009; Duffy, 2011; Wallerstein 

and Duran, 2006). Furthermore, according to Duffy (2011), PAR has the potential to 

empower its participants by focusing on the assets or strengths of the participants rather 

than their deficits or weaknesses. 

 

Scholars concerned with action research have criticized researchers engaging in 

traditional ethnography for gathering data on research subjects that is only of benefit to 

the researcher’s career while denying their research subjects’ self-representation and 
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goals for social change (Cancian, 1993; Presser, 2005; Spivak, 1999; Tuck, 2009a). 

Being a long-time ally of the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako communities’ struggles to 

defend their land, I wanted to engage in a research method that would not only be a 

contribution to what is known about the gendered nature of resistance to mining in 

Indonesia, I wanted to facilitate the creation of artefacts that displayed what my research 

participants wanted to show the world about their lives and communities, their dreams 

and their fears. In this way, I am committed to an ‘engaged anthropology’ that strives to 

wield anthropology for the purposes of bringing about social change (Kirsch, 2018).  

 

Photovoice is a form of PAR because it provides an opportunity for the 

marginalized to drive the research. Researchers typically hold the most power in 

relationships between the researcher and the researched. They decide what research 

questions will be asked, what methods of inquiry will be used to answer the research 

questions, how the research will be analyzed and how the research will be disseminated 

and used. PAR methods such as photovoice shift the power from the researcher to all the 

research participants in several ways, including enabling participants, those with lived 

experience, to use the body of work that they produced for their own goals such as 

identifying and discussing issues that affect both their personal and community well-

being and for community organizing to advance solutions to their problems (Packard, 

2008; Wang, 1999; Wang and Burris, 1997).  

 

PAR has evolved in response to criticisms while also acknowledging there are 

limitations to the method. PAR has been challenged for not being sufficiently 



 
 

156 

collaborative, not addressing questions related to what counts as experience, and for 

causing internal power dynamics, conflict, cooptation and manipulated outcomes (Cooke 

and Kothari, 2001; Hawkins, 2015; Hickey and Mohan, 2005). Addressing the first 

criticism, while researchers aim to make every research step collaborative, there can be 

research steps, in my case, the analysis of the data, which do not involve the research 

participants. I followed three suggestions by Heron and Reason (2006) on how to address 

limitations to full collaboration in PAR. Firstly, as the facilitator, I acknowledged which 

parts of the research process were collaborative and which ones were not to all of the 

potential research participants during the orientation session that introduced the project 

idea. Secondly, I also aimed for participative decision-making and collaboration 

throughout the photovoice project. For example, we had discussions and came to mutual 

agreement on what kind of photographs would be taken, when we would meet and for 

how long, and how we would showcase the body of work of the participants. Thirdly, I 

aimed to create an environment of mutual respect, friendliness and trust to allow open 

and free expression among the participants, particularly during the photo-storytelling 

sessions. Incorporating these elements into my PAR, I aimed to foster as much 

collaboration with my participants as desired by them while also striving to be 

accountable to them in terms of acknowledging what steps are not fully participatory.  

 

In terms of PAR being able to properly study experience, Scott (1999: 796) 

argued that the study of experience needs to “take all categories of analysis as contextual, 

contested, and contingent.” While acknowledging that PAR has its limitations, in terms 

of it not being able to represent all voices and eliminate power dynamics and potential 
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conflict among research participants, PAR methods, such as photovoice, allow a space 

for dialogue with peers on ‘taken-for-granted’ experiences, which may cause some 

participants to change their perspectives on their conditions and lives, possibly 

developing critical consciousness that is committed to social change, a key principle of 

PAR. Freire (2007: 47, 50) argued that lived experiences are important and developing a 

critical consciousness, a consciousness that perceives the "true causality of the world and 

the human potential to direct and influence change" (Taylor, 1993: 63), enables the 

oppressed to move towards transforming their reality. Photovoice was developed as an 

instrument of investigation that allows for the development of critical consciousness, co-

construction of knowledge and the ascent of voices that are often silenced or distorted 

because of power relations (Havig, 2017). Photovoice participants are often marginalized 

members of society who have little influence or power and who are often excluded from 

public discussion (Hernandez et al., 2014). With a focus on the everyday lives of 

participants, photovoice allows researchers to examine both social conditions and 

subjective treatments of people through the use of photography and stories, allowing for a 

richer understanding of the human condition and human behaviour (Ciolan and Manasia, 

2017; Loseke, 2001; Russell and Diaz, 2011).  

 

PAR has been both celebrated and criticized for its pluralistic nature, which has 

led to different theoretical and methodological trajectories that all make their way under 

the PAR umbrella (Chevalier and Buckles, 2003). Some researchers engaged in PAR are 

critical of ‘grand theories’ and the application of the word, research, and prefer to use 

‘participatory action learning’ (Revans, 1998) while other PAR practitioners (Bell, 2008; 
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Duffy, 2011) draw on Friere (2007) and feminist historians such as Scott (1999) to 

contextualize lived experiences in relation to social structures, power dynamics and 

dominant ideologies, such as hegemonic masculinities. Some researchers such as 

Westhues et al. (2008) are developing PAR using mixed methods, quantitative and 

qualitative, while others such as McNiff and Whitehead (2009) prefer qualitative methods 

in their PAR inquiries. I prefer to follow the Friere and feminist strands of PAR that hold 

that structural analysis should not be abandoned, that lived experiences should be 

contextualized in terms of social structures, power relations and dominant ideologies, and 

that a critical consciousness can be uncovered while engaging in PAR.  

 

To address the other criticisms of PAR regarding its potential to cause conflict, 

cooptation and distorted outcomes, the role of researcher, as a facilitator, is to ensure that 

research participants are given a space to safely share their photographs and stories, and 

discuss with other research participants the kinds of outcomes they desire from the 

research. The researcher should encourage respectful debate since it incites new thinking 

on social problems and how to solve them (Hawkins, 2015). PAR should foster an open 

space for communication, collaborative inquiry and an agreement on what people desire 

to accomplish together (Hawkins, 2015; Kemmis and McTaggart, 2005). 

 

In summary, PAR projects such as photovoice are meant to be collaborative from 

beginning to end, from the development of the research questions to the data collection to 

the dissemination of results. My role, as the researcher, is to facilitate the photovoice 

project with the active participation of all research participants throughout the project.  
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Visual sociology 

 

Photovoice is a visual research method used in sociology, geography and other 

fields to allow participant photographers to critically reflect on their everyday lives and 

circumstances through the use of photo-elicitation and documentary photography. Over 

the past four decades, sociologists and other social scientists have increasingly used 

visual research methods to creatively inform research, including research on the process 

of subjectifying, ways of being in the world and aspects of everyday lives, which may 

otherwise be difficult to see or articulate in other forms (Bell, 2012; Sweetman, 2009). 

The term, ‘visual sociology,’ has been around since the 1970s (Harper, 2012). Inspired by 

Howie Becker, a sociologist who called for his discipline to be visual, Harper (2012: 2-

3), a trailblazing visual sociologist and photographer, remarked: 

  

Sociology was an invitation to unmask inequalities, to inspire change, to involve 
oneself in social movements and to experiment with new ways of living. Many of 
us thought that making sociology visual was a parallel to making society visible, 
and that led to seeing into social realities via engaged field work, merging theory 
with observation and practice. 

 

For visual sociologists such as Zuev and Krase (2017), the world that is seen and 

captured with photographs, drawings, video and other visual representations is different 

than the world captured with words and numbers, and thus studying visuals, the creation 

and use of visuals, and reactions to visuals from a sociological perspective leads to fresh 

understandings and insights.  
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Of particular interest to visual sociologists is the social construction behind what 

is seen and not seen. Harper (2012: 4) wrote: 

 

What we see depends on the physical position of the viewer and, if we record it, 
the limitations of the technology used. Seeing also depends on the social position 
of the viewer: personal histories, gender, age, ethnicity and other factors that lead 
a person to see one message from an infinite number possible in a given visual 
universe. The construction of meaning does not stop there; images gain successive 
meanings as they are interpreted by one audience after another. 

 

To illustrate his point, Harper said he had discovered a gendered lens when studying 

dairy farming in the U.S. He observed that the women in his research group had captured 

photographs of the farm work done by women and children and of cooperation among the 

farmers while the men had captured photographs of mostly men doing individual farming 

tasks. “The photographers saw, and thus photographed, in a way they had been taught by 

their moments in history, their social location and their skill and temperament,” wrote 

Harper (2012: 4). Sociologists use different media to answer research questions and 

visuals is just one media form that has been used in sociological inquiry, including in 

critical interrogations of the social construction of reality and studies on the working 

class, nationalism, multiculturalism, rural and urban life, family and modernity (Zuev and 

Krase, 2017). Furthermore, Harper (2012: 7) argues that the world “has never been more 

visually aware and visually engaged,” which makes visual sociology a timely discipline.   

 

Photovoice has been shown to be an effective method for participants to produce, 

in a discussion with their peers (in this study, their kin and neighbours), their own 

representation of their lives and community (Bendiner-Viani, 2016). With the use of 
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visuals, participants are drawn into a process of storytelling and interpreting what they 

have captured in their photographs. The photo-elicitation component of photovoice 

projects also allows participants to see their world differently upon viewing and 

discussing their photographs with others in their photovoice group who may or may not 

share a similar interpretation of their lives or sense of their place, thereby, countering 

participants’ ‘taken-for-granted experiences’ (Harper, 2002: 21) and laying bare 

contradictions that shatter false consciousness, sometimes changing previously held 

beliefs (Bell, 2012; Bendiner-Viani, 2016; Harper, 2002; Palibroda et al., 2009). The use 

of visuals can facilitate reflexivity (Berger, 2008, 2011), providing insights not only on 

society but also on the self (Harper, 2012), and is thus a desirable tool for partipatory 

action research and liberation movements.  

 

The potential of photovoice is often linked to the power of visuals and 

documentary photography to move people with different emotions, including indignation 

to social injustice, and feelings of validation, tension and/or contradiction. According to 

Loseke (2001), photographs in research make visible what is invisible and is a way of 

exposing social problems. Furthermore for Loseke, photographs are able to capture the 

humanity of subjects and provoke greater understanding and social change (Russell and 

Diaz, 2011). However, documentary photography must be careful to avoid conveying 

social problems as individualized experiences with no explanation for their cause because 

to do so would reproduce oppression and social inequalities. Visuals can convey cultural 

tropes and neglect to expose systems of social inequality, thereby provoking a 

sentimental or charitable response rather than a desire to act in a transformative way for 
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social change (Kurasawa, 2013). For example, representational motifs of 

“personification, massification, rescue, and care” used by humanitarian groups have 

treated aid recipients as “victims to be saved” rather than as people who are 

disadvantaged by global hierarchies and in need of solidarity to be elevated as equals in 

the world (Kurasawa, 2013: 209). Documentary photography should transmit the 

conditions of society in a way that inspires the kind of interventions that lead to social 

transformations desired by the oppressed (Bell, 2012).  

 

Potential for radical social transformation 

 

Sharing photographs like any art can be a powerful, rewarding and transformative 

experience for people. In this section, I explore the potential of photovoice to build 

critical consciousness, to develop new skills and human potential, to convey greater 

understanding to the public and policymakers, which provokes them to take action, to 

more radically transform our social world by exposing larger social structures and 

dominant ideologies at play and finally to challenge the power imbalance between the 

researcher and the researched.   

 

Photographing the familiar, then reflecting on it, can develop critical self-

awareness within research participants, reveal previously unrecognized aspects of 

everyday lives, and destroy unconscious or predisposed ways of being, acting and 

operating in the social world, which Bourdieu (1977) conceived as ‘habitus’ (Sweetman, 

2009: 493). Uncovering habitus allows participants to take part in what Bourdieu (1999) 
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called ‘socioanalysis’ or a process of education and research that develops critical self-

awareness that can lead to radical self-transformation or to transcending boundaries, 

whether they be ‘taken-for-granted’ or self-policed (Sweetman, 2009: 507). By 

discussing and reflecting on photographs with their peers, research participants gain 

insights into their daily lives, their circumstances, and the political, economic, social and 

psychological forces that shape and influence their circumstances. Photovoice 

participants often remark that their pictures give them a creative outlet to express their 

stories and to see their world with new eyes. In some cases, a photovoice project is able 

to expose abusive power relations and recover subjugated knowledge in research 

participants (Gubrium and Harper, 2013). Such a method is therefore capable of 

facilitating the uncovering of intent and consciousness in acts of everyday resistance.   

 

Photovoice provides an accessible opportunity for photovoice participants to 

develop skills like photography, storytelling, group facilitation, community organizing, 

public speaking and lobbying. Photovoice participants often remark that their 

participation in the project led to them gaining a voice, confidence, self-respect and a 

sense of increased control over their lives (Duffy, 2011; Gubrium and Harper, 2013). 

Besides contributing to human development, photovoice is an inclusive, adaptable and 

accessible method that can involve people with different skills, literacy and learning 

disabilities. For example, the photovoice method allows people to describe their lives 

visually, which is important for people who are not able to articulate their thoughts and 

arguments through written text (Cluley, 2017).  
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Photovoice has the power to reach, influence and mobilize the public and 

policymakers in compelling visual ways that words sometimes cannot (Wang and Burris, 

1997). For example, the photovoice study by Bell (2015) with women in coal mine-

affected communities in Appalachia exposed how neoliberal policies were harming 

peoples’ health, safety and well-being. Photovoice exhibitions provide excellent venues 

for participants to network and share their stories with the public. Armed with compelling 

visual evidence of lived experiences, photovoice participants are thus well positioned to 

reach and persuade people to support them on the kinds of changes they wish to see in 

their lives and in their communities.  

 

While the goals of photovoice projects are normally research or policy advocacy, 

Bell (2015) and others suggest that photovoice can also be used for community 

organizing and achieving radical social transformation goals. Photovoice is able to 

elucidate how people live and are affected differently by certain ideas, public policies or 

institutions and thus is a method that challenges dominant economic and social systems 

and ideologies such as neoliberalism. Neoliberalism promotes the idea that everyone has 

similar opportunities, privileges and access to services while its practice eliminates 

opportunities and deepens inequalities. Discussing individual photographs often leads to 

photovoice participants identifying common concerns that can then be translated into 

calls for reform or more radical social changes that benefit people from diverse 

backgrounds. Photovoice participants should discuss the kind of impact likely to result 

from their project so expectations of what the project can achieve for social justice in the 

short-term and long-term are clear (Sanon et al., 2014). 
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Another potentially transformative aspect of photovoice projects involves the 

opportunity that it gives to marginalized communities to drive the research, thereby 

shifting the power from the researcher to all the research participants, enabling them to 

use it as an instrument for community organizing (Wang and Burris, 1997). While 

photovoice is known for being a research method that is participatory and commited to 

social transformation (Wang and Burris, 1997), photovoice has also been challenged for 

not being fully participatory, with researchers driving the direction of the research 

(Hergenrather  et al.,  2009) and for its potential to romanticize voice and commodify 

victimization (Truchon, 2007). Photovoice researchers have taken seriously these 

challenges and have developed strategies to limit the negative uses of its application 

(Castleden et al., 2008; Truchon, 2007). As previously discussed, the difficulties and 

inability of fully achieving these goals must be acknowledged and discussed with all 

potential and actual research participants at the onset of the research and throughout the 

research process. Addressing the concern of Truchon (2007) while also being mindful of 

the call made to researchers by Tuck (2009a) to avoid damage-centred research on 

Indigenous peoples, I asked participants to begin taking photographs of their lives, 

including the positive and negative aspects, an approach to launching the photo-taking 

that I took from Bell (2015). By deliberately asking that the participants focus on the 

positives, including their strengths and hopes, I supported the kinds of desire-based 

research with Indigenous communities that Tuck demands on researchers. 

 

In summary, photovoice is grounded in methods of inquiry, including feminist 
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activist ethnography, participatory action research and visual sociology, that prioritize 

inclusiveness and participation in pursuits not only to study the world but to radically 

transform it in ways that rid it of oppression and inequality. In order to realize the full 

potential of photovoice and avoid unintended consequences, potential benefits and risks 

of the project must be carefully considered and reassessed by all the photovoice 

participants throughout the project. Research participants in our study reached the 

conclusion that the benefits of conducting a photovoice project far outweighed the 

limitations and risks, and that the risks could be mitigated by carefully applying the 

methods in a way that did not compromise the participants but rather met their needs and 

expectations. In the following section, I discuss the steps of our photovoice project and 

how we dealt with limitations and risks associated with the photovoice method. 

 

Photovoice Steps 

 

Photovoice allows marginalized individuals to “become their own documentarians 

with the power to decide how their lives and communities should be represented, instead 

of allowing outside photojournalists to make those decisions for them” (Bell 2016: 154). 

Yet, how photovoice researchers can go about achieving these goals has been questioned 

with some praising the flexible nature of the method while others have criticized the 

method for lacking an “uniform regimented structure” (Sutton-Brown, 2014: 171). 

Photovoice pioneers Wang and Burris (1997) addressed the criticism that the photovoice 

method lacks a systematic structure by deploying a series of photovoice steps that have 

since been used and adapted by photovoice researchers. These six steps include: (1) 
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presenting the photovoice project idea to potential participants; (2) planning the 

photovoice project; (3) recruiting research participants; (4) training participants; (5) 

taking photographs and eliciting stories; and (6) exhibiting the photo-stories. Before 

explaining how I executed each step in my research, I discuss the ethical concerns of my 

study and how I addressed these concerns before starting the photovoice study.  

 

Prior to conducting my field research in 2013 and 2015, my research plan was 

approved by the University of New Brunswick’s Research Ethics Board. The approved 

applications are on file at the university as REB 2013-068 (Appendix A) and REB 2015-

069 (Appendix B). I explained to the REB that I have the ability to conduct the project in 

the Indonesian language, the dominant language used my research participants besides 

their local dialect. The project co-facilitator, Siti Maimunah, checked and edited all 

documents given to the participants to ensure that my translations were clear. Other 

ethical concerns that I addressed included risk to my participants, informed consent, 

confidentiality of my research participants and data security.  

 

In terms of risk, for both field visits in 2013 and 2015, I determined that the 

research poses minimal risk to my participants. Some of the research participants are 

vocal with their concerns on mining in their communities while others are less vocal or 

not vocal at all. Since the identities of the research participants would be kept 

confidential, I expected that the probability and magnitude of possible harms involved in 

participating in the research would be no greater than those encountered by participants 

in those aspects of their everyday life that relate to the research. During the exploratory 
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phase of the research, I engaged with the research participants on the research proposal 

design, which aided in clarifying and minimizing potential risks associated with the 

research. In my approved REB applications, I stated that I had considerable 

understanding of the political situation, culture, values and beliefs of the populations in 

Indonesia to be studied, having lived in the country for approximately five years and 

having collaborated with various community associations in the country including 

qualitative and quantitative community-based field research on the environmental and 

health impacts of mining for a successful Masters degree in 2006. I also acknowledged 

that the overall political and human rights situation in Indonesia has improved since the 

downfall of Soeharto in 1998 and his decades of authoritarian rule in the country. There 

are open and democratic elections and non-governmental organizations operate across the 

country. Corruption and a lack of accountability for abuses by the police and military 

continue to affect people in the country. I committed to continually monitoring risk and if 

I expected risk to have changed to more than minimal on research subjects then I would 

immediately take precautions in accordance with Article 2.8 of the Tri-Council Policy 

and report the risks to the REB and request changes to the approved research. 

 

Prior to starting the photovoice study and interviews, I explained the nature of the 

project to potential research participants with a letter of information and consent form 

that I translated into the Indonesian language. I provided potential research participants 

with the opportunity to request clarification and to accept or decline to participate. I told 

my research participants that consent is an ongoing process where they are free to decline 

participation at any stage of the research.  
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I protected the privacy and confidentiality of the research participants by using 

pseudonyms for all the women interviewed and for those photovoice participants who 

wished to remain anonymous. Very few of the participants wished to use their real 

names. Given the time that has passed since the photovoice project occurred and the 

publication of this dissertation, I had become concerned that their circumstances had 

changed (e.g. employment at the mine). Not wanting to potentially to harm the research 

participants in any way, I changed all their names to aliases in this dissertation.  

 

In terms of data security, I implemented safeguards to ensure that data gathered 

from the research, including the coded information for each participant, their photo-

stories and transcripts of their interviews, were kept in a safe and secure place that 

ensured confidentiality of research participants. I stored signed consent forms in a locked 

room where I was staying during my field visits. Before leaving the field, I digitized the 

consent forms and destroyed the hard copies. All of the electronic research data, 

including the digitized consent forms, has been stored on my password-protected 

computer and in a password-protected online folder only accessible to me.  

 

As previously discussed, ethical concerns such as identifying risk, securing 

informed consent, maintaining the confidentiality of participants and securitizing the data 

are all ongoing processes that I have considered in the following six steps of the project.  
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Step 1: Presenting the photovoice project idea to potential participants 

 

I first introduced photovoice to women in the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako 

communities in July 2013 at community meetings organized by Yusri Yusuf. Yusri 

Yusuf is a teacher and community organizer who lives in Sorowako, specifically Desa 

Nikkel (the original Sorowako settlement). He has family ties in both communities, and is 

respected in both communities for trying to advance solutions to problems related to 

mining. I explained to the potential participants that they would have a say in every phase 

of the project and that my role as the researcher would be to act as a facilitator.  

 

Several women at the community meetings agreed to participate in the project, 

saying that it would allow them to show the world how mining affects them. We 

organized the initial recruitment meetings in two separate communities, the Karonsi’e 

Dongi settlement of Bumper and the Sorowako town. Recognizing the differences in the 

struggles of each community, the research participants and I decided that we would 

organize a photovoice group composed of Karonsi’e Dongi women and one composed of 

Sorowako women to better tell the stories of their communities. As explained in Chapter 

4, despite their many similarities, the women from the two neighbouring communities 

belong to different ethnic groups and religions and have different histories and 

relationships with the mining operation, thus justifying a comparative study.  

 

A key limitation with photovoice projects is the inability to address all power 

imbalances and represent the experiences of all members of a community, a situation that 
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was acknowledged and discussed by our project’s participants during this phase of the 

project. We recognized that one of the limitations of our photovoice project is the missing 

participation of women older than 55 years old and women younger than 21 years old and 

women from marginalized social groupings, such as queer women. Our recruitment 

methods involved tapping into the networks of community leader, Yusri Yusuf, and 

therefore, women outside of his networks may not have known about the project. While 

our study shows how women with similar material realities and experiences think and act 

in relation to mining in their community, we acknowledge that some voices were not 

included but could be in a future photovoice study. I attempted to include the 

perspectives and experiences of other women by noting what photovoice participants had 

to say about these women in their photo-stories, interviewing more women, and making 

observations in the community. Photovoice is not able to represent an entire community 

but it does allow for distinct groups of people to share their experiences so we can better 

understand their lives, struggles and actions.  

 

Also, oftentimes, the facilitator, because of having more time or interest in the 

research and publication of the results, ends up making decisions on the final product 

without the full participation of all participants (Barndt, 2005). This can be the case in 

particular when the facilitator wishes to use the study for academic purposes as well 

(Harley, 2012; Lee, 2012). Questions that can routinely be discussed with research 

participants that incorporate a politics of accountability include: Who is defining the 

purpose and goals of the project? How are participants involved in the creation of the 

project and all steps of the project? Who is making the decisions? Who is benefiting from 
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this project and how? What is at stake? By having all the research participants reflect on 

such questions, the study can limit the reproduction of oppressive social practices (Lee, 

2012; Razack, 1998), which is what we attempted to do throughout our project. We 

discussed my dual role as an academic, using the photovoice project as part of my 

doctoral research, and as an ally in the struggles of the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako 

people. We also discussed the importance of making decisions about the project 

collectively, including decisions on what stories are told through the participants' 

photographs (Palibroda et al., 2009). We aimed to create a safe space that allowed 

participants to share any concerns that they had with the project.  

 

Step 2: Planning the photovoice project 

 

Upon establishing interest in a photovoice project, I began planning such a project 

with interested participants. I secured funding from the Steelworkers Humanity Fund and 

MiningWatch Canada for digital cameras and other expenses in early 2015.9 I returned to 

Sorowako in August 2015 to re-introduce and begin the project. Siti Maimunah, an 

activist and scholar on mining in Indonesia with experience facilitating research in mine-

affected communities, agreed to co-facilitate the photovoice project with me. Siti 

Maimunah was able to draw on her experiences with women in mine-affected 

communities on the Indonesian islands of Java, Flores and Kalimantan. For the past two 

                                                             
9	The Steelworkers Union represents Vale workers in Canada and its Humanity Fund supports 
social justice efforts. A decade earlier, the Steelworkers Humanity Fund supported my Master of 
Science research in Sorowako, which involved community-based research with Karonsi’e Dongi 
and Sorowako women, men and youth on the environmental and health impacts of the mining 
operation. MiningWatch Canada has supported the Sorowako community since the year 2000 
when they hosted a visit to Canada by Andi Baso, a Sorowako community leader, and Arianto 
Sangaji, an activist-scholar on mining from the region affected by Inco/Vale’s mining operation.			
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decades, Siti Maimumah has also been instrumental in connecting the Karonsi’e Dongi 

and Sorowako women to larger mining activist networks in Indonesia and the Asia-

Pacific region. Siti Maimunah facilitated my travel to the community, assisted in the 

purchase of equipment for the project (digital cameras and memory cards), and connected 

me to documentary photographer Abdallah Naem, who did a training for the participants.  

 

Step 3: Recruiting participants 

 

As previously discussed in step 1, Yusri Yusuf, a community organizer with ties 

in both communities, facilitated the recruitment of participants by inviting women to 

meetings to discuss a potential photovoice project on women and mining in Sorowako. 

Yusri Yusuf and others had access to my call-out for research participants so they could 

convey the purpose of the research and other pertinent information on the research to the 

women before they decided to participate in the introductory sessions.  

 

During the introductory session for the Karonsi'e Dongi people held at the 

community’s traditional meeting space in Bumper, seven women out of approximately 20 

in attendance agreed to participate in the project. Two of the women in the Karonsi’e 

Dongi group were not Indigenous Karonsi’e Dongi women. They belonged to other 

ethnic communities on the island of Sulawesi and the neighbouring island of Ambon. In 

Sorowako, seven women attended the introductory meeting and those seven women 

agreed to participate in the project. The Karonsi’e Dongi group were all living in simple 

housing, built with found materials, in the newly established settlement of Bumper. They 
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ranged in ages of 21 to 55 years old and included two women, a mother and daughter 

(Zaskia and Vicki), who are active in the struggle for Karonsi’e Dongi rights. Three other 

women (Grizelle, Kaila and Tantri) are daughters of community leaders but were not 

themselves active in the struggle. They were stay-at-home mothers who produced goods 

to sell at the market. The other two women (Melanie and Danika) are not Karonsi’e 

Dongi women but newcomers who had either married a Karonsi’e Dongi man (in 

Melanie’s case) or had a Karonsi’e Dongi uncle (in Danika’s case). They were both 

living in the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement of Bumper. Melanie was doing administrative 

work for a mining contractor while Danika was working in a canteen at the mining 

operation. The Sorowako group of participants were all living in Desa Nikkel, the 

original location of the Sorowako Indigenous community. They ranged in ages from 23 to 

50 years old. None of the Sorowako women were active in organizations addressing 

mining problems. Two women (Tya and Siti), both teachers, had men in their immediate 

family who were active in organizations that were defending the rights of the Sorowako 

community. Three women (Beina, Khadijah and Wanina) were actively seeking 

employment at the mining operation while two women (Kamila and Solia) were stay-at-

home mothers. The women participating in my study range in age and while they share 

commonalities, they also have diverse backgrounds. They constitute an ample 

representational subset of their population to analyze perspectives and experiences related 

to the gendered nature of resistance to mining.  

 

Seven to ten has been suggested as the ideal group number for photovoice 

projects (Wang, 1999). A group of this size is able to offer various experiences and ideas 
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while also allowing sufficient time for each participant to contribute in a way that is 

“meaningful, sensitive and respectful” (Prairie Women's Health Centre for Excellence: 

43). Our project met this ideal number of having two separate photovoice groups of 

women from two different communities. Each group was composed of seven members. A 

facilitator from each community was identified to act as the liaison between the group 

and the research co-facilitators. We did not plan for the groups to have equal numbers but 

that is what happened after community meetings resulted in seven women in each 

community stating their interest in participating in the photovoice study. I purposively 

selected a small sample size because it is ideal for in-depth analysis of richly-textured 

information (Sandelowski, 1996; Vasileiou et al., 2018), in this case, photo-stories.  

 

Step 4: Training participants 

 

Immediately following the recruitment session, Abdallah Naem, a professional 

documentary photographer, and the two facilitators of the photovoice project, Siti 

Maimunah and myself, conducted a training session. We began by distributing digital 

cameras and an orientation manual to each participant. The orientation manual, translated 

in the Indonesian language and checked for clarity by Siti Maimunah, included 

information on the photovoice process, the technical aspects of picture-taking, the ethics 

and safety of taking photographs for a photovoice project, and informed consent. We 

discussed each section of the manual with the participants and the potential advantages as 

well as potential disadvantages and risks of photovoice projects to potential photovoice 

participants and how to mitigate risks.  
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One of the key risks that we discussed was the cultural and political ramifications 

of taking photographs. The photovoice method is not a desirable approach for all contexts 

and situations, as it may place the photographers or facilitators in danger. For example, in 

studies of domestic violence or in communities that are repressed, a photovoice project 

could contribute to further harm (Ponic and Jategaonkar, 2011; Prins, 2010). Facilitators 

have used role-playing exercises to convey how to ask for permission when taking a 

photograph (Gubrium and Harper, 2013). We discussed local cultural norms and ethical 

issues associated with using a camera such as the subject’s feelings and how power 

differences could be created or reproduced during the training session (Gubrium and 

Harper, 2013). We also discussed potential risks and safety concerns, such as 

photographing security around the mine site. The participants expressed confidence in 

understanding the risks and concerns.  

 

The training session then moved on to a discussion about the first set of 

photographs to take. Before beginning a photovoice project, the facilitator provides a 

topic or a set of questions to the participants to guide them in their photo-taking. In Bell's 

photovoice study, she asked participants to start by telling the story of their lives and 

communities, including the positive and negative aspects (Bell, 2016). Participants in this 

study chose Bell's approach and set out to take pictures to tell the story of their lives and 

their community.  

 

During the final part of the training, we discussed consent and confidentiality. I 
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reviewed the different consent forms for the project with the participants. I explained that 

I would use one of the forms to obtain consent from the participants to publish their 

photo-stories, and the other consent form was to be used by participants to obtain consent 

from the subjects they photograph, if they thought it was applicable. We discussed the 

importance of group confidentiality and acknowledged the ways that confidentiality may 

not always be guaranteed. I explained that participants have the option of having their 

names or a pseudonym connected to their body of work. After we discussed the risks at 

the beginning and near the end of the photovoice project, most participants chose to use a 

pseudonym. As detailed above, the coded information for participants and all data from 

the research, including the photo-stories, were stored in a password-protected laptop and 

as a back up on a password-protected online folder that has only been accessible to me.   

 

Step 5: Taking photographs and eliciting stories  

 

The photovoice participants had about one week to take pictures before they met 

with their group to discuss their photographs. The documentary photographer, Abdallah 

Naem, went out with some of the women during their first photo-taking session to answer 

their questions about their cameras and the project. 

 

Before starting each group discussion, I downloaded the pictures from the 

participants’ cameras onto my laptop and secure storage device. I used a projector to 

display the photographs to facilitate discussion. Participants showed their photographs 

and explained why they took them. If participants experienced difficulty telling a story 
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with their photograph, either Siti Maimunah or I would ask the participant probing but 

not leading questions such as why did you take photograph? Does the scene, people or 

things in the photographs evoke certain feelings or struggles? It was rare that participants 

experienced difficulty talking about their photographs. With permission of the 

participants, I audio-recorded the discussions and took notes so I could later caption the 

photographs and share them with the participants for discussion and approval.  

 

Themes often emerge during the initial discussion of the first photographs taken, 

which was the case in this project. We noted the subjects of the photographs on sticky 

notes and placed the notes on a wall to get a visual sense of the contents of the 

photographs. Three overarching categories were drawn out from this process: (1) 

strengths and assets, (2) problems or challenges, and/or (3) hopes, which were suggested 

categories given to the participants to photograph about their lives. The participants’ 

photographs told stories that matched one or more of these three categories but the 

subject sometimes varied, mostly including either themselves, their children or families 

or their communities, including their natural environments. The participants were then 

asked to take the next round of photographs with these categories in mind. Over a period 

of three weeks, the Karonsi’e Dongi participants ended up meeting six times to share 

their stories while the Sorowkao partipants met four times. At the end of each discussion, 

the participants selected photographs for an exhibition as part of a broader project to gain 

support and solidarity for the women’s struggles related to mining in Sorowako.  

 

The groups initially planned to meet once a week to discuss each photograph but 
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we found that we ran out of time and had to meet twice a week to elicit stories from the 

participants. Some photographs elicited a long discussion, 15 minutes or more, while 

other photographs produced a short but rich description. Some photographs were passed 

by and not counted as important in the discussion by the participant who took the 

photograph. All but one Karonsi’e Dongi participant regularly attended the meetings. The 

group meetings provided effective spaces for participants to reflect on their photographs, 

share common themes, bond socially with the other participants, and examine the 

situations, strengths, problems, concerns or hopes found in their pictures. In the end, the 

women produced 75 photo-stories, an average of five photo-stories each, with a range of 

two to eleven photo-stories each. In most cases, one photograph was used to tell one story 

but in ten cases, two to six photographs were used to tell one story, as noted in the  

subject column for each photo-story in Appendix D.  

 

Step 6: Exhibiting the photo-stories 

 

The photovoice participants from the two groups discussed what to do with their 

photo-stories at a joint meeting we called the convergence (explained in more detail in 

Chapter 9). They agreed that a photovoice exhibition would raise public awareness about 

their conditions and lives in the mine-affected community, thereby possibly establishing a 

larger constituency to support the community’s efforts for improvement and change. I 

asked each of the women to select the photo-stories that they wanted to have included in 

an exhibition. The photo-stories that the women selected for public displays provide 

important pieces of data, as they offer insight into which community assets, problems or 
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aspirations the women wish to publicly convey.  

 

The participants also said that the photo-stories could be displayed on a website, 

Facebook page or postcards as well as in a picture book/photo novella or calendar. We 

discussed web-based platforms such as Tumblr or Instagram and social media networks 

(Facebook, Twitter, etc.) as one way to share the participants’ photo-stories with wider 

audiences. Using such picture-sharing web-based platforms and social media could also 

allow research participants to share their photographs directly to the site, thereby 

providing more control to the research participants, allowing for new participants to later 

join and creating a participatory archive where a body of work can be analyzed over time. 

However, we felt that the use of social media could identify some of the women who did 

not want to be identifed and possibly put them in situations that were undesirable, risky 

or unexpected so we chose not to use such social media platforms. 

 

The participants said they would like to continue meeting. We all downloaded an 

app on our cellphones so we could continue our group conversations. Siti Maimunah said 

she could possibly return from Jakarta once or twice a year to facilitate the project. A 

coordinator for each group was selected – Beina for the Sorowako group and Vicki for 

the Karonsi’e Dongi group. Some of the elders present noted that they were interested in 

participating in a future photovoice project. We recognized that acquiring funding for the 

project may limit our plans.  

 

Upon returning to Canada, I began organizing the photovoice exhibitions. Based 
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on the participants’ selections of photo-stories to use, I chose one to two photo-stories for 

each participant to turn into a poster. I translated the text from Indonesian into English 

and organized their Portuguese and French translations by people familiar with mining 

terminology. I hired a local graphic designer to create posters for 14 photo-stories. I 

organized photovoice exhibitions at events that discussed mining and gender in the 

Canadian cities of Fredericton, Vancouver and Waterloo as well as in Rio di Janeiro, 

Brazil (see Fig. 5.1).10 

 

Fig. 5.1. The photovoice exhibition at the Mayworks Festival at the Fredericton Public 
Library in May 2016. 

 

While the exhibition may mark the end of the research and photovoice project, 

there is still an opportunity for the women to decide to continue meeting, and plan future 

                                                             
10 I organized photovoice exhibitions at the following events and venues: the New Brunswick 
World March of Women at the Wilmot United Church in Fredericton in October 2015; the 
Steelworkers Annual Women's Conference in Vancouver in November 2015; the Gendered 
Impacts of Resource Extraction Symposium organized by KAIROS in Vancouver in November 
2015; the International Articulation of Vale Impacted Peoples in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil in January 
2016; Dr. Paula Butler's class of 116 second-year global studies students at Wilfrid Laurier 
University in early 2016; and the Mayworks Festival at the Fredericton Public Library in April 
2016. Women from the Brazilian state of Mariana, the state devastated by a tailings spill at 
Vale/BHP Billiton's mining operation in 2015, kept the Portuguese version of the photovoice 
exhibition as a way to talk about gender and mining in Brazil. I displayed some of the photovoice 
exhibition at the “Corporate Entanglements” Workshop at Utrecht University in December 2018.  
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exhibitions or work on other project ideas. I continued the project by diving into the 

photo-stories to uncover and analyze the common themes. Keeping in mind that the 

analysis of the data made this PAR project not entirely participatory (Tilley, 1998), I 

attempted to maintain an ethical commitment to my research participants, specifically 

ensuring that the information I presented and my interpretations did not misrepresent or 

harm my research participants. Balancing my goals of academic inquiry with an ethical 

commitment to my research participants, I chose not to include some sensitive personal 

information that I had access to as a result of my close relationship with the participants.  

 

As I explained earlier in this chapter, I chose photovoice as the primary research 

method because photovoice provides a way for marginalized groups to photograph then 

collectively reflect and express through photographs and group discussion their lived 

experiences. To further contextualize the photovoice results, I interviewed women, 

recorded participation observations and added an exercise that allowed for a conjunctural 

analysis of the lived experiences exposed in the photovoice project.  

 

Interviews 

 

To supplement the data gathered from the photovoice study, I conducted semi-

structured interviews in the Indonesian language. Prior to conducting the photovoice 

study, in 2013 and 2015, I used convenience and snowball sampling methods to find 

women to interview in a semi-structured format. The convenience and snowball sampling 

methods were successful in finding 26 women to interview. I began with convenience 
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sampling by asking my community contacts to help me find women to interview. I then 

used the snowball sampling method to find more informants. I had prepared a recruitment 

call out that I shared with my community contacts so they knew and could share the 

pertinent information related to the research with potential research participants.  

 

I was mindful of the key disadvantages of convenience and snowball sampling 

methods, namely its potential not to represent different voices and to be biased. I 

acknowledge that the women I interviewed do not represent all of the Karonsi’e Dongi 

and Sorowako women. However, the snowball sampling method is still a useful method 

for connecting with informants who are hard to reach and unlikely to answer other 

research call outs (Patton, 2014). I consider the similar nature of the participants a 

limitation that also has its advantages for my study, which involves observing and 

analysing subtle differences among a similar group of participants. 

 

I chose semi-structured interviews so that I was prepared with both closed and 

open-ended questions that could guide the interview but not restrict the gathering of 

information to a script, thus allowing my informants to answer questions and express 

their views in a more comfortable conversation format (Adams, 2015). I chose to 

supplement the data I gathered from my photovoice study with semi-structured 

interviews since it allowed me to ask probing, open-ended questions, which may reveal 

responses that are different to what they would have expressed in their photovoice 

groups. Some of the questions have the potential to elicit responses that respondents may 

feel uncomfortable sharing with a group of their family members and neighbours.  
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I developed an interview guide with 16 closed and open-ended questions that 

would reveal biographical details about the participants (e.g. place of birth, ethnicity, age, 

number of children, etc.) as well as obtain their perspectives on their circumstances, how 

mining affects them and gender equality, and if they feel like they, as women, have a say 

in decisions made about mining in their community. I translated the interview guide into 

the Indonesian language and Siti Maimunah, the photovoice project co-facilitator, 

checked and edited my translation of the interview questions to ensure they were clear. 

Given that I am not a native Indonesian speaker, I avoided jargon and difficult phrasing. I 

also saved the most difficult questions for last, which is what methodological researchers 

recommend as good practice. It is important for researchers to establish trust and comfort 

at the start of the interview so it is best to start with the easy and more agreeable 

questions to answer (Adams, 2015).  

 

In 2013, I interviewed 16 women in the Sorowako region, including in the 

Karonsi’e Dongi community of Bumper, the Desa Nikkel community and in Wawondula, 

a new community that had been established to house mine workers. In 2015, I 

interviewed another ten women. The photovoice participants included all of the ten 

women I interviewed in 2015 and four of the 16 women I interviewed in 2013. Before 

starting an interview, I read the letter of information and consent to the participants. I 

assured them I would keep their identity confidential. I told them that the interview 

would last about one hour. I also asked their permission to audio-record the interview. If 

the participants provided their consent, I began the interview. I took notes of what was 
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said and anything pertinent, such as the location of the interview and anything interesting 

that occurred during the interview. In the end, the interviews lasted between 30 minutes 

to one hour.  

 

I transcribed the recordings of the interviews myself then translated the 

Indonesian text into English. If I had any questions about the meaning of anything that 

was said, I asked Siti Maimunah, the project co-facilitator, for clarification. I summarized 

the interview data into biographies and participant profiles. I used the biographies and 

profiles to analyze the emerging themes discussed in Chapters 6, 7 and 8.  

 

Participant Observations 

 

Throughout my field visits, I took field notes of the photovoice participants and 

their behaviour, including their relationships and social interactions. The participant 

observations are meant to enrich the results of the main research method, photovoice. I 

exercised caution to protect the confidentiality of people in the reporting of the 

participant observations in subsequent chapters. I used the supplementary data gathered 

from both the interviews and participants in my analysis of the themes that were 

uncovered in the photovoice project, which I discuss in Chapters 6, 7 and 8. 

 

Convergence for Conjunctural Analysis in Photovoice 

 

To conduct a conjunctural exercise that attempted to locate the photo-stories of 
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the participants in a historical moment, Siti Maimunah and I, the photovoice co-

facilitators, organized a convergence immediately following the last photo-storytelling 

session. The convergence also served to introduce the participants from the two 

photovoice groups to each other and to discuss what the participants wanted to do with 

their body of work. Some of the research participants knew each other before the 

photovoice project but many of them did not. The photovoice project did bring several of 

the women together and some of them became friends and were observed socializing 

together at picnics on the lakeshore and at cultural events.  

 

Before the convergence, we gave the participants a handout that featured a brief 

timeline of their community that included important political, economic and social 

movement dates in the past 100 years, more recent events in the past two years, and a 

future timeline going forward two years. This timeline is found in Chapter 9 that further 

discusses the conjunctural exercise and its findings. To prepare for the convergence, we 

asked the participants to think about their community’s history and consider the defining 

moments in their lives, specifically to contemplate the circumstances and events 

surrounding those moments when they thought of their lives or conditions in a new way. I 

explained that a defining moment in my life that changed my perspective on my family’s 

circumstances was when I was a child waiting in a car for my father to sell his green 

beans to the Save Easy grocery store. He returned to the car and told our family that the 

grocery store would no longer be buying local vegetables. I remember thinking about 

how hard he worked as a farmer and bus driver but still struggled to earn enough income. 

I knew at that point that the world was not fair. The thought exercise was meant to 
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prepare the participants for the convergence when we would ask them to place their 

photo-stories along a timeline of important political, social and economic events and ask 

them to discuss the circumstances around the moments captured in their photographs.  

 

At the convergence, we did ice-breaking activities before getting each photovoice 

participant to place their photographs along the timeline. We then had each participant 

discuss one to three of their photographs as we moved as a group along the timeline. 

Several Karonsi’e Dongi participants placed photographs that discussed the difficulties of 

their people to farm in the 1950s section of the timeline. During that period, the 

Karonsi’e Dongi community was displaced from their homes due to an outside force that 

had established in their area and sought to achieve an Islamic state, as described in detail 

in Chapter 4. I summarize other conversations had around the photographs on the 

timeline in Chapter 9.  

 

The convergence that focused on ‘naming the moments’ in the photo-stories 

served to expose both historical conditions and current realities, which gave the 

participants a greater understanding of the structural oppression found within and across 

their communities (Barndt, 1989, 2005). These discussions allowed not only for greater 

understanding to occur but also empathy, solidarity, mutual support and cooperation. 

Bringing the two photovoice groups together allowed the women participating in the 

project to form new friendships and strengthen existing ones. They learned of their 

neighbour's struggles and are keen to continue taking photographs and telling stories of 

their lives and community in the future. While these new friendships, feelings of empathy 
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and acts of compassion may not lead to a more organized resistance across the 

communities, the photovoice project opened a door to that possibility. I further explain 

the procedures and benefits of adding a conjunctural analysis to photovoice in Chapter 9. 

 

Procedures for Analyzing the Photo-Stories 

 

I began my analysis of the photo-stories by immersing myself in the visuals and 

text produced by the photovoice participants as well as the responses to the interviews I 

conducted and the participant observations. By doing this, I was able to obtain an overall 

sense of the data and confirm that coding for common themes and the construction of 

biographies would best capture and honour the women's lived experiences and voices. 

Coding for data involves breaking down data analytically by identifiying common themes 

in a data set (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). While computer software programs are useful in 

the analysis of data collected by qualitative methods, especially large amounts of data, I 

decided to analyze the photovoice data by coding for keywords myself because I wanted 

to carefully read the material to obtain a sense of the whole (Cresswell, 1998) and not 

lose or distort any of the meanings or the feelings of the messages conveyed by the 

participants. I transcribed and translated the photo-stories myself from Indonesian to 

English then began the coding process and data analysis. Called “in vivo coding” (Corbin 

and Strauss, 1990), the process identifies themes or terms used by the research 

participants (Ryan and Bernard, 2005: 279). I endeavoured to examine the data in a way 

that attempted to ensure that the themes, interpretations and conclusions honoured the 

women’s voices while recognizing that such data and theme analysis is a subjective 
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process and has its limitations. As a translator engaging with ethnographic works, I 

considered the cultural context of the sources of information. I also relied on informants, 

such as the photovoice project’s co-facilitator and other research participants, if I had any 

questions on meanings (Herzfeld, 1997). While translators and anthropologists have a 

history of being agents of domination, they also have been “subversive, unearthing that 

which lies hidden between words and gestures, expanding the possibilities of different 

modes of expression, and giving a world voice to oppressed people” (Tihanyi, 2004: 

742). While acknowledging that endeavouring to uncover what lays hidden in a language 

that is not my native language presents its challenges, I am confident that I was able to 

unearth important subtleties, nuances and emotions behind what was conveyed by the 

photovoice participants by immersing myself in the photo-stories, returning repeatedly to 

the original versions in Indonesian to get a fuller sense of what the women wish to 

convey.   

 

Inspired by a procedure for data analysis of photo-stories by sex workers by 

Desyllas (2010) who drew on processes developed by Creswell (1998) and Rieman 

(1998), I spent considerable time with all of my data to understand the content and 

intricacy of meanings. Desyllas conducted a within-case analysis of the transcripts of her 

dialogue sessions with each participant then she did a cross-case analysis where she 

compared what was revealed by each participant. She presented the steps of her analysis 

in several tables that built on each other to find meanings in the photo-stories. The 

purpose of the first table was to organize the data and the subsequent tables showed the 

development of the analysis, including the pulling out of emergent themes in the data and 
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analysis of those themes, how the data was connected, and the meanings revealed in the 

data. After a deep immersion with the data, I carried out the next steps of analysis of the 

photo-stories, similar to what Desyllas used to analyze the data in her study. First, I did 

an initial analysis of the themes then I uncovered emerging themes and connected the 

themes. Finally, I conducted a cross-case analysis to further engage with the common 

themes in the photo-stories and uncover meaningful aspects of what the participants had 

to say about their lives and experiences. In this final step, I was able to pull out sub-

themes for each of the predominant themes and link each of the sub-themes to photo-

stories, thus taking the analysis back to the photo-story where it had began.  

 

Preliminary Analysis of the Themes 

 

I considered the subjects of the photo-stories as well as the categories and themes 

that emerged in the photo-storytelling sessions with the participants. Focusing on one 

participant at a time like Desyllas did, I began by coding each photo-story in terms of key 

questions that I had developed for each photograph to guide what kinds of information I 

was seeking from the data (Rieman, 1998). After immersing myself in the photo-stories 

and considering each in relation to what I aimed to uncover about their lives in relation to 

mining and resistance, I developed five questions that I felt reflected the different ways 

that participants talked about their lives and experiences. I coded each photo-story for the 

following information: (1) the subject of the photograph (a self-portrait, person, animal, 

place or thing); (2) whether the participant identified the subject of her photo as a 

strength, challenge and/or hope; (3) whether the participant described the strength, 
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challenge and/or hope found in her photograph in a way that was personal (micro), 

communal (mezzo) and/or societal (macro); (4) what keywords were used by the 

participants in their photo-story (e.g. women, land, mining, housing, etc.); and (5) how 

the participants talked about their photographs, including the emotions they conveyed. 

For example, in a photo-story by Karonsi’e Dongi participant Vicki about the 

replacement of her community’s ancestral graveyard for the mining company’s housing 

and laundry services (Fig. 5.2), I noted the following: (1) the subject of her photo-story is 

the Karonsi’e Dongi ancestral graveyard; (2) the photo-story depicted a challenge; (3) the 

photo-story was about the community; (4) the keywords included Karonsi'e Dongi, 

ancestral graveyard, housing, mining, Vale, workers; and (5) the participant describes, 

with dismay, Vale replacing the ancestral graveyard of the Karonsi'e Dongi for their 

workforce’s housing and laundry services. I organized the coded data for all 75 photo-

stories into a table I called, Preliminary Analysis of the Data. Using Vicki’s photo-story, I 

show an example entry of this preliminary analysis in Table 5.1. 
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Fig. 5.2. Vicki from the Karonsi’e Dongi community: Vale built homes for their workers 
on top of the graves of our grandmothers and grandfathers. This place used to be called 
Kopate'a, our community's graveyard. We occupied this area and roped off this area so it 
would not be bulldozed by the company. Now only part of the graveyard remains and the 
rest of it has become the site of homes and laundry facilities for the mine workers.   
 

Table 5.1: Example Entry for Preliminary Analysis 

Participant Community Subject  How is the photograph described? 
  Self-

portrait, 
person, 
animal, 
place, 
thing? 

Strength, 
challenge 
and/or 
hope? 

Micro, 
mezzo 
and/or 
macro? 

Keywords Message, 
emotions 
conveyed 

Vicki Karonsi’e 
Dongi 

3.7. 
Karonsi'e 
Dongi 
graveyard 
 

Challenge  Mezzo Karonsi'e 
Dongi, 
ancestral 
graveyard, 
housing, 
mining, 
Vale, 
workers 
 

Vicki describes, 
with dismay, 
Vale replacing 
the ancestral 
graveyard of the 
Karonsi'e Dongi 
for their 
workforce’s 
housing and 
laundry services. 
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Uncovering the Emerging Themes and Connecting the Themes 

 

After completing a table that summarized my preliminary analysis of the 75 

photo-stories, I counted the number of times that keywords were used in each photo-story 

to extract the common themes and compare the themes across the participants. I counted 

keywords as any significant one word or phrase of two to three words, including nouns, 

verbs and adjectives. From this coding process, I initially identified a list of seven 

predominant common themes. These themes and the number of photo-stories that 

contained the theme (n) are as follows: (1) Life is a struggle and uncertain (n=50); (2) 

how people cope, resist and survive (n=27); (3) remorse for losses and a concern for 

future generations to know their culture, natural surroundings, and live in peace (n=21); 

(4) home is beautiful and special (including the nature, vista, traditions) (n=15); (5) 

empathy with less unfortunate (n=9); (6) reflection on historical inequalities (n=9); and 

(7) respect for women and widows (n=5). From this list of themes, which seemed 

unconnected at first, I was able to find commonalities across the themes and condense the 

list of themes to just three themes: (1) life as a struggle in relation to mining; (2) how 

women resist, and (3) home as special. For example, I was able to group the photo-stories 

that described remorse, concern and empathy related to struggle under the predominant 

theme of life as a struggle. The other predominant themes were not abandoned in my 

analysis as these photo-stories also contained at least one of the three predominant 

themes and was therefore used in the analysis of that theme.  
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I then examined the three main themes in terms of whether the photo-story was 

described by the participant as a strength, challenge and/or hope, and whether the subject 

of the photograph was described by the participant at the individual/family (micro), 

community (mezzo) and/or society (macro) level. I began with the categories of 

strengths, challenges and hopes because those were the obvious categories that emerged 

in the women’s photo-storytelling sessions. Analyzing these categories at the micro,  

mezzo and macro levels offer insights towards understanding how people perceive and 

respond to mining. Since I am interested in similarities and differences in the way that the 

women from the two different communities experience and respond to mining, analysing 

the data in this way allows me to understand, for example, if they see themselves 

experiencing certain struggles related to mining or if they see their neighbours 

experiencing struggles that are either similar or different to them or if they situate their 

struggles in certain contexts. To do this analysis, I noted who told these stories, 

identifying if they are with the Karonsi’e Dongi or Sorowako community to see if the 

concerns conveyed in the photo-stories were shared across the communities. I also noted 

the number of times that each woman shared a story that was related to one of the 

common themes. I totalled the number of photo-stories related to each common theme 

that came from the Karonsi’e Dongi women and the number that came from the 

Sorowako women. All of this information is summarized in Table 5.2.  
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Table 5.2: Summary of Common Themes 

Theme Strength, 
Challenge 
and/or 
Hope 

Micro, 
Mezzo or 
Macro 

Who spoke of this? Number of photo-
stories in each 
community 

1. Life is a 
struggle due to 
mining 

Challenge, 
hope 

Micro, 
Mezzo 

Grizelle (n=3), Kaila 
(n=3), Vicki (n=10), 
Tantri (n=1), Danika 
(n=4), Melanie (n=4), 
Zaskia (n=4) 
Beina (n=3), Khadijah 
(n=5), Kamila (n=3), 
Tya (n=7), Siti (n=4), 
Wanina (n=5) 

Karonsi'e Dongi 
(n=29) 
 
 
 
 
Sorowako (n=27)  
 
n=56 

2. How people 
resist 
 

Strength, 
challenge 

Micro, 
mezzo 

Grizelle (n=3), Danika 
(n=2), Kaila (n=2), 
Vicki (n=5), Tantri 
(n=1), Zaskia (n=4) 
Khadijah (n=2), Kamila 
(n=1), Tya (n=5), Siti 
(n=3), Wanina (n=2) 

Karonsi'e Dongi 
(n=17) 
 
 
 
Sorowako (n=13) 
 
n=30 

3. Home is special 
(including the 
nature, vista, 
traditions) 
 

Strength Mezzo Tantri (n=1), Danika 
(n=1) 
Beina (n=2), Khadijah 
(n=2), Kamila (n=1), 
Tya (n=4), Siti (n=1), 
Solia (n=2), Wanina 
(n=1) 

Karons'e Dongi 
(n=2) 
 
 
Sorowako (n=13) 
 
 
n=15 

n= total number of photo-stories 

To further analyze the common themes and get a fuller sense of the similarities 

and differences among the women, I read each photo-story again to tease out sub-themes 

under each predominant theme to see the variances in women’s experiences with mining 

and resistance. Sub-themes represent distinct perspectives in a common theme (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994; Ryan and Bernard, 2005; Wilms et al., 1990). I created a table to 
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organize the common themes, sub-themes and photo-stories (see an example of one entry 

in Table 5.3). In this table, I list the common themes in the first column, sub-themes that 

emerged within the common theme in the second column, and the photo-stories that link 

to each sub-theme in the third column. The complete data table is found in Appendix D.  

 

Table 5.3: Example Entry for Analysis of the Common Themes 
 

Common 
theme 

Sub-themes 
(Similar and different 
messages in a 
common theme) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

1. Life is a 
struggle due 
to mining  

Displacement and 
dispossession due to 
mining is making it 
harder to access 
products needed for 
income and daily 
needs.  

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Grizelle: “This person is going to get firewood in 
the forest. Now the wood can’t be gathered 
nearby because the forest has already been 
clearcut for mining.” 

 

I found the data summary tables useful to analyze the similarities, differences, 

amplifications, frequencies and contradictions found in the photo-stories. As explained 

above, each data summary table builds on the other to uncover patterns.  

 

Photovoice Results and Themes 
 

The women photographed and told stories about people, places, events and 

struggles in their community. They photographed themselves, their family members, and 

neighbours in their daily lives and at community gatherings. They also took photographs 

of various locations, including homes, crops, Lake Matano, mined mountains, mining 

operations, garbage dumps and graves. The participants described more challenges than 
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strengths or hopes in their photo-stories. In the 75 photo-stories, 61 of them described 

challenges, 25 of them described strengths and 18 of them described hopes. Several 

participants described challenges related to restricted access to land and inadequate 

employment opportunities and services such as health care and education. They also 

lamented the loss of traditional knowledge and culture and expressed concerns for the 

environment and their neighbours. Both groups of women spoke of strengths and 

challenges almost evenly but several more photo-stories by Sorowako women (n=15) 

compared to photo-stories by Karonsi’e Dongi women (n=2) spoke of their home and 

culture as a strength. Based on my observations of the Karonsi’e Dongi women and their 

responses to my interview questions, they also consider their home to be special. I 

contend that the Karonsi’e Dongi women, preoccupied by their everyday struggles, chose 

to use the photovoice project to convey their challenges.  

 

Some subjects, mentioned by only one participant, described a situation that 

sparked lively conversation. These stories included Vale's golf course being located on 

the traditional territory of the Karonsi'e Dongi (Kaila), Karonsi'e Dongi graveyards being 

displaced for housing for mine workers (Vicki), loss of traditional knowledge of rice 

varieties and freshwater species in Lake Matano (Tya), women gaining more access to 

employment at the mine (Danika), harassment for speaking up about the mine's problems 

(Vicki), the extreme poverty faced by some women (Zaskia), how newcomers feel 

betrayed by mining (Melanie), and how mining is linked to health concerns (Grizelle), 

changes to the culture, including sex work and alcohol consumption (Wanina), and 

dangerous roads and forests (Vicki). All of these subjects found a home in one or more of 
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the three main common themes (Appendix D). 

 

Within the most predominant theme that described life as a struggle in relation to 

mining, I noted six sub-themes, including stories that related to: (1) how displacement 

and dispossession due to mining is making it harder for people to grow crops, and access 

products for income or daily needs; (2) inadequate services, including education, health 

care, electricity, sanitation, transportation and recreation; (3) poor housing; (4) precarious 

employment; (5) a concern for the mined mountains, and finally, (6) a wish for all in the 

community to grow old and in peace. In Chapter 6, I discuss how these photo-stories 

dispute colonial notions of goodness that prop up extractivism (Schnoor, 2017). The 

women in this photovoice study challenge such notions by revealing that mining has 

caused them to struggle for survival, including for income and housing.   

 

The second and third most predominant themes are related, and involve 

resistance. The second most common theme relates to how people resist while the third 

most common theme relates to why they resist. Within the second most predominant 

common theme that discussed how people resist, I noted six sub-themes, including stories 

of how (1) people are still farming and fishing the traditional way; (2) how people are 

making a living from new sources of income; (3) how they survive through cooperation; 

(4) how they work multiple jobs and long hours; (5) how they live with multiple families 

under one roof; and (6) how they face harassment from authorities when attempting to 

gain access to resources for an income or access to services. The third most predominant 

theme showcased what is special about the Karonsi'e Dongi or Sorowako communities, 
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one sub-theme focused on the natural beauty of the area, while the other exposed the 

unique culture or traditions of the communities, including farming. In Chapter 7, I argue 

that the women’s photo-stories of what they wish to protect about their environment and 

culture is an act of presencing, which involve acts such as storytelling that make present 

Indigenous peoples’ ways of being on the land (Simpson, 2011). In Chapter 8, I circle 

back to the second most predominant theme found in the women’s photo-stories to argue 

that survival strategies are intimately linked to resistance.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In summary, I used the photovoice method to examine the gendered nature of 

resistance of Karonsi’e Dongi women and Sorowako women to resource extraction. In 

this chapter, I first described the rationale for using photovoice as the main research 

method. Here, I outlined the history of the development of PAR and the photovoice 

method in relation to the shortcomings of traditional research methods. I then discussed 

the steps we used in our photovoice study and how we mitigated the limitations and risks 

associated with the photovoice method. I then summarized the process I used to collect 

supplementary data, specifically, how I conducted interviews, participant observations 

and a convergence of the two photovoice groups so they could do a conjunctural analysis 

of the moments captured in their photo-stories. I ended this chapter with a discussion of 

how I analyzed the photo-stories and found three themes. I discuss these themes that 

relate to struggle, presencing and resistance in the following three chapters.  
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Chapter 6 

“It Has Not Been Like a Dream”: Challenging the Story of Extractivism 

 

“My parents came to Sorowako because it was said that Sorowako was a place to 

achieve your dreams but really life has been hard in Sorowako. It has not been like a 

dream,” said Melanie, the youngest photovoice participant who at the time of the project 

was living in the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement of Bumper with her unemployed husband 

and toddler daughter. In at least one of their photo-stories, 21-year-old Melanie and most 

of the other photovoice participants revealed their awareness of the structural and 

intersectional nature of their oppression. Many of the struggles highlighted by the 

Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women are similar to those faced by other Indigenous 

communities and the world’s poor, namely displacement from lands and sources of 

livelihoods, precarious housing, uncertain employment, and lacking services such as 

education and health care. Digging up the earth for metals around the world is linked to 

forceful evictions, impoverishment of Indigenous and rural communities (Federici, 2019; 

Gordon and Webber, 2016; Willow, 2016), health problems (Basu and Hu, 2010; Cronjé 

et al., 2013; Coumans, 2015; Kuyek, 2003), environmental degradation (Mowforth, 2014; 

Narrei and Osanloo, 2015) and gender-based violence (Manning, 2016; Stienstra et al., 

2017). Therefore, it is not surprising that the most prevalent theme that the women in this 

photovoice study presented was that life is a struggle in relation to mining. However, 

despite the documented social and environmental impacts of mining, the industry 

continues to suppress such evidence and the voices of the most oppressed by their 

operations through various strategies such as through flashy promotional media of the 
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benefits of their operations and also through more sophisticated ways such as funding 

social development projects, lobbying successfully for the replacement of regulations 

with voluntary codes of conduct, and engaging with their opponents that has divided and 

pacified local communities and non-governmental coalitions that are critical of mining 

(Coumans, 2012; Coumans and Kirsch, 2011; Kirsch, 2014; Schnoor, 2017). Perhaps 

more surprising is that the mining industry is still relying on old colonial discourses to 

justify its practices (Butler, 2015). I recently observed Vale engaging in such discourses 

in Sorowako, which I discuss later in this chapter. In this photovoice study, the 

participating women reveal that they are clearly conscious of their oppression as they 

discuss their dispossession and other struggles, and by doing so they challenge the 

colonial and gendered nature of extractivism, specifically debunking several colonial 

myths of mining executives and host governments that serve to legitimate large-scale, 

profit-driven resource extraction while it also erases Indigenous women’s voices in the 

current neoliberal era. Moreover, the women reveal in several of their photo-stories their 

awareness of the intersectional nature of their oppression. Lastly, the photo-stories reveal 

caring subjects resisting the impacts of mining through empathy, which differ from the 

callous individualist kind of subjects that mining under neoliberalism fosters.  

 

I begin this chapter by arguing that the photovoice participants discomfort what 

Butler (2015: 164) calls the comforting scripts of the mining industry: “Caring about 

colonized people or having their interests at heart, while continuing to extract profit from 

their land and resources, functions as a unifying, enabling, and mesmerizing strategy in 

contemporary neoliberalism.” Beina and other participants through their photo-stories 
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challenge the claims of goodness that are rife in the mining industry by not only pointing 

out how mining displaced, dispossessed and exploits them but also by showing that they 

are thinking beings capable of resisting the destruction of their physical and social 

worlds. They reveal their consciousness of their circumstances as being rooted in land 

grabs, dispossession and exploitation designed to facilitate resource extraction on their 

land. I discuss the photo-stories of struggles in relation to mining as affirmations of 

political economy explanations of the colonial dimensions of resource extraction. Here, I 

note that the photo-stories also serve to uncover buried history and deepen critical 

consciousness of the structural and intersectional nature of oppression related to mining. 

For example, the photo-stories reveal why the Karonsi’e Dongi people are occupying, 

growing food and gathering firewood on land that Vale now claims as their land. 

Newcomers to Sorowako, detached observers and those who only read Vale’s accounts of 

their Sorowako operations may not know that the land occupied and used by the 

Karonsi’e Dongi people is actually land that the community never surrendered to the 

mining company. Even recent scholarship published on the Karonsi’e Dongi 

community’s claims fail to fully describe the community’s history in the area, throwing 

in suspicion their Indigenous claim to the area and positioning their claims as being in 

conflict with the claims of neighbouring Indigenous communities (Robinson, 2019). In 

this study, Sorowako women support the claims of the Karonsi’e Dongi women, which 

reveals that the demands of one community does not have to conflict with the demands of 

other communities but rather can be used to support claims across the communities.   

 

In the second part of this chapter, I consider how the women reveal their 
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understanding of the intersectional nature of their oppression. Here I pay attention to the 

similarities and differences in the ways that the Karonsi’e Dongi women and the 

Sorowako women share their struggles to uncover how they see mining affecting them, 

noting how they see their gender, ethnicity, and relationships to kin, land and the mining 

operation shaping their lives and actions. My analysis reveals that the photovoice 

participants are aware of the intersectional nature of their oppression and specifically how 

the mining company and institutions and interests acting on behalf of mining control their 

lives as rural Indigenous women from either the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement or the 

Sorowako town. I found almost the same number of Karonsi’e Dongi photo-stories (26) 

describing life as a struggle in relation to mining as I did in the Sorowako photo-stories 

(23). However, while the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women shared similar stories of 

struggle, the Karonsi’e Dongi women had more to say about displacement and 

dispossession than the Sorowako women, showing an awareness of their unique position 

in relation to mining when compared with the Sorowako women. The Karonsi’e Dongi 

women shared twice as many photo-stories about land struggles than the Sorowako 

women. Also, the Karonsi’e Dongi women depicted inadequate housing and services, and 

underemployment as personal battles, while the Sorowako women sympathetically talked 

about their neighbour’s struggles. For example, many Karonsi’e Dongi women 

acknowledged that many of their people do not have a high school diploma and are 

therefore shut out of permanent forms of employment at the mining operation. They say 

that the mining company that has extracted nickel from their land owes them free and 

safe school transportation and electricity so that their children can do their school lessons 

in the evenings when it is dark. In their photo-stories, the Karonsi’e Dongi participants 
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reveal their consciousness of how their lives are affected by past and ongoing 

dispossession as a result of nickel mining in their community while the Sorowako women 

show their awareness of how their neighbours are affected by mining and how their 

struggles are similar but different than their neighbours with less status or clout. While 

resistance theorists such as Johansson and Vinthagen (2016) argue for a new framework 

of everyday resistance studies that excludes intent and consciousness from examination 

in favour of studying the deed or outcome of resistance, I found that the photovoice 

method, as deployed in my study, revealed that intent and consciousness is possible and 

important to uncover in accounts of resistance.  

 

The Karonsi’e Dongi women and Sorowako women both recognize and denounce 

the problems that have accompanied mining but they concur that the problems are more 

severe for the Karonsi’e Dongi women. A number of Karonsi’e Dongi women have 

engaged in hidden resistance, considered acts of first resort by Scott (1989), as well as 

open resistance, which is often thought of as acts of last resort or desperation when all 

other channels for change have closed. The Sorowako women have access to more of the 

benefits of the mining operation but they also struggle with the problems that mining has 

brought to their community and worry about Sorowako’s dependency on the mining 

operation. The women from both communities are similarly concerned about strip-mined 

mountains, pollution and living a long life that is secure and peaceful. As revealed in the 

photovoice project and supported by interviews and participant observations, the women 

revealed their lucid awareness of how mining controls their lives and how their social 

locations, both similar to and different from their neighbours, shape their responses to 
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mining, thus revealing a conscious intent in actions that can be named as resistance.  

 

In the final section of this chapter, I argue that the photovoice project provided fertile 

grounds for empathy to grow and solidarity to build across the communities, which is 

important for people challenging a mining company’s relentless propaganda that seeks to 

hamper dissent and solidarity with those who are worse off because of mining. This 

propaganda suggests that the benefits of mining make the sacrifices worth it. Further 

supporting the uncovering of intent and consciousness in accounts of resistance, the 

displays of empathy and solidarity in this photovoice project reveal a conscious intent to 

stand with those more oppressed by mining. 

 

Discomforting the Comforting Colonial Scripts of Mining With Storytelling 

 

This photovoice study supports multiple findings that show that resource 

extraction remains a colonial project that brings death, environmental degradation, 

increased poverty, violence and insecurity to host communities (Butler, 2014; Gordon 

and Webber, 2016; Kirsch, 2014; Kuyek, 2019). The daily realities depicted in the 

women’s body of work, in particular, the photo-stories by the Karonsi’e Dongi women, 

reveal that the women view the 50-year mining operation as being harmful to the 

existence of farmers and dishonest for failing to deliver on promises such as employment 

and access to services such as education, health care and drinking water. The Karonsi’e 

Dongi and Sorowako women’s photo-stories highlight themes that depict the negative 

aspects of mining, challenging “comforting scripts of mining executives” and claims of 



 
 

206 

goodness that serve to legitimize mining and colonial domination (Butler, 2015: 210). 

Before turning to the women’s photo-stories that challenge such colonial scripts, I 

describe the story being told by the mining industry and specifically Vale in Sorowako.  

 

The colonizing scripts of the mining industry, such as the white male subject 

bringing prosperity to poor Indigenous communities, work to justify practices that are 

clearly destructive to the earth and harmful to people (Butler, 2015). Such scripts and 

subjects have appeared in Sorowako’s history with mining. Inco’s early hiring practices 

perpetuated white supremacy and ethnic divisions. Inco filled its executive and 

managerial positions with white males from countries such as Canada and Australia. 

They hired Javanese as lower-level managers and locals from Sorowako or the island of 

Sulawesi as lower-paid workers (Robinson, 1986). Colonial narratives around mining 

persist to this day. For example, of the 150 Canadian mining executives operating in 

Africa that Butler recently studied, almost all of them were white males. They often 

spoke of themselves as well-intentioned ‘Good Canadians’ or ‘gentlemanly geologists’ 

while they ignored and buried brutal colonial histories linked to mining in Canada and 

abroad such as displacement of Indigenous peoples and violent suppression of worker 

strikes and resistance of local communities. Similarly, Vale’s colourful 118-paged 2015 

‘Welcome to Sorowako’ online publication mentions women and the Karonsi’e Dongi 

community each only one time. Women are mentioned when talking about a mall that 

sells women’s accessories. They are never quoted. Most of the photographs in the 

document are of men. Martinus Tomano from the Karonsi’e Dongi’s Indigenous Council 

is quoted saying that a waterfall called Meruruno, meaning ‘rumble’ in the local dialect, 
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used to have a strong flow of water (Vale, 2015: 7). The now quieter waterfall is one 

example of several in the Vale document that mentions changes in Sorowako but links 

none of those changes, including endangered species that used to be abundant, to mining. 

The reader is left guessing whether mining has contributed to such impacts.  

 

A blatant example of how Vale promotes a colonial narrative in Sorowako 

involves its selection of local and national winners for its 2019 Journalistic Writing and 

Photography Contest. The winning media, published in local and national press, included 

only material that portrayed Vale’s positive contributions to sustainable development and 

environmental management. Césaire (2001), Mbembe (2001) and other theorists on 

colonialism have noted how colonialists activate claims of goodness in racist packaging 

to justify colonial rule. The colonialists see themselves bringing civilization to needy 

Indigenous populations on resource-rich lands that only have value if the resources are 

mined. Mining companies such as Vale, referred to as the modern conquistadors, stand 

accused of threatening the land, resources and modes of existence of Indigenous peoples 

across the world (Federici, 2019; Gordon and Webber, 2016). By awarding journalists 

who write stories with headlines such as “Vale organizes civilization on land of disaster” 

and “When nickel's people turned a dump into a blessing,” in 2019, Vale is crudely 

activating the colonial claim of goodness as it dispossesses and exploits people to extract 

profits. Anti-colonial theorists have long challenged such claims (Césaire, 2001; Fanon, 

2004). In contrast to the mining industry’s publications, the photo-stories that the rural 

Indigenous women produced in this study predominantly portrayed their struggles and 

fears in relation to mining that the industry and media sideline and refuse to address.  
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It is becoming increasingly harder for mining companies to deny the impacts of 

their operations, which has led to them using different strategies such as engaging with 

their opponents and funding social development projects (Kirsch, 2014). Meanwhile, 

Indigenous and rural communities that need healthy lands and ecosystems to grow food 

consider the fight against destructive large-scale mining operations a life and death 

struggle (Cowman, 2016; Turner and Brownhill, 2004). This is especially apparent in the 

Karonsi’e Dongi families who are struggling to grow crops on abandoned mining land as 

well as with the women and widows in Sorowako who grow crops for income and 

sustenance and do not engage in wage labour at the mining operation. As noted by 

Morgan (2017) in a study about rural women’s resistance to palm oil extraction on the 

Indonesian island of Kalimantan, agricultural livelihoods may not have given the women 

material security but it did give them a degree of control over their future and decisions 

related to their land and livelihoods, more than becoming wage labourers in sectors that 

are precarious and favour the employment of men. In this study, photovoice participants 

from both communities spoke about how access to the land ensured that they survived as 

a community and as women, something they declared mining could not guarantee.  

 

Within the common theme that described life as a struggle in relation to mining, I 

teased out six sub-themes: (1) displacement and dispossession due to mining is making it 

harder for people to grow crops, and access forest products for income or daily needs; (2) 

housing is precarious; (3) services, including education, health care, electricity, 

sanitation, transportation and recreation, are inadequate; (4) a concern for the strip-mined 
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mountains; (5) employment is uncertain, and finally, (6) a wish for all in the community 

to grow old and in peace. I now discuss these six sub-themes, briefly contextualizing the 

struggles in relation to mining and noting similarities and differences in the ways in 

which the Karonsi’e Dongi women and the Sorowako women described their struggles. A 

key finding that I note is that the Karonsi’e Dongi women speak of their struggles as 

personal hardships while the Sorowako women describe similar struggles, not as their 

own, but rather as the experiences of their neighbours from different ethnic communities.  

 

“Farmers here only have rights to use the land:” Displacement and dispossession 

 

For centuries, communities around the world have been displaced and 

dispossessed of their natural resources and traditional ways of sustaining themselves from 

their natural surroundings for mining. Such displacement first enriched colonial empires 

then later served imperialist interests. Large-scale mining uses large amounts of water 

and chemicals to extract ore from the earth, thereby violating Indigenous worldviews to 

protect the land and water for future generations. First, Dutch colonial administrators in 

the early twentieth century then a mining company dictated the movements of the 

Indigenous peoples of the Sorowako region. The displacement and dispossession of the 

Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako farmers from their land began in a more organized way 

in the 1970s with the large-scale Inco nickel mining operation and has continued as the 

mining operations expanded. Before the 1970s, Sorowako women and men were 

cultivators of rice. Similar to other places in the world, women and men worked together 

to sustain their families and their communities as well as nature (Cielo and Sarzosa, 
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2018). With the onset of mining, men increasingly became wage labourers and providers 

of household income. Wages at the mining operation were often not enough to meet 

household needs so women and other family members continued to grow crops to earn 

enough income. Some women stopped cultivating rice and spent more time in the 

household, providing family care (Robinson, 1986). As depicted in several photo-stories, 

many people in the Sorowako region continue to make a living from gathering resources 

from the forest and growing rice and other crops despite the increased challenges of 

doing so.  

 

For the Karonsi’e Dongi people who have settled back on their traditional 

territory, growing food has been especially difficult because the land has been degraded 

and made dangerous by mining and the authorities constantly harass them with eviction 

and arrests. Twice as many Karonsi’e Dongi women (10) as Sorowako women (5) shared 

photo-stories showing how displacement and dispossession due to mining was making it 

harder to grow crops, and access forest products for income or daily needs. Kaila’s 

photograph of fruit trees in a field (Fig. 6.1) does not immediately show struggle but 

reading her accompanying story tells a grim history of displacement and dispossession of 

the Karonsi’e Dongi people. Specifically, Inco converted their traditional source of 

livelihood, a grove of fruit trees, into a world-class golf course for their executives and 

managers. Kaila remarked that the fruit trees the Karonsi’e Dongi people planted 70 years 

ago are evidence that the Karonsi’e Dongi people were present before mining. The fruit 

trees that Kaila’s ancestors planted still grow and provide shade to the golfing mining 

executives and managers but are no longer a source of income for her people.  
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Fig. 6.1. Kaila from the Karonsi’e Dongi community: These trees are our testimony that 
the Karonsi’e Dongi people were here. No one can say that the Karonsi’e Dongi people 
were not here. The Karonsi’e Dongi people planted these durian, mango, orange and 
dengen trees 70 years ago. Now our land and our trees have become Vale’s golf course. 
 

Besides Kaila, Grizelle and Vicki have parents who are openly active in the 

Karonsi’e Dongi resistance to mining. The younger generation of Karonsi’e Dongi 

leaders as well as Vicki’s mother Zaskia highlighted their community’s displacement and 

dispossession in their photo-stories. Kaila and Vicki talked about how the mining 

company had degraded the land, making it nearly impossible for them to grow crops. 

Kaila showed a picture of her father’s black pepper crop and explained, “Even when 

fertilizer is applied, it is hard to grow black pepper because of the stony ground.” Vicki, 

Zaskia and Grizelle described how the mining operation is imposing restrictions on where 

people can farm, gather firewood, and travel. Zaskia described how the authorities 

harassed Kaila’s father for growing crops on traditional Karonsi’e Dongi land. In another 

photo-story, Vicki noted how mining was making the forest a dangerous place: “This is 

the grave of Raymon. He died when he was young. He fell in an Inco test pit when he 
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was searching for wood in the forest . . .” In an interview, Ira, a 56-year-old Karonsi’e 

Dongi housewife with a grade five education, said that the authorities harass farmers like 

herself for growing crops on their land. The mining company claims it is their land, a 

statement she finds preposterous given that it is the land of her ancestors. She noted that 

Karonsi’e Dongi people have never been employed at the mining operation. Ira’s 

husband does not want to work for a contractor for the mine because it is temporary work 

that lasts maybe one year or three months. They believe it is better to grow crops.  

 

Besides growing crops on prohibited land, the Karonsi’e Dongi women are also 

accessing a dump on their land from which they are excluded. Zaskia and Vicki both 

noted that Vale does not allow them access to the company’s dump, though they go there 

anyway despite the risks of possible arrest and detention. Zaskia described how the dump 

is the place where women can scavenge products to sell and items for their homes. 

Zaskia’s photograph of a widow at the dump brought tears to the eyes of women from the 

Sorowako photovoice group. From the photo-stories of the Karonsi’e Dongi women, it is 

clear that their historical displacement and dispossession is an ongoing daily challenge 

that is felt more intensely for them than by the Sorowako photovoice participants, a 

situation that many of the Sorowako women also acknowledged in their photo-stories. 

Khadijah, a Sorowako woman, expressed concern that the Karonsi’e Dongi’s black 

pepper crops are said to be illegal. She wondered what the Karsonsi’e Dongi people will 

do if they are forced to stop growing food.  

 

While fewer Sorowako women raised the issue of struggling to farm and live on 
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their land, they still shared a deep concern for the families that are still dependent on the 

land for their livelihoods. Sorowako participant Tya, whose family is still farming and 

fishing in Lake Matano for supplemental income and sustenance, shared similar concerns 

to those of the Karonsi’e Dongi women over how mining had degraded the land and lake 

water, and had cut off access to land for growing crops, raising livestock and gathering 

wood (Fig. 6.2). Wanina, another Sorowako participant, noted how mining had 

dispossessed Sorowako farmers, once communal landholders: “Farmers here only have 

rights to use the land. They can’t own the land.” Elsa, who was living in nearby 

Wawondula and struggling to grow pepper and earn an income from various sources, 

noted that the protected status of some of Sorowako’s forest had made it illegal to cut 

trees. While the community is not allowed to access the protected forest area for 

products, Vale has been allowed to explore for nickel in the forest designated protected 

by the state. As we chatted on her porch in front of her dusty black pepper crop, 

surrounded by her six children, the cancer survivor told me that she wanted to move 

because her crops are failing due to the changing weather. From the photo-stories, we see 

that both communities share histories of dispossession, but for the Karonsi’e Dongi 

people, their dispossession is more acutely felt as they are not considered by the 

authorities to be landholders with a legitimate claim for compensation. They grow crops 

on a parcel of their traditional territory that they have reclaimed. They live and grow food 

on that land while the authorities do not support them and sometimes threaten them with 

displacement, stinging reminders of their dispossession.  
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Fig. 6.2. Tya from Sorowako: Limited access to the land has made the community plant 
gardens on the mountains that are not very far from lands that have been mined. If it does 
not rain for two days, people are forced to carry water to this area to water their crops.  
 

Just as Marx observed with the dispossession of English peasants during the 

advent of capitalism in the eighteenth century, the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako 

peoples in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have been partly, but not completely, 

detached from their subsistence activities and incorporated into capitalist markets. 

Specifically, capital accumulation requires separating producers from the means of 

production in a process that David Harvey (2005) refers to as “accumulation by 

dispossession,” which I discussed in more detail in Chapter 2. Accumulation by 

dispossession wipes out diverse living systems and erases Indigenous women as agents 

who have autonomous power or valid claims to land, knowledge and spirituality (Rose, 

1996; Savarese, 2016; Simpson, 2011). Therefore, accumulation by dispossession can be 

counted as a form of violence against women (Mies, 1998). The photo-stories by Kaila, 
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Vicki and Tya of themselves and their family members trying to farm on what is now 

degraded mining land and being harassed for doing so by authorities working on behalf 

of the mining operation also reveal that enclosures for capital accumulation are ongoing 

today. However, as Li (2010, 2014) noted in studies of peasants in Sulawesi, the same 

island as my study, not everyone has entered wage labour and some do their best to eke 

out a living the traditional way, processes I observed in both the Karonsi’e Dongi and 

Sorowako communities, and in particular in the Karonsi’e Dongi women’s photo-stories. 

Shut out of employment opportunities at the mine, several Karonsi’e Dongi families are 

attempting to survive as an ethnic group on their traditional land by growing crops.  

 

Beyond depicting struggles, another predominant theme found in the photo-stories 

celebrated Sorowako’s natural beauty, traditional livelihoods, way of life and culture. 

These photo-stories challenge the mining company and media’s depiction of Sorowako as 

a place of disaster in need of civilization through mining. By examining how people see 

their lives in relation to mining, their structural constraints as well as their membership in 

various social locations through their own visual storytelling creations, we are better able 

to understand their lives and acts of resistance, and specifically see how their 

consciousness of their structural constraints and their social locations grounds and shapes 

their forms of resistance. For example, the Sorowako women who appear to not be 

resisting mining display a kind of resistance that takes the form of empathy when they 

share photo-stories of their neighbours and speak with understanding and compassion 

concerning their struggles, which I discuss in the final section of this chapter.  
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Beyond presenting current struggles, photovoice participants uncovered 

subjugated knowledge and hidden history, which is under threat of being lost forever. 

This knowledge of history is important to the communities and is a fundamental part of 

their claims related to mining. Through these photo-stories, the women revealed their 

critical consciousness of their current circumstances, justifying their occupation and use 

of their land and its resources. Grizelle’s photo-story of the return of the Karonsi’e Dongi 

community to their traditional land and Kaila’s photo-story of the community’s fruit trees 

now located on the company’s golf course sparked lots of discussion among the women, 

with some noting that they were not aware of this history. Recovering Karonsi’e Dongi 

lands, history and culture has been a priority of the Karonsi’e Dongi community 

leadership since at least the year 2000. They regard it as a first step towards saving their 

Indigenous community (KRAPASKAD, 2003). Only one research participant, the oldest 

woman interviewed, 77-year-old Yuliana, had experienced the forced removal of her 

community during the violent DKI rebellion in the 1950s. The women’s photo-stories in 

combination with the information they provided in interviews tell a different story than 

the one being told by the mining industry. The mining industry’s story often begins with 

today where they play the part of the protagonist and the historical owners and users of 

the land are demonized as being in the way of development and progress. Vale’s 2015 

publication shares only a history of good relations between the local communities and 

itself and its predecessors. Missing from their history, as depicted in their museum in 

Sorowako and on their website, are the detentions of community leaders who refused to 

accept compensation for the confiscation of their lands for mining in the 1970s and 

missing almost completely from their history are the Karonsi’e Dongi people. New 
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generations or newcomers to the area not familiar with the region’s history may only see 

the Karonsi’e Dongi people squatting on mined land and not know why they have a 

historical claim and cultural connection to that land.  

 

The photo-stories disturb the perverse colonial logic of extractivism in the 

contemporary neoliberal era, in particular, questioning subjectivities and policies that 

prioritize resource extraction to the exclusion of other kinds of economic activity that 

may be more acceptable and preferred by communities where the resources are found. 

Butler (2015) noted that the dominant narratives told by Canadian mining executives 

about what they do, many of which I believe are similar for other multinational mining 

executives operating in the Global South, are fluid and ambiguous. Many of them see 

themselves as virtuous subjects doing good work in ‘besieged environments.’ According 

to them, they are successful and risk-taking entrepreneurs and explorers, innocent, well-

intentioned and ‘feeling men,’ capable of caring about others (Butler, 2015; Razack, 

2004), but other executives accept their role in colonial power relations, acting like ‘the 

callous capitalist’ who sees nothing wrong with controlling and exploiting foreign lands 

while denying the existence, rights and ways of life of local Indigenous peoples. 

Furthermore, Butler found that many of the executives did not speak about what they did 

in terms of sustainable development as she had expected given the attention to it by states 

since the 1990s but they were deploying more of the old colonial discourses that are rife 

with racism and myths of capitalist success. They feel entitled to their profits and to 

imposing domination and control over foreign lands while extolling the virtues of 

capitalist expansion and disparaging Indigenous peoples. Current Brazilian President Jair 
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Bolsonaro champions such discourses as he denies the rights of Indigenous peoples to 

lands in Brazil (Marques and Rocha). Vale, Brazil’s largest corporation after its banking 

firms, is perhaps less openly insensitive in their public relations materials than Bolsonaro 

but their recent media contest in Indonesia shows they champion their presence in 

Sorowako as a civilizing mission.  

 

Just as the oppressed are conscious of how the colonial project exploits, 

dominates and dehumanizes them, the people behind the structural violence of such 

projects are surely aware of their position and culpability in such dehumanizing processes 

(Sartre, 1963). Colonial scripts that portray mining executives as bringing goodness to the 

lands where they operate intentionally obscures and denies their role in the struggles 

faced by different groups of people, including rural Indigenous women who may feel 

more greatly the brunt of dispossession of lands and livelihoods.  

 

Conscious Expressions of Intersectional Oppression  

 

Found in the other five sub-themes under the predominant theme of life as a 

struggle in relation to mining are the women’s conscious expressions of the intersectional 

nature of their oppression. They are acutely aware that mining has resulted in different 

kinds of impacts and hardships for certain groups of people. As rural Indigenous women, 

they describe some of their struggles while noting the struggles of their neighbours who 

belong to a different ethnicity or live in a less-served region.  
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 “It is hard to leave your home that has many memories:” Precarious housing 
 

With the establishment of mining operations, housing often becomes a problem 

when large numbers of migrants come to an area seeking work in the industry. Sorowako 

is one of many locations where the local government’s lack of planning to house all 

residents during a population influx created conditions of substandard and precarious 

housing (Robinson, 1986). Housing in Sorowako includes enclaves with luxurious 

housing where the mine’s upper management live, modest homes in the old Sorowako 

village area where lower-ranked workers live, huts built with found materials in the 

Karonsi’e Dongi settlement, and shanties above Lake Matano. Multi-story apartment 

buildings are a new form of housing popping up in the western part of the town site that 

has been steadily expanding. Several Karonsi’e Dongi women (4) and Sorowako women 

(6) discussed precarious housing in their photo-stories. However, the Karonsi’e Dongi 

women spoke of their housing struggles while the Sorowako women expressed concern 

and empathy for their Lake Matano neighbours who were left homeless after a fire.  

 

Housing in the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement is simple in construction and built 

with materials that community members have been able to gather, including from the 

mining company’s dump. Grizelle wanted government assistance for better housing for 

the Karonsi’e Dongi people while Tantri lamented her neighbour’s suggestions that she 

improve her house. She said she cannot afford upgrades on her house and prefers to 

spend her earnings on her children’s education. Vicki noted that the mining company is 

restricting access to the dump, which she felt is wrong since the dump contained items 

that their homes could use (Fig. 6.3). More than a dozen women go to the dump every 
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day to scavenge materials despite the prohibition and risk of arrest. The Karonsi’e Dongi 

women’s photo-stories on housing reveal that they want the local government and mining 

company to take responsibility and lift restrictions to improve their living conditions.  

 

Fig. 6.3. Vicki from the Karonsi’e Dongi community: This is a house of a Karonsi’e 
Dongi person. We go to the Vale dump to get items for our house. There are many items 
that we can use that are dumped there like dressers. But now we are not allowed to go 
there. We’ve been restricted from going there for two years now. Before we used to go 
the dump. Now, there are still 15 people who go to the dump but they must travel further 
to enter. Security guards the area. There are those who enter and are threatened and 
brought to the police station. 
 

Four months before the photovoice project, a fire destroyed a number of homes on 

Lake Matano. Sorowako sisters Khadijah and Wanina, who live a block away from the 

location of the fire, described the struggles of the Lake Matano community in their photo-

stories. While many feel that the Lake Matano community should move to a safer and 

healthier location, Khadijah noted that some members of the community refuse to go 

because of their attachment to the area and the uncertainty of transportation and other 
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services in the location where the government proposes to move them (Fig. 6.4). Wanina 

felt there was a better solution to the Lake Matano housing crisis than what the 

government was imposing on the residents. She argued that the vacant mine workers’ 

houses, located closer to the market and other amenities, should be used as shelter for the 

people displaced by the fire.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 6.4. Khadijah from Sorowako: This woman is from the Bure community, one of the 
Sorowako Indigenous communities. She lost her home in the fire that destroyed many 
homes along Lake Matano. According to a local regulation, the community is not allowed 
to rebuild homes in that area but the Bure people feel that they still have rights to stay 
along the lake. Some have built homes there but it's not allowed and so their homes were 
demolished again. There are plans to move the people who lived along the lake to 
apartment buildings but many refused to go because they do not want to move from the 
place where they have lived all their lives. It is hard to leave your home that has many 
memories. 
 

As revealed in the photo-stories, housing for the Karonsi’e Dongi participants is 

inadequate. They built simple homes with one or two rooms when they reclaimed their 

land. They want support for better housing and access to the dump for furniture and 

wood. In contrast to the Karonsi’e Dongi people, the Sorowako participants have much 

better housing. Some of the participants live in their parents’ homes, houses that have had 
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years of upgrades. They used the photovoice platform to share the struggles of their 

neighbours the Lake Matano fire survivors who were defying orders and rebuilding their 

homes in the same location, on top of the lake, despite a plan to relocate the community a 

few kilometres away. While the government attempts to erase the Lake Matano 

community from its location, the Sorowako participants, through their photo-stories, gave 

a voice to this community. Again, we see how the photovoice participants are aware of 

their similar but different conditions and we also see the Sorowako participants showing 

empathy for their neighbours’ housing struggles.  

 

“My mother has no access to health care:” Inadequate social services 
 

Apartheid-like conditions that emerged in Sorowako as a result of the large-scale 

nickel mining operation are still in many ways apparent today. During the early decades 

of the mining operation, from the 1980s to the year 2000, there were separate health 

clinics, schools and recreational facilities for the Indigenous Sorowako locals and the 

mine staff, notably for staff of a certain rank and race (Glynn, 2006; Robinson, 1986). 

While access to some services such as water, health care and recreation improved in 

Sorowako, education continues to be out of reach for many children, in particular, for the 

Karonsi’e Dongi children whose parents cannot afford school fees, including school 

transportation costs. Most of the Karonsi’e Dongi women that I interviewed did not have 

a high school education. However, as observed in the Ecuadorian Amazon affected by oil 

development (Cielo and Sarzosa, 2018), Karonsi’e Dongi women want their children to 

have access to a formal education so they can enter the labour market. 

 



 
 

223 

Inadequate or absent social services, such as education, health care, electricity, 

sanitation, transportation and recreation, was a theme noted almost evenly in the work of 

Karonsi’e Dongi women (n=8) and Sorowako women (n=7). However, the Karonsi’e 

Dongi’s photo-stories of lacking services were personal while the Sorowako participants 

spoke of the services that their neighbours were lacking. Melanie, a young mother 

married to a Karonsi’e Dongi man, said, “I hope my child can get good schooling, high 

education and not be like her parents. Here, only those who finished high school can be 

counted. There is no one with a university degree.” Melanie also expressed concern over 

lacking health care in a photo-story about her mother’s life (Fig. 6.5). In this photo-story, 

Melanie offered a perspective of the struggles of newcomers seeking a better life in 

Sorowako. Her mother came to Sorowako from the nearby island of Ambon as a young 

woman with her husband. She hoped to find employment and a better life in Sorowako 

but securing gainful employment was always a struggle for her and now with her vision 

deteriorating, she is not able to work or access health care for her vision. Meanwhile, 

Grizelle, the daughter of a Karonsi’e Dongi community leader, felt that the newcomers 

benefit more from mining, while the Indigenous communities suffer the adverse 

consequences of mining. The mining company promised services to the community, 

however, Grizelle noted that accessing health care is difficult. She said that members of 

her community can get a discount but they must be able to prove they are poor enough by 

submitting what she called a “poor letter,” which is a struggle to get. In an interview, Sari 

shared Grizelle’s feelings about mining, stating that there are benefits related to mining 

but they do not come to the Karonsi’e Dongi people. 
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Fig. 6.5. Melanie from the Karonsi’e Dongi community: This is my mother and child. My 
parents are from Ambon and they came to Sorowako 17 years ago. They came looking to 
make money because they heard about the Inco mine here. My mother used to wash 
clothes for an Inco worker but now she can’t see so she can’t work. She had to pay for a 
cataract operation and for the medicine... My parents came to Sorowako because it was 
said that Sorowako was a place to achieve your dreams but really life has been hard in 
Sorowako. It has not been like a dream. My mother has no access to health care. 
 

Vicki, regarded as an emerging leader in the Karonsi’e Dongi community, spoke 

of the struggle to keep electricity in her community. She took a picture of the Vale 

external relations office and said: “We are accused of stealing electricity…. Vale uses the 

electricity to light up streets and washrooms that are not in use while the Karonsi’e Dongi 

need the electricity more.” She argued that the Karonsi’e Dongi children need lights in 

their home so they can do their schoolwork in the evening. Vicki also noted her concerns 

over unsafe school transportation for Karonsi’e Dongi children (Fig. 6.6). Her 14-year-

old daughter was tragically killed on a motorcycle on her way home from school in 2014. 

She shared a picture of her husband at the site of her daughter’s accident and said, 
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“Inco/Vale promised to make safe school transportation available but this promise has yet 

to be fulfilled. I want there to be a safe bus for the Karonsi’e Dongi children to go to 

school.” Here, the women from Indigenous and newcomer communities voice how their 

struggles stem from broken promises of jobs and social services that mining was 

supposed to deliver.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 6.6. Vicki from the Karonsi’e Dongi community: This is the place of my daughter’s 
fatal motorcycle accident. She was in middle school. Every year there are accidents here 
and children die. Inco/Vale promised to make safe school transportation available but this 
promise has yet to be fulfilled. I want there to be a safe bus for the Karonsi’e Dongi 
children to go to school. 
 

Several women noted the stark differences in the quality of services, such as 

waste management, across different communities in the Sorowko region in their photo-

stories. Vicki said: “We would like the Karonsi’e Dongi village to be like the Vale 

workforce housing site. Their yards are clean and our streets should also be clean. But 

they dump their garbage here, like we are not human.” Beina, a Sorowako woman acted 

in solidarity with her Karonsi’e Dongi neighbours when she denounced the mining 
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contractors’ dump on Karonsi’e Dongi land and the impacts it could have on Lake 

Matano and human health in one of her photo-stories. She stated, “If it rains, garbage and 

dangerous chemicals could enter the lake. It stinks and ruins the air. If this continues, this 

area will become a place for mosquitos to breed, a source of dengue fever.” Kamila, a 

Sorowako participant, linked her concerns with improper waste management to the 

newcomers who had come to Sorowako to work at the mining operation. In one photo-

story, she showed a picture of a dump of plastic waste and said, “Some of it comes from 

domestic waste from Sorowako, a town that is about 70% newcomers who work at the 

Vale mine.” While Kamila displayed some resentment towards newcomers for dumping 

garbage in her community in this photo-story, she placed the blame on inadequate waste 

management on the mining company in another photo-story. Kamila, describing the 

longstanding issue of containing F-Lagoon (Fig. 6.7), shared, “This is F-Lagoon, where 

the Vale workers' domestic waste is dumped. There are people fishing here but the fish 

can't be safe to eat.” Kamila wants the mining company to take responsibility for 

containing the lagoon so it no longer poses a risk to human health or Lake Matano. 

Again, we see the Sorowako women aware of numerous problems related to mining, 

including problems that are experienced by the Karonsi’e Dongi people.   
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Fig. 6.7. Kamila from Sorowako: This is F-Lagoon, where the Vale workers' domestic 
waste is dumped. There are people fishing here but the fish can't be safe to eat. The 
government and company promised to contain this lagoon several years ago but up until 
now they have yet to do it. F-Lagoon is also place where cows are tied. The waste here 
moves into the river and enters the lake when it rains. This place needs to be cleaned up. 
When it rains, it stinks. I am disappointed with the government and the mining company 
for not taking care of this problem. The community have held demonstrations calling for 
F-Lagoon to be contained since 2007. I hope F-Lagoon can be contained immediately.   
 

The photo-stories of Beina, Kamila, Khadijah, Vicki, Melanie and Wanina 

pointed out that mining is having uneven effects on different people in the Sorowako 

region. The people permanently employed at the mining operation have access to services 

and housing while the Indigenous Karonsi’e Dongi people and people in outlying regions 

have limited to no access to such services and to secure housing. Beina, who recently 

graduated with a Bachelors degree and was well on her way to working at the mining 

operation, expressed concern for her neighbours who she felt were not being treated fairly 
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in relation to mining. As previously mentioned, Beina is concerned about how Karonsi’e 

Dongi land is being used as a dumping ground for mine contractors. In another photo-

story, she expressed concern about the lack of services, such as education, for people 

living in nearby Matano Village. Kamila also noted the disparity in the quality of services 

between communities. In one photo-story, Kamila described how the recreational 

infrastructure at Lake Matano is maintained when the mine’s workforce use it but left to 

fall into disrepair when workers of a certain rank in the company move on to new 

recreational facilities. Here, we see that the women are aware of how one’s social 

location affects the quality of social service delivered to them.  

 

The women in my study do not deny the benefits related to mining in their 

community but they challenge the notion that everyone benefits equally from mining and 

that mining does no harm. In interviews, Siti and Eka, both from Sorowako, noted that 

the mining operation had enhanced roads and made information from the outside easier to 

access in Sorowako while Nur and Aulia, also residents of Sorowako, noted that mining 

means that children can go to school and work. In interviews, many of the women 

expressed a desire to reap some of the benefits of mining, especially employment, but 

were not sure if the costs, such as pollution, were worth it. 

 

The structural violence found in places of resource extraction with inadequate 

social services is deeply felt in Sorowako where the lives of Karonsi’e Dongi people have 

been cut short due to unsafe school transportation and inadequate health care. The 

photovoice project thus not only resulted in participants shining light on the subjects of 
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the photo-stories and how different groups of people experience mining, they also tell us 

something about the participant photographers. Many of the photographers revealed 

empathy towards their subjects, telling stories of compassion and support for those more 

disenfranchised by mining, which I discuss later in this chapter.  

 

“There is not one Karonsi’e Dongi person on this list:” Uncertain employment  

 

Employment is an obvious struggle for people in the Sorowako region and it 

influences how people act, noted Beina, a Sorowako participant who was training to work 

at the mining operation during the photovoice project. Protests regularly occur in 

Sorowako over lacking employment opportunities for local people. While many 

Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako people continue to demand recognition of land rights and 

compensation, they also try to gain access to wage labour, a phenomenon observed in 

other parts of Sulawesi (Li, 2010). For people in Sorowako, permanent employment at 

the mining operation ensures that they have access to decent essential services. However, 

for many, in particular for the Karonsi’e Dongi people, obtaining permanent work at the 

mining operation has not occurred. A number of women I interviewed noted that insecure 

employment has affected families and is linked to incidences of domestic violence.  

 

 Two Karonsi’e Dongi women shared photo-stories of their community members 

being denied employment at the mining operation. Zaskia wanted local women to work in 

the mining company’s plant nursery, a job she saw as being women’s work, while one of 

Melanie’s photo-stories highlighted the struggles of her husband (Zaskia’s grandson) and 
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all Karonsi’e Dongi people to gain employment at the mining operation: “This is the 

posted list of names of people who passed one of the tests to work at Vale. There is not 

one Karonsi’e Dongi person on this list. Every year, Karonsi’e Dongi people take the test 

and every year none of them pass the test. My husband, a Karonsi’e Dongi man, took the 

test twice and he has yet to pass it.” Danika who was also living in the Karonsi’e Dongi 

settlement of Bumper noted that Indigenous people are rarely hired by Vale. Danika 

explained: “Actually, there are benefits. Some people are able to get work but it's still 

mostly people from outside. It's not easy for local people to get work at Vale.” A 2016 

report by the Indigenous Peoples' Alliance of the Archipelago (AMAN) revealed that 20 

Karonsi’e Dongi people living at the Bumper settlement, 35 per cent of the population, do 

temporary contract work at the Vale operation. Of the other Karonsi’e Dongi people 

surveyed, 22 per cent are farmers, 25 per cent do various other work such as construction, 

and 18 per cent are unemployed.  

 

The stress of insecure and temporary work has torn apart families and specifically 

harmed women. While not noted in the photo-stories, two women confided in interviews 

that they had experienced domestic violence. Other women said that domestic abuse, 

spousal separation and the contract wife phenomenon were realities that were not 

experienced in Sorowako before the mining operation. Melanie, whose parents came to 

Sorowako seeking a better life, left Sorowako and her husband to work in the province’s 

capital in Makassar months after the photovoice project. She left her five-year-old 

daughter with Zaskia, the child’s great-grandmother. Meanwhile, Danika, a Sorowako 

woman living in the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement, explained the contract wife 
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phenomenon when sharing a story about her niece in Sorowako. She said, “She is the 

child of my younger sister who was left by her husband after they were married. Her 

husband was a worker at the mine. Her husband left just like that, didn’t give money for 

the child for daily needs. This happens a lot here. When the contract work with the mine 

is over, the men leave and are not responsible for the children they leave behind.” 

Robinson (1986) wrote about the contract wife phenomenon in Sorowako in the 1980s. 

When I asked the Karonsi’e Dongi photovoice participants if the contract wife 

phenomenon is still occurring today, they confirmed that it is affecting many women in 

their community. Here we see the participants aware of how mining affects them based 

on their social locations, specifically as Indigenous women without economic security 

whose families and lives are shaped by their relationships to their husbands and male 

relatives who have precarious work at the mining operation.  

 
 Access to employment at the mining operation is one of the major concerns that 

Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako people share. Sorowako youth and workers who have 

been terminated, some close to retirement, have occupied buildings and protested in the 

streets to demand permanent work at the mining operation. Meanwhile, the Karonsi’e 

Dongi people have been completely shut out of permanent work at the mining operation. 

I have observed that precarious employment both hampers and provokes resistance to 

mining in Sorowako. A number of women noted their fear of openly protesting mining 

because the mine provides them with income. However, the lack of access to 

employment has led to open protests. These protests have also brought the communities 

together to support other demands besides employment, such as a just resolution to land 

conflicts.  
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“Take a picture of the mountains around Sorowako before they are gone or mined:” 
Strip-mined mountains 
 

Besides worrying about income, housing and access to services, the photovoice 

participants expressed concern for their natural surroundings. Resource extraction often 

changes people’s relationship to their natural environments. Cielo and Sarzosa (2018: 10) 

argue that the “importance of women's role in the defence of territory is not only 

explained by the threat of material dispossession (Harvey, 2005) that resource 

exploitation involves, but must also consider the extractive industry's subsumption (Hardt 

1999) of inhabitant's affective relationships with their surroundings.” The Karonsi’e 

Dongi and Sorowako participants’ love for their home was evident as they proudly 

showed me various stunning places in Sorowako during my field visit.  

 

Several mountains and hills surrounding Sorowako’s plateau have been strip-

mined. Karonsi’e Dongi participants (n=2) and Sorowako participants (n=3) almost 

evenly shared anxieties over the strip-mined mountains in their photo-stories. These 

photo-stories described how strip mining of the mountains had destroyed the view of 

Sorowako and was potentially harming Lake Matano. They also expressed the need to 

reclaim the mountains to prevent landslides and flooding. Siti, one of the Sorowako 

participants, showed a picture of a strip-mined mountain on Karonsi’e Dongi land and 

noted, “It has already been 40 years that this area has been mined and it has yet to be 

reclaimed.” One of the older photovoice participants at age 50, Siti recalled the 

community being colder and wondered if the mountains that are now stripped of trees 

was making her community hotter. Tya, a Sorowako teacher, showed two photographs, 
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juxtaposing the image of a green mountain with that of a strip-mined mountain (see Fig. 

6.8).  She said, “My friend told me to take a picture of the mountains around Sorowako 

before they are gone or mined.” Danika, who was living in the Karonsi’e Dongi 

settlement at the foot of one of the strip-mined mountains, worried about how mining the 

mountains was causing flooding and landslides. She said, “One by one the mountains are 

mined, the place where we live is being destroyed.” Khadijah from Sorowako lamented 

the lack of revegetation of the mountains in a photo-story of her bare feet on a very dry 

and cracked mountain. Across the communities, the women voiced concern for their 

mountains in their photo-stories as well as in their interviews. 

 
 
Fig. 6.8. Tya from Sorowako: My friend told me to take a picture of the mountains 
around Sorowako before they are gone or mined. On the left, you see the forest of 
Sorowako that is still green and protects the community from floods and drought. On the 
right, the forest of Sorowako that used to exist is not there anymore; the area has been 
mined and is now arid.  
 
 
“Hopefully we can all grow as old as this tree on our land:” A life of security and peace 

 

The final sub-theme found under the common theme that described life as a 

struggle in relation to mining described a desire to grow old and in peace despite the 

uncertainty. Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women noted their community’s dependency 



 
 

234 

on the mining operation while also wishing for a resolution to the various social and 

environmental problems caused by the industry.  

 

Tya, whose 32-year-old twin sister died of illness the year before, shared in one of 

her photo-stories: “Hopefully we can all grow as old as this tree on our land.” In 2013, 

Tya’s sister told me she was concerned about the potential health impacts of the mine and 

smelter in an interview. Zaskia, a Karonsi’e Dongi great-grandmother, showed a picture 

of her Karonsi’e Dongi husband, Pak Hussan, a community leader, besieged with feelings 

of frustration and insecurity: “My husband is crying. He is asking why must our 

community have to keep facing problems. I told him that’s the way it is in our struggle.” 

While expressing worries that the mining and smelting operation was causing sickness, 

violence and undesirable changes to their culture, the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako 

women hope for a long and better life for themselves, their families and neighbours. 

These photo-stories revealed that the women in both communities have similar fears and 

desires for themselves, their families and their communities. By sharing their worst fears, 

hardest losses and earnest hopes, the participants challenge comforting colonial scripts 

that present mining as solely a force of good for people who should just accept mining.  

 

Empathy as Conscious Resistance to Mining 

 

Despite differences that could easily fester into divisions between the two 

struggling communities, photovoice participants expressed empathy for other participants 

and the subjects of the photographs, particularly for women, widows and the survivors of 
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the Lake Matano house fire. Having empathy can be regarded as a form of resistance to 

the callous individualist subjects that neoliberalism and capitalism nurture. Marx and 

theorists who followed him such as Polanyi (2001) and Brown (2015) have argued that 

capitalism produces entrepreneurial subjects who calculate their economic self-interests 

and alienate people, turning their labour into a commodity to be bought and sold on the 

market. In a neoliberal society, Brown (2015: 110) argues that, “No longer are citizens 

most importantly constituent elements of sovereignty, members of publics, or even 

bearers of rights. Rather, as human capital, they may contribute to or be a drag on 

economic growth…” Neoliberal capitalist societies fetishize individualism and compel 

“the subject to become a responsible self-investor and self-provider” (Brown, 2015: 84). 

A situation that has only intensified under neoliberalism, with more and deeper cuts to 

social programs, people are forced to be flexible and adaptable, willing to assume the 

burden of risks that the state once shouldered. They are expected to rationalize their risks 

and cope in a capitalist society that rewards competition (Lemke, 2014). Acting in a 

compassionate way towards other humans and life forms is thus a subversive act under 

capitalist social relations since it troubles commodification of land and labour, and the 

creation of self-maximizing entrepreneurial human subjects.  

 

In several photo-stories of this study, the women set aside their own self-

interested demands and instead drew attention to the needs and suffering of others in a 

way that cannot be labelled ‘miscompassion’ (LaMothe, 2019: 287). Some mining 

executives see themselves as wealthy entrepreneurs who help people. Their corporations 

spend money in the communities and run schools and hospitals. However, they exercise 
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what LaMothe calls ‘miscompassion,’ a kind of “compassion can function to actually 

hide the sources of the suffering that result from the market, which means, in these cases, 

that compassion colludes with the principalities and powers” (295-296). The women of 

this study acted in a compassionate way when they called into questioned structures that 

are sources of suffering, such as Beina’s photo-stories on how the mining company and 

authorities have failed to provide adequate social services for the Karonsi’e Dongi and 

Lake Matano peoples. The women’s photo-stories, such as Khadijah’s admiration of 

women farmers, Wanina’s suggested housing alternative for the Lake Matano fire 

survivors, and Beina’s imaginings of eco-tourism providing revenue for her community, 

confront the systems that contribute to the suffering of their neighbours while also 

conjuring up alternatives to mining that may protect what they love about their land and 

people. According to LaMothe (2019: 297), “compassion is subversive because it 

contradicts—in the act itself and in public denunciations—the principalities, powers, and 

exploitive violence of capitalism. Compassion’s power, in this instance, is both the power 

associated with direct actions of empathic witnessing and the power of publicly calling to 

account those (and their systems) responsible for the suffering.” By choosing to highlight 

the struggles of their neighbours who are more harmed by mining, the women displayed 

the uneven impacts of Vale’s operations, which I regard as intentional resistance.   

 

The women’s photo-stories displaying empathy and compassion resist the cruelty 

and indifference that is encouraged in capitalist society. Empathy communicates 

“interest, acceptance, compassion, tolerance, respect, forbearance, understanding, 

closeness, separateness” (Aragno 2008: 733 in Dreyer, 2018). Empathy can resist 
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hegemonic structures since it complicates narratives that are too simple and tidy that 

serve domination and oppression (Dreyer, 2018; Schick, 2019). According to 

Brueggemann (as cited in LaMothe, 2019: 285), “Compassion constitutes a radical form 

of criticism, for it announces that the hurt is to be taken seriously, that the hurt is not to 

be accepted as normal and natural but is an abnormal and unacceptable condition for 

humanness.” In several of the women’s photo-stories, they displayed empathy for others 

who are similar but also unlike themselves by talking about their struggles in ways that 

did not place the blame on the people but on their social conditions.    

 

The empathy expressed in the women’s photo-stories revealed that they 

understood the challenges of their neighbours because they too had experienced them and 

not because of an essentialist fallacy that women naturally have a capacity to care more. 

For example, two Sorowako participants called for improvements to the Karonsi’e Dongi 

community. Beina called for the end of illegal dumping by Vale’s contractors on 

Karonsi’e Dongi land and Siti called for the reclamation of a mined mountain 

overlooking the Karonsi’e Dongi community. Improper waste disposal and mined 

mountains are two problems that obviously affect both communities. In the convergence 

that brought the two photovoice groups together, the Sorowako participants expressed 

sympathy for the struggles of Vicki who lost her daughter in a motorcycle accident, and 

for the women scavenging for food in the dump, the subject of Zaskia’s photo-story. By 

creating a safe space for empathy to be expressed, such as in a photovoice group 

discussion, difficult emotions can be brought to the surface and addressed (Dreyer, 2018). 

As explained in more detail in Chapter 9, by bringing the women from the two different 
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Indigenous communities together, they deepened their understanding of their neighbours’ 

struggles and had a platform to voice their solidarity with their neighbours.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In summary, the photo-stories that presented life as a struggle in relation to 

mining revealed the consciousness of the photovoice participants of their positions in 

relation to the mining operation, namely how mining is linked to how they are oppressed, 

dispossessed and exploited. The women’s photo-stories not only powerfully counter the 

industry’s narrative that mining is beneficial to everyone in local communities, the study 

also confirms the participants’ knowledge of the intersectional nature of the structural 

violence that people dispossessed by mining face on a daily basis. Across the Indigenous 

communities, the Karonsi’e Dongi community feel their dispossession more and are 

preoccupied by daily struggles to survive as told in the photo-stories about their lives. 

Meanwhile, the Sorowako women shared similar struggles but often spoke of these 

struggles as being experienced by their neighbours. As women, they know that their 

responses to mining may affect their employment or the employment of their husbands 

and relatives who do not have secure work at the mining operation. Both groups of 

women are also aware of their class position and how they and their family members are 

exploited by mining.  

 

The photo-stories challenge colonial myths, specifically revealing and promoting 

caring subjects, and uncovering subjugated history, which further deepened 
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consciousness of some of the participants of how their oppression is related to historical 

and ongoing structures that facilitate mining as well as their social locations including 

their ethnicity, gender and class. While some of the Sorowako people obtain work at the 

mining operation, albeit with difficulty, the Karonsi’e Dongi people have been 

completely shut out of the permanent jobs at the mining operation. They also deal with 

degraded cropland, no electricity, mounds of improperly disposed garbage and ongoing 

harassment from the authorities for living and accessing resources on their traditional 

land. The Sorowako women who appear not to be resisting mining at all exhibited a kind 

of resistance in their photo-stories that took the form of empathy when they shared photo-

stories of their neighbours and spoke with understanding and compassion for their 

struggles, a topic I explore more in Chapter 9.  

 

Also found in many of the photo-stories that shared the theme of struggle was an 

awareness of what was special about their lives that they wish to protect. These photo-

stories challenge Vale’s depiction of Sorowako as being better off with mining by 

showing that Sorowako is much more than a place of rich nickel deposits. These photo-

stories by Indigenous women also reveal their connection to the land, which tends to get 

erased when resource extraction occurs. I consider these photo-stories to be artefacts of 

storied presencing, which I describe in more detail in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 7 

“Here You Can See the Sun and Swim”: Resistance Through Storied Presencing 

 

“Actually Sorowako is very beautiful,” said Danika of her community. Several 

photo-stories in this study showcase the natural beauty and traditional culture of the 

peoples of the Sorowako region, while also expressing concern for how mining is 

threatening cropland, forests, mountains, Lake Matano and culture. Sorowako is much 

more than a place of rich nickel reserves, strip mining, smelting, and dammed rivers. 

Sorowako and other neighbouring communities are nestled along parts of Lake Matano, a 

deep and vast lake teeming with fish. The land is fertile, a place where farmers grow 

spices and rice in valleys surrounded by forested mountains. Many ethnic groups call this 

region home. When asked to tell the stories of their lives, many women of this study 

chose to highlight the special attributes of their home, many of which they see mining 

jeopardizing. The women’s visual articulations of their ways of being and acting in the 

world confront destructive resource extraction by revealing their ways of relating to 

nature and people, ways that are often disrupted or destroyed by mining. These photo-

stories that celebrate what is special about their home show that the women are using 

storytelling to assert their presence and resist resource extraction with conscious intent.  

 

In this chapter, I first discuss two conflicting landscapes of Sorowako: agriculture 

and extraction. Despite being a location of nickel mining and smelting, Sorowako is also 

a place where the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako people farm, gather forest products and 

fish. I find that the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women have a strong place 
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attachment that is related to their everyday resistance to the harms caused by mining. In 

part two of this chapter, I argue that this research on Indigenous women’s resistance is 

desire-based and not damage-centred, a demand that Tuck (2009) makes on researchers 

working with Indigenous communities. Specifically, I discuss how the women’s photo-

stories about their home are examples of storied presencing and survivance, which 

involves conscious expressions of being and acting in the world in ways that resist 

resource extraction. In the final section of this chapter, I note that more Sorowako women 

than Karonsi’e Dongi women talk about their home as being special in the photovoice 

project. However, I observe that the Karonsi’e Dongi women often showcase what is 

special about their homes in other venues.  

 

The photovoice method when paired with other methods of inquiry such as 

participant observations and interviews is an excellent way to uncover the ways that the 

participants consciously resist in subtle ways in their everyday lives. Other methods may 

not have uncovered such perspectives. For example, in a recent paper by Robinson 

(2019), the formalisation of customary rights to land in Indonesia is scrutinized using the 

claims of the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako communities. Through the examination of 

non-governmental reports and interviews with company and government officials, 

Robinson describes a certain degree of success by the Karonsi’e Dongi in pushing forth 

their claims but argues that their use of customary rights has harmed the claims of the 

neighbouring Indigenous communities. Based on my research with the communities, 

Robinson’s paper fails to fully appreciate the Karonsi’e Dongi community’s struggles, 

their presence on the land, and therefore their claims to the land and their resistance. In 
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this visual storytelling project, the participants provide a number of reasons for why they 

resist mining on their lands, further revealing conscious intent in their resistance. They 

make a compelling case for their historical claim to the area. The photo-stories that 

register their active presence on the land and describe what is sacred about home defy the 

completeness of their displacement and dispossession. 

 

Rural Sorowako as a Place of Agriculture and a Place of Extraction  

 

Home means different things to different people and to understand resistance to 

mining, it is important to examine the landscape where mining occurs and the kinds of 

relationships that people have to the land where they live. Rural Sorowako, like many 

other rural communities around the world, is home to two different and conflicting 

landscapes. Agricultural and extractive landscapes co-exist, where rice paddies, black 

pepper crops and Lake Matano define Sorowako as much as the strip-mined mountains 

and smelter. Before large-scale nickel mining began in Sorowako, people in the region 

sustained themselves and their families by growing rice, spices and other crops, fishing 

and foraging for forest products (Glynn, 2006; Robinson, 1986). Still today, based on my 

observations and responses to interviews I conducted with women, many people in the 

Sorowako region make a living by growing food and fishing and some supplement 

income from the mining operation with work in agriculture and fishing. Despite 

tumultuous changes to Sorowako over recent decades, residents exhibit a strong sense of 

attachment to their place, which serves as a source of resistance. Place attachment is part 

of an everyday politics of resistance, vital to individual and collective struggles in a 
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future that is uncertain (Groves, 2015; Morse and Mudgett, 2017). In this section, I 

describe how mining has changed the land and way of life for different groups of people 

in Sorowako. I argue that Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women are voicing resistance 

to these changes by articulating an attachment to their place in their photo-stories.  

 

People with a strong attachment to a place root their connection in memories of 

shared experiences, feelings of belonging or comfort, a love of the landscape and family 

ties (Baldwin et al., 2017; Beckley, 2003; Morse and Mudgett, 2017; Wynveen et al., 

2017). Within a community and even among individuals, notions of place are multiple, 

conflictual, complicated and fluid. Ideas about place are also affected by social position. 

The kinds of meanings that people ascribe to a place often play a vital role in its 

protection (Beckley, 2003; Brehm et al., 2011). “It is very possible that the most 

important symbols in many places are landscape features—a mountain, an old-growth 

grove, a wetland, or a river. Mining the mountain, cutting the old growth, draining the 

wetland, or damming the river, strikes at the heart of some individuals’ or groups’ 

attachment to place” (Beckley 2003: 109). As evident in the one of the most predominant 

themes of the photovoice study, Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women worry that 

mining could harm the natural and cultural landscapes of their home.   

 

Mountains, one by one, have been strip-mined around the Sorowako plateau. 

Danika, originally from Sorowako but living in the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement of 

Bumper with her extended Karonsi’e Dongi family, said: “Sorowako is really beautiful 

but the mountains have been stripped. It ruins the view at Sorowako… The mined 
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mountains can cause landslides and flooding. We can’t grow trees because the land is no 

longer fertile. There is no habitat left for wildlife such as birds, monkeys, deer, snakes 

and pigs.” While many women in this photovoice project expressed concern for the 

mountains abandoned after mining, Vale has celebrated their post-mining revegetation 

and soil reclamation. The company appears to be responding to demands to plant native 

trees by highlighting its efforts to grow ebony, which has become an endangered tree 

species in the area (Vale, 2015). However, there is a fear that the mountains will never be 

the same again. When describing Solia Mountain, a mountain that Vale had recently 

strip-mined, Khadijah from Sorowako, said, “During the dry season, it is dry… There is a 

plan to revegetate the mountain but it has yet to be done by the company. I hope this area 

can be revegetated.” Many of the women who talked about the mountains in their photo-

stories displayed an uncertainty about whether their mountains will serve the same 

functions in the future, including providing a source of livelihood and beauty.  

 

The mountains are a place where people have accessed forest products such as 

damar and resin for centuries but mining has made it difficult for people to access the 

forest for products to sell (Robinson, 1986, 2002). When Inco began acquiring land in the 

1970s, many Sorowako farmers resisted the compensation offered for their lands because 

they felt it to be an unfair amount for all that they were losing. Notably, Sorowako 

community leader Andi Baso was jailed for resisting the land deal (Glynn, 2006). The 

compensation offered to the Sorowako people for their land did not include the loss of the 

forest commons that the community members accessed for a livelihood. The land deals 

made in the 1970s, explained in greater detail in Chapter 4, continued to haunt Inco and 
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now also challenge Vale as people remembered how unfairly the land was taken. 

However, similarly to other communities affected by mining, community members have 

little power or influence over how the nickel is mined. Local or national government 

bodies rarely challenge the mining company and when they do, the company retaliates 

and the governments back down. For example, when government bodies called for a halt 

to mining in protected forests, Inco threatened to take the matter to international 

arbitration and the government responded by legally exempting Inco from protected 

forest laws (Siti Maimunah, 2012).  

 

While communities have little say on how resources are mined, resource 

extraction nonetheless makes communities economically dependent in ways that 

traditional farming, especially regenerative agricultural practices, does not. In their 

photo-stories, Khadijah and Wanina, two Sorowako sisters who were not married at the 

time of the photovoice project, pointed out how growing food allows women to survive, 

including when they are widowed or separated from their husbands. Other Sorowako 

women worried about their community’s dependency on the mining operation. These 

Sorowako women felt that mining had already degraded the land and denied them 

alternative ways to make a living. Khadijah noted that mining has impeded the gathering 

of forest products because it has clearcut the forests in the vicinity of the community. 

Ebony, as previously mentioned, is one of many species that have become increasingly 

scarce in the forests of the Sorowako region (PT Vale, 2015). Siti, a Sorowako 

photovoice participant and mother of five children, asked, “When there is no mining, 

what will our children do?” Here, Siti displays the complexities of resistance to mining 
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that does not involve outright opposition to the mine. In the Sorowako case, the women 

are not calling for the closure of the mine. They know that their region is dependent on 

the mine for employment and services. However, this study shows that women are not 

fully consenting to mining. Through their photo-stories that celebrate that which mining 

often destroys or takes away, such as fertile land to grow crops and Sorowako’s 

mountains, they show they are resisting the aspects of mining that are not acceptable to 

them and their community.   

 

Besides the mountains and fertile land, another natural feature that the photovoice 

participants cherish is Lake Matano. Beina from Sorowako said, “Ide Beach at Lake 

Matano is a public space and personal place of inspiration.” Kamila from Sorowako said, 

“Lake Matano must be protected. This is the second largest lake in Indonesia.” In a 

photo-story by Solia, also from Sorowako, she said, “Life in Sorowako cannot be 

separated from the lakes. This is activity to clean up Lake Matano on Ide Beach on 

Sunday by church youth group. This is a very good activity because they care.” 

 

In terms of changes to the cultural landscape, according to a number of women I 

interviewed, mining in the area brought sex work and a culture of drinking alcohol to 

their community. Wanina noted that the changes conflict with the Muslim religion, the 

predominant religion in Sorowako. Communities experiencing resource extraction face 

numerous disruptions such as the arrival of large numbers of men seeking work at the 

mining operation, increased rates of alcohol and drug consumption, and infrastructure 

deficits (Goldenberg et al., 2008). Robinson’s political economy of mining in Sorowako 
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(1986: 229) discussed how locals saw these changes: “Many married men became 

involved with women of dubious virtue by village standards.” The mine had changed the 

marital arrangements, where male miners were marrying a second wife. Women worried 

that that their husbands who had married a second woman would neglect them and their 

children. As noted by Robinson (1986) and confirmed by recent conversations with 

women in Sorowako, young immigrant women in Sorowako whose husbands had left 

them lacked the kinds of familial support that local women had and had turned to the 

informal economy, such as selling food and engaging in sex work for an income.  

 

Rural and Indigenous communities decry the loss of their traditional land, 

language, lifestyle and cultures, and are working to save such special features of their 

community from disappearing forever (England and Brown, 2004). While cultures are 

not static and are always changing, devaluation and disruption of place-based cultural 

identities is considered a source of injustice and has been labelled a ‘colonization of 

attachment’ (Groves, 2015). Siti’s photo-story of mompuri music and Tantri’s photo-

story of the traditional Karonsi’e Dongi house are examples of artefacts of Sorowako and 

Karonsi’e Dongi culture the women deem worthy of saving. In their photo-stories, Siti 

worried about the scarcer bamboo in the forest and the associated decline of the 

traditional mompuri music while Tantri proudly showcased the elements of a traditional 

Karonsi'e Dongi house made with sago palm leaves and bamboo. “The legs of the house 

are called Karonsi'e, where we get our name, Karonsi'e Dongi,” shared Tantri.  

 

Place-identity, often thought of as the ideas about place and identity among local 
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people, can also be created and imposed by outside forces of globalization that have their 

own ideas of what constitutes progress and development (Carter et al., 2007). For 

example, Vale’s Mining Park, located next to the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement, celebrates 

Sorowako’s mining heritage with displays of mining machinery. Other Sorowako 

histories, such as ongoing land conflicts, are ignored in this park. Vale celebrated 50 

years of mining nickel in Sorowako in 2019 with a journalism and photography contest. 

Contestants were asked to depict Sorowako’s history of sustainable mining. Since our 

photovoice project has yet to be exhibited locally and we had no formal communication 

with the company about the project, I am uncertain that our photovoice project had 

anything to do with Vale’s photo-journalism contest. The company may have been aware 

of the project through word-of-mouth. However, I argue that such contests, that get the 

local and national media involved, serve to counter the growing criticisms of mining by 

depicting only the positive aspects of mining in Sorowako. The photo-stories developed 

by several of the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women certainly would not be eligible 

for this contest because they do not celebrate 50 years of mining in Sorowako. In late 

2019, Vale announced that they had selected 12 winners in a writing category and six 

winners in a photography category. The winning titles are found on the Vale Indonesia 

website but the actual materials are not, nor are they found anywhere else online, 

including the media websites where the pieces were published, which makes the analysis 

of the articles impossible. Perhaps there are criticisms of the operations in the articles but 

Vale has not made them accessible, only the titles and from the titles, one gets the sense 

of a company acting responsibly, worthy of celebration. These titles, which I have 

translated from Bahasa Indonesian into English, include: “PT Vale, Sustainably Oriented, 
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Wisely Manages the Environment,” and “Mining Sustainability, Value in Vale,” and 

“Mining Doesn't Have to Be Destructive.” Furthermore, one winning title is especially 

problematic and conjures up old colonial tropes associated with outsiders bringing 

salvation to Indigenous lands: “Vale organizes civilization on land of disaster.”  To be 

certain, as regions are transformed for resource extraction, mining companies with more 

power and influence have attempted to transform the identity of a place to suit their 

interests, which often conflicts with the sense of place of the local people (Carter et al., 

2007). The “Welcome to Sorowako” publication produced by Vale in 2015 reveals how 

they see, or wish to portray, Sorowako. For Vale, Sorowako is an idyllic place of rich 

nickel reserves and people eager to be part of their mining project. They do not include 

the voices of people who resist mining. In their colourful document, the company 

describes the obviously rich biodiversity and cultural diversity in the Sorowako region 

but they do not acknowledge that mining is harming that diversity. 

 

Sense of place and place attachment not only grounds resistance for local 

movements such as those in Sorowako that are seeking to protect their homelands from 

resource extraction, but it also supports the systematic changes needed to solve global 

environmental crises. Naomi Klein (2014: 294-295) calls the global grassroots movement 

against mining and fossil fuels ‘blockadia.’ She clarifies that ‘blockadia’ is not one place 

on a map but “a roving transnational conflict zone that is cropping up with increasing 

frequency and intensity wherever extractive projects are attempting to dig and drill.” 

According to Klein, the people participating in these growing movements do not 

resemble the typical environmental activists. Rather, she says they look like the places 
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they inhabit and the work they do. She argues that love of place and community is critical 

in protecting a location and world from resource extraction. Found in the photo-stories of 

the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women that celebrate their land, Lake Matano and 

culture are specific natural and cultural features that the people wish to protect from 

mining. The Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women are not unique in wanting to protect 

what is special about their home. People resisting mining around the world can relate to 

these photo-stories because they too share a love for their land and culture that they wish 

to protect. Answers to questions such as why do people resist mining when it gives them 

an income and puts food on their tables are easily found in these photo-stories. 

 

In summary, the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women’s photo-stories depicting 

what is special and worthy of protection about their communities contradict the stories 

produced by mining companies with vested interests that simplify their locale as a place 

of deprivation and in need of the kind of development that mining can only bring. The 

photovoice project is an effective method for uncovering details of why people, in this 

case, Indigenous rural women, resist mining. The women shared stories of the mountains, 

Lake Matano, mompuri music and traditional rice varieties that they wish to protect, 

which are not found elsewhere, even in documents produced by organizations that 

represent or act in alliance with the communities. Furthermore, as I elaborate in the next 

section on storied presencing, the women’s photo-stories reveal that they are agents and 

dreamers, not passive victims of mining. 
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Uncovering Everyday Resistance Through Storied Presencing and Survivance  

 

Countering the actions of the neoliberal or neo-colonial state to erase Indigenous 

women and their connection to the land, several women in this photovoice project told 

stories that described their lives and celebrated women’s connection to the land. In this 

section, I explain that the women’s photo-stories about their home are examples of 

storied presencing, and survivance, which involve conscious articulations of being and 

acting in the world in ways that resist resource extraction. I also argue that this study’s 

participants chose to use the photovoice project to tell stories of the strengths of their 

community and the beauty of their area, thereby producing research on Indigenous 

women’s resistance that is desire-based and not damage-centred (Tuck, 2009).  

 

A number of the Karonsi’e Dongi women chose to be photographed to tell their 

story. I count these self-portraits as examples of what Simpson (2011) and de Finney 

(2010) refer to as presencing, the various dignified ways that Indigenous women and girls 

communicate to the world that they exist and their lives matter. The photo-stories by 

Sorowako sisters Khadijah and Wanina that described their admiration for the strength of 

women, including widows, who are cultivating rice and corn are also examples of 

presencing. Khadijah said, “There are still many women in Desa Nikkel who obtain a 

livelihood through farming. This is a woman who is a widow, without a husband, who 

still works in the garden… If you can still farm, you can still live.” Through presencing 

and renewing relationships to the land, the women in these photo-stories deny 

dehumanizing colonial projects that try to make the bodies of Indigenous women and 
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girls not valuable or grievable (Savarese, 2016). Massacres are not the only ways that 

people are erased from the land. Imposed notions of modernity and economic rationalism 

routinely and structurally cause people to be marginalized and devalued, and to 

disappear. Indigenous women and rural women of the Global South are among those 

groups of people who have in particular experienced such erasure and structural violence 

(Rose, 1996; Wright, 2006), which makes the photo-stories produced in this photovoice 

project, particularly those that assert their presence, important. The women show us that 

their lives are indeed worthy of seeing and protecting, celebrating and mourning. In their 

photo-stories, we are told how the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women live everyday, 

what is important to them, and how they relate to kin in their households, their 

neighbours, and to the land. Some of the women took photographs of what appear to be 

mundane tasks of their everyday life, such as gathering firewood or cooking, but a 

reading of the story that they attach to their photograph reveals resistance. For example, 

Grizelle shared that she and her Karonsi’e Dongi neighbours cook together and share 

food in order to survive on the land that they have reclaimed. Despite mining having 

caused scarcer resources and competition for jobs, Grizelle, in her photo-story, shows us 

people cooperating, a kind of everyday resistance to their erasure from the land and to the 

divisions fostered under conditions of scarcity and competition.   

 

Opening a space to see and hear storied presencing, conscious intent in acts of 

everyday resistance can be revealed. For Simpson (2011: 96), storied presencing involves 

not only protest and insurrection but also remembering and testimony. Several women in 

this photovoice project evoke resistance by remembering and testifying. One example is 
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Grizelle’s self-portrait. In this photo-story, she shared details of the history of the 

Karonsi’e Dongi people and how they reclaimed an area where they once lived and grew 

crops for a living. The women are producing counter-knowledge about their community 

to that being made and disseminated by Vale (2015, 2019). According to the titles of one 

of the winners of the Vale’s photo-journalism contest, Sorowako is a place of disaster and 

Vale is civilizing the place but the overwhelming number of photo-stories produced by 

the women of how their home is remarkable and a place of abundant and diverse life 

forms and economies counter this narrative of a damaged place in need of saving by 

mining.  

 

The women’s photo-stories identified many challenges and special features of 

their lives and communities, making Sorowako a much more complex place worthy of 

protection that moves away from what Tuck (2009) calls damage-centred research on 

Indigenous communities, which focuses only on pain and loss, thereby producing 

incomplete stories and simplistic definitions of Indigenous people as victims of history. 

As Alfred and Corntassel (2006) and Vowel (2016) note, Indigenous communities are 

diverse with unique histories, relationships to the land and cultural practices. While 

Indigenous communities across the world may share common experiences of the brutality 

of colonial domination and near annihilation, they have also successfully resisted. By 

focusing only on the pain suffered by Indigenous communities, people are regarded only 

as victims in need of saving, and their resistance and desires, especially those that conflict 

with the interests of the powerful, are ignored. Tuck argues that Indigenous communities 

are overresearched yet underseen. She prefers to replace the damage-centred research on 
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Indigenous communities with a desire-based framework for research with Indigenous 

communities, which she calls depathologizing since it does not only focus on the pain 

and losses of people, which can reinforce Indigenous people as victims. In research that 

allows for the expression of desires, “people are seen as more than broken and conquered. 

This is to say that even when communities are broken and conquered, they are so much 

more than that—so much more that this incomplete story is an act of aggression” (Tuck: 

416). To incorporate a desire-based research framework with Indigenous communities 

does not mean that researchers must abandon stories of loss and despair. These stories are 

important too but researchers are asked to look for “hope, the visions, the wisdom of 

lived lives and communities” (Tuck, 2009: 417). By asking the women in this study to 

produce photo-stories about their lives including their hopes, the research facilitated 

desire-based research by allowing a space for the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women 

to air their aspirations. Upon reading their photo-stories, it is clear that they experience 

daily challenges but it is also clear that they are not at all broken and conquered. Their 

bold public actions as well as their everyday acts of resistance, including their photo-

stories that reveal their desires and assert their presence on the land, show us they are 

agents with visions for their communities.  

 

Related to the concept of presencing and desire-based research, is the concept of 

survivance. Rather than only seeing pain and loss in Indigenous communities, Tuck 

argues for a celebration of survivance. Different than survival, Vizenor (2008) describes 

Indigenous survivance as an active sense of presence that conquers absence, deracination, 

and forgetting. Vizenor equates survivance with not only a sense of presence but also an 
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active will of the oppressed to resist domination. “Native stories create a presence, a tease 

of memories, and a resistance to pictures of victimry,” argued Vizenor (1998: 154). The 

women’s photo-stories can be described as survivance since the photo-stories link 

survival and resistance together and draw attention to their active presence.  

 

In summary, the women’s photo-stories about their home are examples of storied 

presencing and survivance, which involve conscious articulations of being and acting in 

the world, some of which are ways that resist resource extraction. The Indigenous rural 

women of this study are consciously resisting by asserting their presence through 

storytelling. The women chose to use the photovoice project to tell stories of the strengths 

of their community and the beauty of their area, thereby producing research on 

Indigenous women’s resistance that is desire-based and not damage-centred (Tuck, 

2009). In the following section, I turn to examples of storied presencing that specifically 

celebrate their land and culture.  

 

“Actually Sorowako is Very Beautiful:” Resistance and Storied Presencing 

 

The body of work produced by the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women, which 

discusses what is beautiful, special and interesting about their home, reveals that they see 

their community as much more than a place of struggle and misery. They exist and act in 

their worlds in ways that they wish to defend. Through their storytelling, the women 

engage in a kind of intentional everyday resistance in the form of storied presencing. 

Danika, a native Enrekang woman who grew up in Sorowako and had recently moved to 
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the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement of Bumper where her Karonsi’e Dongi uncle lived, 

described the beauty of Sorowako while also expressing concern for how mining was 

destroying her community’s splendid landscape (Fig. 7.1). The people who live in the 

Sorowako region treasure Lake Matano for its beauty, source of water, sustenance and 

income, and as a potential tourist draw. Lake Matano is Southeast Asia’s deepest lake. 

From a boat on the clear blue waters, people can view lush green rainforest as well as 

strip-mined mountains, the smelter’s smokestacks and human settlements. The lake is 

home to many fish, shrimp, crab and plant species. However, locals fear that the endemic 

fish species are threatened due to pollution, and predation and competition from various 

introduced fishes (Herder et al., 2012). Since as early as 2000, locals have noticed 

changes to the endemic buttini fish, namely missing teeth and smaller body size (Glynn, 

2006). Beina took many photographs of her beloved Lake Matano and highlighted how 

important Ide Beach is to her (Fig. 7.2). She felt that Lake Matano could be a destination 

for eco-tourism, if only the government would support sectors other than mining. Kamila 

also shared her appreciation of Lake Matano and hoped for its protection (Fig. 7.3). She 

shared a picture of another part of Lake Matano’s shore, Nimpian Beach, which in 

English means Dream Beach. She noted that the facilities have not been maintained since 

Vale’s workers no longer enjoy this part of the beach. The resentment of locals over how 

Vale treats the land as their playground is evident in stories about the golf course as well 

as when I visited the mansion of a former Inco President in a secluded part of the shore, a 

walk away from Ide Beach with Beina and other Sorowako women. A fire had destroyed 

parts of the home over a decade ago and it had just been left in ruins. Even in the mess of 

crumbling stone, graffiti, Buddhist statues and tropical flowers, one can imagine the 
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opulent home that once stood overlooking the blue waters of Lake Matano. Despite being 

cut off from access to some of the most pristine parts of Lake Matano for periods of time, 

the Sorowako women revealed their deep appreciation and desire to protect Lake Matano. 

 

Fig. 7.1. Danika, an Enrekang woman living in the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement: I was 
born and raised in Sorowako. Actually Sorowako is very beautiful but many of the 
mountains have been mined; this is destroying the view of Sorowako. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 7.2. Beina from Sorowako: Ide Beach at Lake Matano is a public space and personal 
place of inspiration. In the morning, I routinely bike here. Even though I am tired, it is 
far, when I get here I don’t feel it. Here you can see the sun and swim. 
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Fig. 7.3. Kamila from Sorowako: Lake Matano must be protected. This is the second 
largest lake in Indonesia. We can travel around and enjoy recreation here. When the 
mine’s workforce lived in this area, this place was taken care of by Vale. But since the 
workers moved to new homes in Samusong, the homes here are now vacant… Nimpian 
Beach is not taken care of. The mining company must repair the dock so that it can be 
used again for community recreation. 
 
 

Besides sharing photo-stories of her beloved Lake Matano, Solia, a young mother 

from Sorowako, told the story of Sorowako’s special sour fruit, dengen (Fig. 7.4). 

Dengen fruit trees as well as durian and mango trees planted by the Karonsi’e Dongi 

people decades ago are found at Vale’s golf course. As told by Kaila in her photo-story, 

these fruit trees are evidence of the Karonsi’e Dongi’s presence on the land. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 7.4. Solia from Sorowako: There are various fruits that grow in Sorowako. A juice 
can be made with this fruit. Dengen is only grown in this area. There are those who say 
that this fruit will not grow anywhere else. 
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The Sorowako women produced more photo-stories (n=13) about how their home 

is special compared to the Karonsi’e Dongi women (n=2). I suggest that the fewer 

Karonsi’e Dongi photo-stories related to this theme is due to the fact that the Karonsi’e 

Dongi women are preoccupied with their struggles and this resulted in them telling more 

photo-stories related to the theme of struggle. However, one Karonsi’e Dongi woman, 

Tantri, described the traditional Karonsi’e Dongi house through her photograph of a 

miniature model of a Karonsi’e Dongi home (Fig. 7.5). Linked to Tantri’s photo-story 

about the traditional house, Karonsi’e Dongi community leaders have used their 

traditional dress, music and ceremonies to assert their Indigenous identity to outsiders as 

part of advancing their demands. For example, when Karonsi’e Dongi leader Werima 

Mananta spoke to a class on global justice at St. Thomas University in Fredericton in 

2006, she wore a traditional dress and played music from a traditional flute made of wood 

from her community’s forest. She wove her community’s traditions into a poignant talk 

about how mining was threatening the existence and traditions of the Karonsi’e Dongi 

Indigenous community. Days after Werima’s death in 2013, her daughters showed me a 

video of her funeral that included traditional rituals.  
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Fig. 7.5. Tantri from the Karonsi’e Dongi community: The roof of the traditional 
Karonsi'e Dongi house is made of sago leaves. The walls are made with bamboo. The 
legs of the house were called Karonsi'e, where we get our name, Karonsi'e Dongi. 

 

The Karonsi’e Dongi people’s strategic use of Indigenous status and customary 

practices in their political struggles is the subject of the only literature published about 

the community (Robinson, 2019; Tyson, 2011). Tyson (2011: 666) uses the Karonsi’e 

Dongi community as a case study to argue that the “most vocal and media-savvy are able 

to capitalise on local grievances, creating a variant of what Walcott (1974) perceived to 

be a cult of ancestral victimhood.” For Tyson, playing the victim card “pays dividends” 

and facilitates “corruption, fraudulent claims and the deepening of communal 

resentment.” As noted earlier, Robinson (2019) also throws the motives and claims of the 

Karonsi’e Dongi people into question by arguing that the act of recognition of cultural 

rights for the Karonsi’e Dongi has been beneficial for them but has had the effect of 
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denying the claims of the neighbouring Indigenous communities and therefore hampers 

distributive justice. Both Tyson and Robinson gloss over the history of the Karonsi’e 

Dongi people to make an argument that recognition of Indigenous status has fault lines. 

However, they never quote one Karonsi’e Dongi person in their works; they only 

examine transcripts of meetings and media reports, and interview Vale officials and 

government authorities. The photo-stories in this study therefore contribute a greater 

understanding of the history and motives of the Karonsi’e Dongi people and why they see 

their connection to the land and culture as special and worthy of protection, adding 

legitimacy to their claims.  

 

As revealed in the photo-stories, interviews and participant observations, the 

Karonsi’e Dongi people in the Bumper settlement do not have electricity, running water 

or garbage pick-up, and several families live in dwellings that are made with found 

materials. They are regularly threatened with eviction from authorities. Furthermore, 

Robinson (2019: 476) states: “In addition, the root cause of Dongi dispossession, the 

terror of the Darul Islam regime, has not been addressed. The mining company, which 

appeared on the scene in their absence, is inserted into the story as a recognisable trope of 

dispossession.” Karonsi’e Dongi organizations such as KRAPASKAD and allies have 

long discussed the history of their community’s displacement and dispossession, 

including the Darul Islam Rebellion. The mining company clearly benefited from the 

Darul Islam Rebellion and the temporary absence of the Karonsi’e Dongi people from 

their land. The Karonsi’e Dongi people feel that they are owed a right to return to their 

lands as well as fair compensation for their losses such as their fruit trees that once 
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provided their community with a source of livelihood. Kaila’s photo-story of the 

Karonsi’e Dongi’s old fruit trees on Vale’s golf course attempts to prove their existence 

on the land and their dispossession.  

 

Different ethnic communities have lived in the Sorowako region for generations, 

each with their distinct cultural norms and practices, and languages. These communities 

also have different histories of displacement, dispossession and exploitation for the 

mining operation. By using research methods such as the photovoice method with two 

different Indigenous communities, we not only uncover the unique and complicated 

history of the Karonsi’e Dongi people to the land but we also become acquainted with 

traditions of the Sorowako people that the women feel are under threat of being lost 

forever. The Sorowako participants’ photo-stories on culture focused on a desire to 

protect traditional farming and fishing methods and rice varieties, music and festivals. 

Tya shared a photo-story of the special shrimp in Sorowako: “These small shrimp are 

called Kolame, a special catch in Lake Matano. Before this shrimp was easy to find but it 

is becoming harder and harder to find them now.” In another photo-story, Tya shared the 

traditional varieties of rice (Pae buri-buri, Pau pulu mantarone, Pae pulu moupute and 

moito) that were gradually being replaced with newer varieties (Fig. 7.6). Various 

organizations and actors seeking more support for the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako 

struggles have linked Indigenous rights with the preservation of ecosystems through their 

protests and declarations (Tyson, 2011). The women’s photo-stories go further to 

highlight their historical relationship to the land as well as their desire to protect their 

natural surroundings. Here, we see women fully conscious of their community’s 
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historical right to the land and their wish to protect the land, and can understand why they 

resist their erasure from the land. They are not people who are being manipulated by 

outside organizations with an agenda to further one claim. Rather, they participate in 

alliances with outside organizations because those networks support their intertwined 

claims of defending the land and their presence on the land.  

 
Fig. 7.6. Tya from Sorowako: Planting of rice in Sorowako is still done with traditional 
methods. Rice farmers usually grow more than one variety. Ciherang and Cinta Nur are 
new varieties of rice that have been promoted by the local government department of 
agriculture. Before the community grew Pae buri-buri, Pau pulu mantarone, Pae pulu 
moupute and moito. 
 

Siti, Tya’s aunt, shared Sorowako’s traditional music, mompuri, made with 

bamboo instruments in her photo-story (Fig. 7.7). Siti and Tya are both teachers at two 

different elementary schools. Both are especially concerned with the changes to 

Sorowako’s culture brought about by mining, including how mining has made it more 
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difficult to access forest products used to practice their culture. Siti said: “Bamboo is now 

harder to get . . . You can see many with gray hairs playing music here. This music will 

go extinct without regeneration. Hopefully the mompuri music will not die.” 

 

 
Fig. 7.7. Siti from Sorowako: Here is traditional mompuri or bamboo music. Before, the 
bamboo needed to make mompuri was easy to get. Bamboo is now harder to get and only 
a certain kind of bamboo species is able to make this music. You can see many with gray 
hairs playing music here. This music will go extinct without regeneration. Hopefully the 
mompuri music will not die. 

 

Khadijah and Wanina both shared photo-stories of the Independence Day parade. 

Wanina enjoyed the excitement and spirit of unity in her community during the 

Independence Day festivities and wished that such celebrations continued throughout the 

year (Fig. 7.8). She also observed that Sorowako’s traditions and way of life were being 

replaced with modern projects such as mining, noting a juxtaposition in one of her photo-

stories of the parade where bicycles, a traditional mode of transportation, filled the streets 

while modern homes were being constructed in the background.  
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Fig. 7.8. Wanina from Sorowako: I hope the enthusiasm from Independence Day can 
endure in our community. There are many cultural changes in our community since 
mining came to Sorowako. Youth drink alcohol and they did not before. Here you can see 
people driving their bicycles in the parade. Getting around on bicycles is not so common 
anymore. You can also see modern homes being built here. 
 

The body of work produced by the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women about 

what is beautiful and special about their home reveals that they see their community as 

much more than a place of struggle and misery. Special places like Lake Matano, Ide 

Beach and Nimpian Beach for Beina, Kamila and Solia are important areas where there is 

struggle as they are not only places that nurture and inspire, they are also places where 

women are able to step out of their gender roles and responsibilities as mothers and wives 

performing care work (McIntyre, 2003). Here, the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako 

women are travellers, swimming, boating and picnicking. Through storied presencing 

that highlighted their ways of being and acting in the world, we see women resisting 

mining with conscious intent. 
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Conclusion 

 

The photovoice method effectively uncovered aspects of subtle forms of everyday 

resistance, including conscious intent in such resistance, through storied presencing. 

Indigenous women, through visual storytelling, actively challenge their erasure and 

dehumanization by showing that their lives are extraordinary and matter. Storytelling 

here constitutes an intentional and conscious act of resistance, a kind of storied 

presencing and survivance that asserts their presence in the face of all that which seeks to 

render them absent or invisible. Furthermore, several photo-stories revealed that both 

Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women have a sense of pride in their home and an 

awareness of what they want to protect for themselves, their family and community, 

which breaks with simplistic colonial representations of Indigenous women in the Global 

South being in need of saving (Wilson, 2011) and as benefitting from an extractivist 

development model imposed from the outside. It is clear from the photo-stories that share 

the theme of what is special about Sorowako, including its natural environment and 

culture, the women carry a strong attachment to their place, and they know and are able 

to articulate what they want to protect for themselves, their children and their 

communities. Photovoice is an effective method of allowing participants to produce their 

own representations of their lives and community. This chapter uncovered reasons why 

women resist mining by paying attention to and allowing a space for storied presencing to 

occur. In the next chapter, I turn to more ways that the women depicted resisting in their 

everyday lives in their photo-stories.  
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Chapter 8 
 

“This is a Hard Way to Make a Living But It’s Better Than Stealing”:  

Resisting Mining Through Quietly Encroaching 

 

Zaskia, the oldest photovoice participant at 55, shared, “This is a hard way to 

make a living but it is better than stealing and begging” (Fig. 8.1). She was discussing her 

photograph of women like herself who scavenge for materials in the Vale workers’ dump. 

The company has banned people from accessing the dump for materials but a dozen 

women, including Zaskia, go there every morning to gather materials for their home, 

plastics to resell and even food to recook. This action may not seem like resistance to a 

distant observer, it may just seem like poor women scavenging for materials to live. 

However, the dump, like the mining company’s golf course and workers’ camp, are 

located on traditional Karonsi’e Dongi land that they never ceded. They struggle to 

survive but they do not beg or steal from their neighbours, as Zaskia pointed out; they try 

to earn an income in a way that asserts their rightful presence on their land and that 

undermines what they see as illegitimate power of the authorities. Zaskia’s photo-story is 

one of several that describe how they, their family members or community members 

resist and survive mining.  

 

Some of the women’s photo-stories show overt resistance, while others portray 

survival and coping strategies that can also be counted as acts of everyday resistance 

when analyzed alongside what the women said in interviews and from participant 

observations. I argue that when people are aware of their oppression and act in strategic 
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ways to lessen their domination, advance their life prospects and survive attempts of 

erasure of their connection to the land and their culture, they are resisting in a form 

described by Bayat (2000) as the ‘quiet encroachment of the ordinary.’ In several photo-

stories, the Karonsi’e Dongi women revealed that their survival strategies such as 

cooperation are also intentional acts of everyday resistance. The Sorowako women 

appear not to be resisting but their photo-stories and what they reveal in their interviews 

show that they are not fully consenting to the mine and its impacts and that they have the 

desire to act in solidarity with those in their region who have been more harmed by 

mining.  

 

Fig. 8.1. Zaskia from the Karonsi’e Dongi community: Many women work at the dump. 
My situation is better than my friend. She is a widow and has five children. She looks for 
rice that is dumped by the Vale workers to recook into a porridge. Sometimes we get fish, 
we wash it and recook it… This is a hard way to make a living but it is better than 
stealing or begging. But we must come here early before the dump trucks come or else 
we must scramble away like the cows. 
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In this chapter, I begin with a description of everyday resistance and an 

explanation of how daily acts of survival can also be everyday acts of resistance. I discuss 

the ‘quiet encroachment of the ordinary’ (Bayat, 2000) as I see it playing out in especially 

the Karonsi’e Dongi community. I then remark on the importance of studying everyday 

resistance, first in terms of its links to collective action and secondly in relation to 

inquiries examining the gender, ethnic and class dimensions of resistance. I discuss how 

the women of my study see their gender, ethnic and class positions affecting their 

resistance. Their relations to kin who are leaders in the resistance encouraged their 

resistance while their gendered caretaking responsibilities and struggles for sufficient 

household income discouraged their resistance. The precarious work and uneven access 

to social services are also sources of resistance since they provoke feelings of unfairness 

and indignation in the Indigenous communities at how they are treated as their rich nickel 

reserves are extracted and smelted, earning handsome profits for multinational mining 

corporations and dividends for shareholders.  

 

In the second part of this chapter, I discern further the similarities and differences 

in the ways that the two groups of women speak of their resistance, and consider how 

they see their gender, ethnicity, and relationships to kin, land and the mining operation 

shaping their lives and actions. The Karonsi’e Dongi women and Sorowako women both 

shared photo-stories related to how they survive every day but the Karonsi’e Dongi 

women in particular are pushing the boundaries of what they can do on their traditional 

land without being arrested. Here, they are revealing that they are consciously acting in 

ways that undermine their domination and reverse their displacement and dispossession. 
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The Sorowako people rebuilding their homes on Lake Matano are also defying the 

authorities. Their acts constitute important everyday acts of resistance that the Sorowako 

women in this photovoice study decided to showcase. While I have heard some members 

of the Sorowako elite support the removal of people they see as squatters blighting their 

lake shore, the Sorowako women of this study who come from families of farmers and 

mine workers are not supporting the authorities in their bid to remove their neighbours 

who are like themselves in terms of their socio-economic positions but have less claim to 

the place they inhabit. A number of the Sorowako women chose to tell photo-stories 

about how the people who live along the lakeshore or how their Karonsi’e Dongi 

neighbours have been ignored or disenfranchised in relation to mining and its benefits. 

These photo-stories reveal that the photovoice method is an effective way of seeing intent 

and consciousness behind acts of everyday resistance. In this case, we learn from the 

women’s stories that people are not just surviving in suspect ways, they are resisting in 

creative and empathetic ways that say to the powerful, the mining company and 

government authorities: we deserve to be here as do our neighbours. We never 

surrendered this land and its abundant resources that nourish and inspire us.    

 
When Daily Survival is Also Everyday Resistance 
 
 

Everyday resistance is not always an obvious form of resistance (Scott, 1985, 

1990). The subaltern often acts in subtle ways that undermine their domination and at the 

same time ensure their survival. They struggle under conditions that they did not create 

and their urgent material needs mean they must adapt to those conditions if they are to 

survive. When the oppressed act in pragmatic ways to cope and survive, they are not 
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entirely consenting to their exploitation or dispossession or unaware of their domination 

(Scott, 1986). They are more likely to resist in hidden ways when open resistance would 

be too dangerous or costly for them (Adas, 1986; Lilja et al., 2017). While everyday 

resistance is localized, it is pervasive in rural environments (Adas, 1986; Scott, 1986) as 

well as urban settings (Bayat, 1997). Tactics of everyday resistance are diverse and 

include foot dragging and sabotage as well as “escape, sarcasm, passivity, laziness, 

misunderstandings, disloyalty, slander, avoidance or theft” (Lilja et al., 2017: 42). In this 

section, I discuss what differentiates survival from resistance. I then note the links 

between everyday resistance and collective action before turning to a discussion of the 

gender, ethnic and class dimensions of everyday resistance. I describe how the women of 

my study see their gender, ethnic and class positions affecting their resistance. The 

women who are related to leaders in resistance movements expressed a stronger sense of 

indignation to the way their communities are treated by the mining company and 

authorities. Here, we see how kinship is encouraging resistance as well as a shared 

ethnicity, as described by Bayat (2000). Furthermore, the women noted that their active 

participation in resistance is hindered by their caretaking responsibilities, which I regard 

as gendered dimensions to their resistance where women are more responsible for the 

care work of households. I discuss these factors as well as how their precarious work and 

uneven access to social services also fuel resistance.  

 

The line between strategies of survival and acts of everyday resistance is 

sometimes blurred since the intentions behind acts of everyday resistance are not always 

obvious and purposefully ambiguous. Resistance can be acts of survival but not all acts of 



 
 

272 

survival are acts of resistance. Survival or coping strategies can also be acts of resistance 

when such strategies demonstrate an intention to oppose subordination and annihilation, 

and better one’s conditions (Bayat, 1997, 2000). For example, exploiting a neighbour or 

member of one’s class, even if it is to survive, is not counted as resistance since it does 

not seek to undercut one’s domination or impair the material base or legitimacy of one’s 

domination (Adas, 1986). I agree with Scott (1989) that political consciousness and 

intentions are key elements of resistance and that the oppressed intend to resist and do so 

in various creative ways. In the second part of this chapter, I show that the photovoice 

participants are consciously resisting mining through such creative acts that also ensure 

their survival such as finding ways to continue farming and fishing as they did before 

mining as well as engaging in informal economies. The Karonsi’e Dongi women are also 

resisting being displaced yet again by cooperating with their kin and neighbours. They 

share dwellings and meals so they can maintain their presence on their reclaimed land. 

These acts are not without risk. As the Karonsi’e Dongi mother and daughter Zaskia and 

Vicki noted, they face harassment and criminalization for trying to grow crops and earn a 

living on their traditional land. Meanwhile, the Sorowako women show they are not fully 

consenting to the authorities by sharing sympathetic photo-stories of their neighbours 

who are defying an eviction order to leave their settlement on the lakeshore. Wanina 

shared, “This child is one of the victims of the Lake Matano house fire in March. She is 

currently living in a temporary house. Her parents are farmers. They rebuilt their house 

on their own without any government support.” All of these acts of survival are also 

intentional subtle acts of resistance.  
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Bayat’s notion of the ‘quiet encroachment of the ordinary’ (2000: 545-546) 

characterizes some of this resistance whereby individuals and families obtain the basic 

necessities of life in quietly illegal ways, at the expense of their oppressors and not their 

neighbours, and in doing so improve their social positions and the position of their 

community in relation to the mining company. The women who are illegally accessing 

the dump to scavenge for income and materials, the people who are defying orders and 

going to the forest in the mining concession area to gather firewood and other necessities 

for survival, the survivors of the fire on Lake Matano who are rebuilding their homes on 

the lake even though the government has forbidden them from doing so are all examples 

of this quiet encroachment of the ordinary. The subaltern are going beyond defending an 

already achieved gain and making new demands to improve their lives and gain access to 

public goods and more power and control over their lives. The Karonsi’e Dongi people 

‘illegally’ connecting themselves to the electricity grid and installing water pipes on their 

land are prime examples of this quiet encroachment of the ordinary. 

 

Once the encroachers, as Bayat (2000) calls them, are confronted with a threat, 

they often switch from engaging in passive networks to participating in collective 

resistance. Other social movement theorists such as Tarrow (1998) argue that people 

engage in collective action when political opportunities make it more favourable for them 

to do so, for example, when there is a decline in repression against political action such as 

following the end of the Soeharto authoritarian regime in Indonesia. Upon the fall of 

Soeharto, non-governmental organizations formed across the country, including 

community associations in Sorowako. These different community associations 
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representing the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako Indigenous communities have taken 

episodic collective action over the years (Glynn, 2006; Mananta, 2003). For instance, 

during times of retrenchment of the Inco/Vale workforce, Sorowako community 

members have organized street demonstrations demanding the reinstatement of the 

workers. There is a potential for protest to escalate in Sorowako as witnessed in the 

sporadic uprisings in the recent past, some of which have turned violent due to police 

repression. The burning of the police station after the rough treatment of a protester, 

hostage taking of workers and road blockades reveal the community’s desperation related 

to their needs not being met. Connecting these episodic public displays of defiance to 

daily struggles to survive and resist domination is important towards understanding why 

collective action arises when it does. As noted in a study of anti-gold mining movements 

in Turkey that engaged with Laclau’s ideas on the relationship between hegemony and 

repression, the forceful repression of people engaged in resistance did not solidify but 

rather weakened the pro-mining hegemony by articulating an appealing counter-

hegemonic or protest discourse, thus allowing the possibility of future protests (Özen and 

Özen, 2018). In the case of Sorowako, the rough treatment of protesters and the 

retrenchment of hundreds of workers at one time have led to backlash, including the 

burning of the police station, as previously mentioned, as well as street protests that have 

temporarily shut down a part of the mine’s operations. To be certain, the public actions of 

the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples at the turn of the millennium have occurred 

during a time of greater political freedom in Indonesia but these actions have also been 

repressed, which have also kept the fires of resistance burning. What is lesser known, and 

the focus of my study, is how people are resisting in their everyday lives during this 
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period; how are they consciously making quiet encroachments that lessen their 

domination and win them gains under conditions that are not of their choosing. 

 

Scott (1986) made social movement theory turn its attention to unorganized, 

everyday forms of resistance. Social movement theorizing has also neglected Indigenous 

ways of resisting that challenge colonial social relations, making visible only those social 

movements and organizations with formal structures and leadership (Simpson, 2011). 

Since the turn of the millennium, the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples have 

formed organizations that assert their Indigenous identity as part of their struggles to 

defend their land from dispossession (Glynn, 2006; KRAPASKAD, 2003; Mananta, 

2003; Robinson, 2019; Tyson, 2010), which has been observed as a strategy used by the 

Sarawak in Malaysia, the Ogoni in Nigeria (Li, 2010) and Indigenous peoples elsewhere. 

However, most of the photovoice participants of this study do not belong to any formal 

organization, which is not to say that they have not been influenced by the claims and 

actions of the community associations. Through mixed methods of investigation that 

combined photovoice with interviews and participant observations, I found that the 

women were asserting their presence on the land and were aware of how their gender, 

ethnicity and class were either facilitating or hindering their resistance, which show that 

intention and consciousness in acts of everyday resistance can indeed be exposed.  

 

It is clear that the Karonsi’e Dongi women are acting with intention to reverse 

their displacement and dispossession. The Karonsi’e Dongi women’s photo-stories that 

articulated indignation over being treated like second-class citizens on their own land are 
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examples of expressions of “hidden transcripts of anger or disguised discourses of dignity 

against status domination” (Scott, 1989: 37). However, Zaskia, Vicki and other members 

of their community are also very vocal about their situation and often demand the 

company and different levels of government make changes. Such forms of resistance are 

not so hidden, indeed, are more fitting with a form and trajectory of resistance described 

by Bayat (2000). Threats to subsistence activities or survival often bring people together, 

sometimes based on kinship, shared ethnicity or an imagined solidarity. Passive networks 

then become activated when a collective of people make their demands public (Bayat, 

2000; Lilja et al., 2014). Resistance is situational, may shift in nature depending on the 

environment where it exists, and is often in reaction to the kind of repression that those in 

power apply against the resistance (Bayat, 2000; Lilja et al., 2014), which can also be 

subtle but just as coercive.  

 

The delayed nature of the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako resistance is related to 

the persecution of the minority Christian Karonsi’e Dongi people by outside Islamic 

militant forces in the 1950s and the authoritarian regime of Soeharto from 1965 to 1998. 

Dissidents were often labelled communists and murdered or jailed during Soeharto’s 

reign (Lane, 2018; Welker, 2014). The law against spreading communist ideas is still 

used against mining opponents in Indonesia to this day (Reuters, 2018). However, the end 

of the Soeharto regime in 1998 brought more democratic freedoms. The Indigenous 

Sorowako Organization (KWAS) formed in 1998 to represent the interests of the 

community. They made public declarations demanding a resolution to land claims and 

protection of the environment. A Sorowako youth front also formed to demand that local 
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youth be hired at the mining operation. The Karonsi’e Dongi people formed their own 

organization, KRAPASKAD, and began returning to Sorowako in the year 2000 to 

reclaim their land and assert their demands for compensation and employment at the 

mining operation (Glynn, 2006; KRAPASKAD, 2003). 

 

 These community associations have had an effect on the everyday resistance of 

the women in my study. I observed that those photovoice participants who spoke more 

frankly and in depth about struggles related to mining are closely related to people who 

represented the Karonsi’e Dongi community in negotiations between the mining 

company and the government. Here, we see resistance leaders encouraging their kin to 

participate in various ways. Of the photovoice participants in this project, only two, Vicki 

and Zaskia, openly and regularly denounce the way the mining company is treating their 

Karonsi’e Dongi community. Three other Karonsi’e Dongi women (Grizelle, Tantri and 

Kaila) are daughters of community leaders. These women spoke in more depth than the 

other participants about the history of dispossession in their communities, revealing that 

familial ties to community leaders play a role in informing resistance. The Sorowako 

participants were not regularly engaged in what could be considered resistance activities, 

perhaps due to their more dependent relationship with the mining operation, but they did 

acknowledge several problems with mining. Two Sorowako participants, Tya and Siti, 

who had more to say about the impacts of mining on their community, including its 

treatment of the Karonsi’e Dongi people, also have familial ties to one of Sorowako’s 

most vocal critics of the Inco/Vale mine. Most of the Sorowako participants 

demonstrated concern and empathy for those who were struggling more than they were, 
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revealing a potential for solidarity across lines of ethnicity and social status. As 

previously stated, both the Karonsi’e Dongi women and Sorowako women share similar 

concerns related to mining. Women across the communities called for revegetating the 

strip-mined mountains, stopping illegal dumping, containing waste and maintaining the 

lake and wharf in their photo-stories. Besides better environmental practices, they want 

improved social services and more permanent employment at the mining operation.  

 

While kinship, shared ethnicity and imagined solidarity along lines of gender and 

class are observed facilitating resistance, the women remarked that their gender and class 

also limit their participation in resistance activities. While gendered roles and 

responsibilities such as caring for children and family members have inspired demands 

for better education and health care, the time-consuming and strenuous nature of these 

roles also discourages the participation of women in movements advancing these 

demands (Deonandan and Bell, 2019). Many of the Karonsi’e Dongi women work long 

hours and perform multiple jobs to make enough money to survive, as noted by Vicki and 

Zaskia in their photo-stories. In an interview, Rika, a woman from Sorowako, mentioned 

that caring for her children prevents her from attending community demonstrations, and 

many other mothers of young children surely face a similar reality. There is little time in 

their busy day to contemplate or organize resistance.  

 

Besides childcare responsibilities, the struggle to earn an income is also hindering 

a more open resistance. A number of the women in this study noted that they are afraid to 

protest openly because either they or their family members are employed at the mining 
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operation. Of the women interviewed in this study, three participants from Sorowako and 

two from the Karonsi’e Dongi community are either working or seeking work at the 

mining operation. Many of the women who do not work at the mining operation work in 

sectors that provide goods and services to mine workers and management, such as food, 

cleaning, laundry and waste management services. It is harder to resist openly when jobs 

are on the line, as noted by several women in their interviews. One of the ways that 

women’s activism at mine sites is undermined is through the gendered division of labour 

(Deonandan and Bell, 2019). In their traditional roles as wives and mothers, women are 

forced to consider how their activism may affect their husband and children and their 

prospects for work. In their roles as workers or potential workers at the mining operation, 

they too must consider whether their activism will affect their job prospects.  

 

While the mining operation provides jobs, training and some social services, 

apartheid-like conditions persist in some forms to this day, which may make participation 

in resistance more difficult but may also encourage more resistance. Locals often cannot 

afford the fees charged for health care at the Vale company hospital. Until 2000, locals 

and upper managers had different sources of drinking water. Previously, the community’s 

drinking water intake was near the sewer outtake pipe, while the homes of the higher-

ranked workers at the mine site received water from a pristine area of the lake. Locals 

were also not allowed to shop, swim and play golf in the same places as the mine 

managers and executives and their families, who used to be mostly Canadians and 

Australians as well as Indonesians from other islands such as Java (Robinson, 1986). 

Kamila, a Sorowako photovoice participant, noted that recreational infrastructure at Lake 
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Matano is falling into disrepair today as Vale executives and managers enjoy other parts 

of the lake. Meanwhile, the Karonsi’e Dongi people have no access to water and 

electricity. The Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako people have long been aware that they 

are treated like second-class citizens or the ‘stepchildren of progress’ as one Sorowako 

person told Robinson (1986) in relation to the mining operation on their land. This 

critical consciousness informs their various forms of resistance.  

 

The struggles for survival of the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women have a 

lot to teach us about resistance in its different forms. While some argue that survival and 

passive resistance cannot be counted as resistance, I found that survival and coping 

strategies were part of resistance, and need to be understood in order to inform more 

organized and effective forms of resistance. Resistance cannot be mobilized within a 

population if the various struggles, in particular the most marginalized, are not 

understood or considered. Furthermore, acts of everyday resistance are not divorced from 

more organized resistance activities. Acts of everyday resistance can inform and inspire 

more organized resistance just as organized resistance can imbue everyday acts of 

resistance (Lilja et al., 2017). Turning now to a discussion of the sub-themes that depict 

the daily strategies of the women to survive and resist mining, I will show that Karonsi’e 

Dongi women tended to share personal stories of survival and resistance, while the 

Sorowako women told sympathetic stories of their neighbours’ struggles, for example, 

for secure housing. These photo-stories show that the women are cognizant of the 

structural and intersectional nature of their oppression, and that they act in strategic ways 

to lessen their oppression. In Chapter 9, I discuss how the women’s awareness of their 
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social positions in relation to mining relate to the ability to support the struggles of those 

who are similar but also different from them. In that chapter, I will discuss the 

convergence that brought the two photovoice groups together to do a conjunctural 

exercise at their end of the photo-storytelling. During this exercise, I observed the 

participants engaging in more empathy across the two communities.  

 

How Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako Women Resist Mining 

 

The history of displacement and dispossession for mining in Sorowako accounts 

for the similarities and differences in the daily struggles and resistance strategies between 

the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women. Historical and changing power relations in 

Sorowako, including the relations between the foreign investor, the state, the workers and 

the disenfranchised, clearly affect possible kinds of resistance (Lilja et al., 2014; Ong, 

2010). Furthermore, the various social locations of the resisters or potential resisters must 

be considered in accounts of the nature of resistance.  

 

The relatively better living conditions of the Sorowako community in comparison 

to the Karonsi’e Dongi community can be traced to the Sorowako people never being 

forced from their homes because of their religion, as detailed above and in greater detail 

in Chapter 4. Some Sorowako people have also been able to continue farming on land 

that they now lease from the mining company while the Karonsi’e Dongi people have not 

been given such access to the land to grow crops and raise livestock. Sorowako people 

have access to more benefits from mining while the Karonsi’e Dongi people have been 
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denied access to such services.  

 

While mining has resulted in dispossession and exploitation of both communities, 

the Karonsi’e Dongi people’s resistance appears to be more influenced by ongoing threats 

of displacement and processes of dispossession while the Sorowako resistance is shaped 

more by that community’s history of exploitation with and dependency on the mining 

operation. Within the common theme: how women resist and survive, I noted five sub-

themes in the women’s photo-stories: (1) how they continue to farm, fish and gather 

forest products; (2) how they are making a living in new ways; (3) how they are surviving 

through cooperation; (4) how they are working multiple jobs and long hours and making 

sacrifices; (5) and how they face harassment from authorities when attempting to access 

resources or services. More photo-stories of Karons’ie Dongi women (n=17) spoke of 

how they cope, survive and resist in comparison to the number of photo-stories by 

Sorowako women (n=11). Compared to the Sorowako people, the Karonsi’e Dongi have 

a more adversarial relationship with the mining company. Karonsi’e Dongi leaders such 

as Zaskia and Vicki are regularly summoned to the Vale external relations office and the 

police station where they are accused of illegally occupying the land or stealing 

electricity. As we will see, some of the everyday acts of resistance of the Karonsi’e 

Dongi women are hidden while others are not so hidden.  

 

“If you can still farm, you can still live:” Farming, fishing and gathering forest products 

 

Several of the women’s photo-stories suggest growing food is a more important 
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activity than mining nickel since it is less destructive and can feed people, which 

challenges the assumption that all farmers can or will want to become wage labourers at a 

mining operation. All of the photovoice participants have experienced some degree of 

proletarianization, which in many cases only began with their parents or grandparents’ 

generation. Mining increasingly denied people in Sorowako free access to the land to 

grow food to sell, barter or eat. However, many households still rely on farming, fishing 

and accessing forest products to supplement income from wage labour at the mining 

operation, which is often temporary. 

 

Both Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women shared photo-stories of how they are 

still farming, fishing and gathering forest products, which is quite remarkable given that 

mining has restricted the community’s access to land. The participants noted the benefits 

of farming, fishing and gathering forest products while also describing some of the 

challenges to this way of life. Khadijah and her sister, Wanina, both spoke of how 

Sorowako women, some of them widows or newly divorced, are able to survive by 

farming. Khadijah said, “If you can still farm, you can still live” (Fig. 8.2). The sisters 

took several photographs of women farming. Surrounded by expanding mining 

operations, they wanted agriculture to remain an option for the women of Sorowako. As 

women become increasingly dependent on men’s income earned at mining operations, 

Khadijah and Wanina revealed that access to the land to farm allows women a degree of 

independence; the women sell their produce at the markets for income while also feeding 

themselves and their families. 
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Fig. 8.2. Khadijah from Sorowako: There are still many women in Desa Nikkel who 
obtain a livelihood through farming. This is a woman who is a widow, without a husband, 
who still works in the garden… If you can still farm, you can still live. 
 

While farming is a long-time practice in Sorowako, gender roles in farming have 

changed with the onset of mining. While men left farming to work at the mining 

operation, women continued to work in the fields, growing crops, while also caring for 

their family members (Robinson, 1986, 1999, 2002). Wanina noted that women are also 

affected by their husbands’ short-term contracts at the mine. She shared the story of her 

neighbour whose husband departed Sorowako after his contract work at Vale was over, 

leaving her to raise four children on her own (Fig. 8.3). She calls her strong for doing the 

hard work in a rice mill. There are many stories of the workload of women increasing 

with the mining operation. 
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Fig. 8.3. Wanina from Sorowako: This woman is forced to work hard. Every day this 
woman does domestic work and in the afternoon she does domestic work for a Vale 
worker. Then she works in the rice mill so she can get rice to eat, not to sell. I think she is 
strong because work in the rice mill is hard work. This is really considered men’s work 
but a woman is doing it. 
 

While people in Sorowako continue to farm for supplemental income and 

sustenance, they do so under challenging conditions due to the extensive mining 

operations in their area. Mining has restricted access to their former cropland as well as 

degraded the land. Kaila and Vicki shared photo-stories of the difficulties of trying to 

grow vegetables, fruits and spices on Karonsi’e Dongi land that had been mined decades 

ago. Kaila noted that fertilizer must now be used to grow crops (Fig. 8.4). 
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Fig. 8.4. Kaila from the Karonsi’e Dongi community: This is the garden of my father in 
Kurate Lawa. It used to be the rice fields of the Karonsi'e Dongi and now it is abandoned 
mining land. My father planted this garden nine years ago. But it's not fertile land 
anymore. Even when fertilizer is applied, it is hard to grow black pepper because of the 
stony ground. 
 
 

Besides restricting land to grow crops, the mining operation has also cut off 

access to the forest to gather products such as firewood. One Karonsi’e Dongi woman 

(Grizelle) and one Sorowako woman (Tya) spoke about how their community members 

are travelling further into the forest to access wood. Tya said, “Before it used to be easy 

to get the wood but now the forest has disappeared because of mining. It is hard to get 

wood, causing people to look for wood further into the forest” (Fig. 8.5). A number of 

participants noted their concern for the degradation of their forest and the loss of once 

abundant and valuable species such as ebony.  
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Fig. 8.5. Tya from Sorowako: My father cuts wood to make poles for his fish pond. My 
brother is helping to make the fish pond. He must go to the forest to get the wood to make 
the poles. He must go further from our home and get up earlier to get the wood to make 
the poles. Before it was easier to get wood but now the forest that is near us has 
disappeared because of mining. It is hard to get wood, causing people to look for wood 
further into the forest. 
 
 

Beina expressed concern over the expansion of the mine and how that could affect 

future generations of people in Sorowako. While sharing a photograph of a child showing 

off a view of Sorowako from a mountain and expressing concern for the land, air and 

water, Beina shared, “For our children’s future, we must think where they will live.” For 

Beina and her neighbours, Khadijah and Tya, the loss of farming knowledge by the next 

generation was worrisome. Khadijah lamented, “The youth are rarely farming. More 

youth want to become workers at the mining operation than farmers.” While Khadijah 

and Tya are not farmers themselves, they exhibited a resistance to abandoning the 

growing of crops since it feeds and sustains people in their community.  
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Continuing to farm, fish and gather forest products is a survival strategy that is 

linked to resistance. The women’s photo-stories are reminders that resource-rich lands 

can be nurtured to feed people when people have access to them. Since the onset of 

mining, Sorowako farmers have defied pressures to give up their land and traditional 

sources of income. Having land to farm is a source of income and sustenance as well as a 

safety net for those not able to access permanent employment and a living wage at the 

mining operation.  

 

“I can’t farm so I make bags:” New ways of earning income 

 

 Mining displaces traditional sources of livelihoods, such as farming, and brings 

new forms of employment, including work in the mining operation and in industries 

servicing the mining operation and the workforce. Women continue to struggle to gain 

access to employment in the male-dominated extractives sectors. While some women 

may gain access to work at the mine or one of the many service industries, other women 

find new ways of earning an income in the informal sectors. However, some of the work 

in the informal sector is risky and puts women in vulnerable positions.  

 

Four Karonsi’e Dongi women and two Sorowako women noted that they obtain 

income through new forms of work. Danika said that women are now operating heavy 

machinery at the mining and smelting operation. In fact, after the photovoice study, one 

of the Sorowako photovoice participants obtained employment driving the large trucks at 

the smelter site. Besides working in the mining industry, women are also participating in 
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the informal economy. Grizelle explained that she is not able to farm so she makes bags 

to sell; a photo-story that also explains her reality in relation to her community’s history 

of being forced into exile during the Islamic State Rebellion then displaced for the mining 

operation (Fig. 8.6). Like Grizelle, Zaskia also links her work in the Vale dump to her 

community’s displacement and dispossession.  

 

 

Fig. 8.6. Grizelle from the Karonsi’e Dongi community: I can’t farm so I make bags. I 
was born in Wasuponda in 1976. I married a man from here, a Karonsi’e Paipai man. 
When I was married, I came back here. My mother also came back here with me. 
Karonsi’e Dongi families were forced to go to different places during the DI/TII 
Rebellion. My mother, Rima Mananta, the late Karonsi’e Dongi community leader, was 
born in Karonsi’e Dongi Village in 1949. I am her first child and I was born in Palu like 
other Karonsi’e Dongi children of my generation who were born in different locations 
where their parents fled. When I came here, my mother asked her older sister to show her 
where the community used to live. Her sister took her to Kurate Lawa and there she saw 
the community’s coconut trees and the old irrigation system that the community used. 
Around the year 2000, her sister and others began building a settlement here. 
 

While more Sorowako women are accessing wage labour at the mining operation, 

Karonsi’e Dongi women are finding new sources of income in the mining town, 
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including in the informal sector deemed illegal by the authorities such as scavenging for 

materials at the dump. In this way, the Karonsi’e Dongi women are challenging their 

domination while finding a way to earn an income to survive. Finding new ways to 

making a living is not mere survival for the Karonsi’e Dongi women, it is also resistance 

because it is linked to their struggle to reclaim their land.  

 

“Even though the food is little, we share:” Cooperation  
 

Cooperation is another form of everyday resistance (Scott, 1989). As noted in this 

photovoice study, the Karonsi’e Dongi people who access “illegally” their lands not only 

rely on the complicit silence of their neighbours but also their support in various ways, 

including sharing meals (Grizelle) and shelter (Kaila, Vicki, Danika). Grizelle said, “I am 

cooking with my child and neighbour. Even though the food is little, we share. This is our 

cooperation and it is one of our strengths in facing all of our life problems.” Kaila, in a 

self-portrait, shared how she came to live in the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement in Bumper 

and that three families live in her house. She said: I didn’t finish middle school. I got 

married when I was 23 years old. I am about to give birth to my fourth child. I am 

currently living with my parents. There are three families, 12 people, who live in my 

parent’s home.” In a photo-story by Siti, a teacher from Sorowako, she described parents 

cooperating and bending the rules so that their children could attend school. The parents 

pay for a vehicle to transport their children to school but there are not enough seats, 

making it a dangerous mode of transportation (Fig. 8.7). The parents, wanting their 

children to have an education and a better life than them, send their children to school 

every day knowing how unsafe the journey is to the school.  
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Fig. 8.7. Siti from Sorowako: This car that transports children is not free. It cost Rp. 
100,000 per month to rent the vehicle to transport the children to the school in Samusong 
that is about 50 kilometres away. There have been many motorcycle accidents and this 
has made the parents agree to rent a car even though you see that the kids are moving 
around here. They are seated in the baggage area. 
 
 

Grizelle said she is not able to participate in frontline actions to address her 

concerns because her husband is a worker at the operation, a sentiment shared by several 

women from both communities. Sari, a 42-year-old Karonsi’e Dongi mother of three 

children, remarked in her interview, “If the husband doesn’t go to work, what will the 

wife eat?” Other women interviewed said they are afraid of being criticized or not 

believed because they are poor or a newcomer. Even though Grizelle does not participate 

in open resistance to the mining operation, she said she provides behind-the-scenes 

support to those challenging mining. In one of her photo-stories, Grizelle shared that she 

cooks and shares food with her neighbours in the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement of Bumper 

as a way of cooperating and surviving. By cooperating with her neighbours who 

challenge the mine, Grizelle is not only surviving but also doing her part to resist. 
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Cooperation and other coping strategies may seem like they do not belong in an 

account of resistance but examining the women’s photo-stories reveals that their 

strategies to cope and survive are very much tied to their struggle to get back their land, 

send their children to school, revive their culture and save their Indigenous identity, 

which are their goals of resistance. While some Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women 

do not engage in illegal acts of everyday resistance, they will quietly support and house 

and feed those who do because they see the legitimacy of their actions.  

 

“There are people who say I should improve my house:” Working multiple jobs and long 

hours, and making sacrifices 

 
 

Besides cooperating with neighbours for meals, housing and to pay for school 

transportation for their children, Karonsi’e Dongi women noted that they survive by 

working multiple jobs and long hours. Many women in this photovoice study noted that 

their resistance or participation in community life is hindered by their heavy workload 

and family responsibilities such as childcare. Many of the Karonsi’e Dongi women work 

long hours and perform multiple jobs to make enough money to survive, as noted by 

Vicki and Zaskia in their photo-stories and Rika in an interview. There is little time in 

their busy day to contemplate or organize resistance.  

 

Some Karonsi’e Dongi women such as Vicki are active in resolving their 

community’s problems despite their busy days. She walks one hour to do domestic work 
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in Vale workers’ house (Fig. 8.8). In another photo-story, Vicki shared that she wakes up 

at 4:00 am and prepares meals before walking to work. She returns home in the 

afternoon, tends to her crops then gets dinner ready for not only her children and husband 

but also for relatives who live in her house.  

 

 

Fig. 8.8. Vicki from the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement of Bumper: I work in Salonsa, where 
the Vale supervisors and managers live. I leave for work at 8 am. I walk to work and it 
takes about one hour. I do domestic work in one of the mine contractor's homes. I wash 
the clothes, iron and wash the dishes. I work for about two hours and then I return home 
around 12 or 1 pm.  

 

Despite working multiple jobs and long hours, the women do not always earn 

enough to live in decent conditions. Vicki’s sister, Tantri, a mother of three, who attended 

fewer of the photovoice project meetings than the other participants due to the long hours 

that she worked, spoke about how she meets one need by sacrificing another. She is not 

able to pay for improvements on her house because she prefers to spend the money that 



 
 

294 

she earns on school fees for her children (Fig. 8.9). From these photo-stories and the 

interviews with Rika and others, the women have little time to participate in community 

associations that demand fairer treatment by the mining company and authorities. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 8.9. Tantri from the Karonsi’e Dongi community: This is my house in Bumper, in 
the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement. I have been here for several years. There are people who 
say I should improve my house, but I am prioritizing the education of my children before 
improving my house. 
 
 
“This area is only off limits to the Karonsi’e Dongi people:” Criminalization of dissent 
 
 

Acts of everyday resistance include those acts that the subaltern prefer to keep 

quiet but are attempts at achieving “vital material gains” (Scott, 1989: 35). Just as Scott 

described how people squat on land in small groups and then eventually take over the 

land for their community, the Karonsi’e Dongi people, under harassment and surveillance 

from the authorities, have reclaimed their traditional land through various progressive 

actions, starting with reclaiming a parcel of their traditional land for settlement and more 
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recently, hooking themselves onto the electricity grid. Scott (1989: 35) describes such 

techniques of resistance as having “tactical wisdom.” The photovoice project revealed 

that the Karonsi’e Dongi women who go to the mining company’s dump, even though 

they are not allowed, exhibit a disloyalty to the authorities.  

 
Zaskia and Vicki spoke about how they face harassment from authorities when 

attempting to access resources or services (Fig. 8.10). As previously mentioned, Zaskia 

goes to the dump “illegally” to obtain plastic for income. In another photo-story, she 

spoke with indignation of the harassment that she and her neighbours face when they 

grow black pepper on their traditional land: “We have been detained by the police when 

we have entered this area. The area is only off limits to the Karonsi’e Dongi people.” 

Zaskia noted that others are able to grow crops on their traditional land but they are not. 

Vicki noted that she and her community are criminalized for accessing electricity that 

their children need to do their schoolwork at night. At one demonstration in 2005, the 

police arrested her husband and were documented using force to remove people from the 

street. Despite the repression, Vicki remains one of the most active women in the 

Karonsi’e Dongi resistance. The young grandmother in her thirties recalled 

accompanying the late Karonsi’e Dongi community leader, Werima Mananta, to 

negotiate with the government and mining company. She says she often gets called to the 

police station: “The police asked us, why do you want to live here? They have many 

questions. We feel intimidated . . . They said we stole the electricity. It was not theft. We 

said it wasn’t theft because we had already made three requests for electricity and were 

ignored. Five months later, we were called to the police station.” When asked if she has 

fears about participating in open resistance, Vicki said she is not afraid but she knows 
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that some people are fearful.  

 
 
Fig. 8.10. Zaskia from the Karonsi'e Dongi community: Actually this area is off limits to 
the community to grow black pepper but there are pepper crops here, planted by people 
not from our community. But if we try to grow crops here, we are not allowed. Pak 
Yadin, the leader of the Karonsi'e Dongi community, was brought to the police station at 
the beginning of 2015 over this. We have been detained by the police for entering this 
area. Now others can enter this area but the Karonsi'e Dongi people still cannot even 
though this is our land.  

 

The photo-stories depicting the criminalization of the Karonsi’e Dongi women for 

accessing their land and resources reveal how the authorities respond to the community’s 

unwillingness to conform. Upon first glance, an observer may see women illegally 

scavenging or squatting on the land of a mining operation, but the women’s photo-stories 

explain their actions, which are strategies to resist their domination and stop the erasure 

of their Indigenous community from their traditional territory. Here, it is clear that the 

women are aware of and challenging the various players and institutions that support 

mining, including the mining company, government authorities and police.  
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Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, resistance has taken on different forms in Sorowako that has 

included periodic high-profile protests but also everyday forms of resistance. Everyday 

acts, such as the Karonsi’e Dongi women ‘illegally’ accessing land, the dump and 

electricity, are survival strategies but they are also intentional acts of resistance, in the 

form of quiet encroachments of the ordinary. Through numerous photo-stories, the 

women revealed that they are an adversarial agent that refuses to accept there is no 

alternative to their life of struggle. The Karonsi’e Dongi women link their overt and 

covert resistance to their encounters with displacement and dispossession while the 

Sorowako women do not openly talk of their resistance, which they reveal is due to their 

longer history of being exploited and dependent on the mining operation. The fact that 

the Sorowako women participating in the photovoice project chose to highlight the 

struggles and resistance of their neighbours reveals they are not entirely complicit in the 

mining project. The women, from both communities, want their land and culture 

preserved while also desiring access to education and employment for themselves, family 

and community. This nascent solidarity provides the basis for a conjunctural exercise that 

I describe in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 9 

“Naming the Moment”: The Case for Conjunctural Analysis in Photovoice 

 

The three dominant themes that emerged in this photovoice study revealed a 

current conjuncture of struggle linked to resource extraction that is resisted by rural 

Indigenous women in their everyday practices. These practices are done with an intention 

to challenge their domination and defend their lives, home and culture. To further explore 

how Karonsi’e Dongi women and Sorowako women are affected by resource extraction 

and how their reaction to its impacts may depend on their social differences as well as 

their relationships to kin, the land and to the mining operation, I added an activity aimed 

at applying a conjunctural analysis to the photovoice study. Applying conjunctural 

analysis to studies of resistance allows people’s lived experiences, such as those captured 

in a photovoice project, to be situated in historical, geographic, social and cultural 

contexts. As developed by Gramsci (1992) and further elaborated in the works of 

feminist, post-colonial and critical pedagogy scholars, conjunctural analysis endeavours 

to understand subjectivity, agency and actions in different situations and contexts. 

Gramsci attempted to understand why oppressed peasants and workers supported 

Mussolini’s National Fascist Party by looking at the assemblage of forces at play at that 

time. Conjunctural analysis, or what Deborah Barndt (1989) calls, “naming the moment,” 

combines reflection, an exploration of class, race, gender and other social groupings, and 

dialectical thought of what is possible and what is constrained.  

 

In the first section of this chapter, I discuss the steps that we took to bring the two 



 
 

299 

photovoice groups together to apply a conjunctural analysis of their photo-stories as well 

as my observations of the exercise. I show that the pairing of photovoice with a 

conjunctural exercise provided a space for women to collectively reflect on their 

struggles; struggles that are personal, within their communities and between their 

communities. I contend that the conjunctural exercise contributes to the transformative 

potential of photovoice projects because it attempts to contextualize everyday struggles 

and resistance, revealing the structural and ideological forces at play that may be hidden 

or taken-for-granted. Furthermore, I argue that by having the women from two different 

communities converge to deliberate on moments of struggle captured in their photo-

stories, it provided an opportunity for empathy and solidarity to grow across the 

communities. In the second section of this chapter, I discuss what the convergence for a 

conjunctural inquiry added to my analysis of the three predominant themes found in the 

women’s photo-stories, specifically what ‘naming the moment’ had to contribute to 

understanding life as a struggle in relation to mining, and resistance through storied 

presencing and quiet encroachments.  

 

Convergence for Conjunctural Analysis in Photovoice 

 

Siti Maimunah and I, the photovoice co-facilitators, organized a convergence to 

accomplish three goals. We wanted to introduce the participants of the two photovoice 

groups to each other, conduct a conjunctural exercise that attempted to locate the photo-

stories of the participants in a historical moment, and discuss the participants’ aspirations 

for showcasing their body of work and any other next steps that they wished to take with 
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the photovoice project. Although they are neighbours living in close proximity to one 

another, many of the research participants did not know each other. The meeting 

provided a space for discussion about whether any of the problems they were 

experiencing in their communities were structural or shared across the region or unique, 

and to brainstorm possible projects or initiatives they could do in their communities to 

address some of their shared concerns. 

 

To prepare for the convergence of the photovoice groups, we gave participants a 

brief timeline of their community that included important political, economic and social 

movement dates in the past 100 years, in the past two years and a future timeline going 

forward two years (see Tables 9.1 and 9.2). We developed this timeline in consultation 

with Yusri Yusuf, a Sorowako community leader who is familiar with the two 

communities’ histories and a champion of the rights of both communities. We asked the 

participants to think about this history to prepare for the convergence that would bring 

together the two photovoice groups. We also asked the participants to deliberate on 

defining moments in their lives, specifically to consider the circumstances and events 

surrounding those moments when they thought of their lives or conditions in a new way.   



 
 

301 

Karonsi’e Dongi Community Timeline 

Last 100+ years  

 

 

 

 

 

1900--1920----1940-----1950-----1960-----1970-------1980--------1990-------2000-----2010 

 

 

 

 

Last 2 years 

 

 

2013-------------------------2014---------------------2015 

 

 

2 years into the future  

2015-------------------------2016---------------------2017 

 

Table 9.1: Timeline of social, economic and political events in the Karonsi’e Dongi 
community.  

Indonesia’s 
Independence (1945) 

Karonsi'e Dongi begin to 
return and organize. They 
form KRAPASKAD and 
do community mapping 
with YBS (2000) 

Many demonstrations 
over unresolved land 
issues and for locals 
to be hired at 
Inco/Vale  
Werima Mananta 
goes to Canada to 
share her 
community’s 
demands related to 
Inco (2006) 

Islamic State 
Rebellion, Karonsi'e 
Dongi flee (late 1950s) 

Formation of the Karonsi’e Dongi community 
organization, Lembaga Kesetiakawanan 
Masyarakat Dongi Ruruana Sorowako 

Inco enters (late 1960s) 

Inco’s smelter 
opens (1977) 

Vale buys Inco (2006) 

Presence of 
the Dutch in 
Sorowako 
(1920s) 

Inco takes over 
land (1970s) 

Karonsi'e Dongi begin 
to build homes in Kurate 
Lawa & Bumper (2000) 

Karonsi'e Dongi 
return but find their 
land under Inco 
control. They migrate 
to different places in 
Sulawesi (late 1970s) 

Rima Mananta dies and Iren Mananta 
replaces her as community leader (2013) 

Vale’s contract is extended until 2045. 
Vale announces they will increase nickel 
production by 25% (2014) 

Photovoice project 
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Sorowako Community Timeline 

 

Last 100 years 

 

 

 

 

1900--1920----1940-----1950-----1960------1970------1980------1990------2000-----2010 

 

 

 

 

 

Last two years 

 

2013-------------------------2014---------------------2015 

 

2 years into the future  

2015-------------------------2016---------------------2017 

 

 

Table 9.2. Timeline of social, economic and political events in the Sorowako community. 
 

 

A hard time for the 
community/farmers because 
access to land and rice paddies is 
restricted with the take over of 
the land for mining. People who 
resisted the land deals are jailed 
(1970s) 

2

Indonesia’s 
Independence (1945) 

Inco begins 
exploring nickel 
(1968) 

Inco smelter 
opens (1977) 

Inco’s contract is 
extended until 
2025 (1995) 

Many street 
demonstrations 
for land and work 
at Inco including 
at the Inco office 
in Makassar 
(2000s) 

KWAS makes demands, 
Andi Baso goes to Canada 
to bring forward the 
community’s problems 
and demands related to 
Inco (2000) 

Photovoice 

Presence of 
Dutch in 
Indonesia (1920s) 

Inco buys land 
(1970s) 

Desa Nikel community 
gets a safe supply of 
drinking water (2004) 

Vale’s contract is extended until 2045. Vale 
announces it will increase nickel production by 
25% (2014) 

Sorowako is divided into 
Desa Nikel and Desa 
Magani (1984) 

Sorowako 
becomes 
Desa Nikel 
(1967) 

1

I
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The convergence was held in the Karonsi’e Dongi’s traditional meeting space in 

Bumper at the end of the photovoice project on August 23, 2015. To attempt to break the 

ice and introduce the participants to each other, we asked participants to draw a picture of 

something about themselves on the left side of a paper and something that they learned or 

achieved through the photovoice project on the right. Some participants drew a flower 

and said they had felt like they were blooming or that they had grown with the project. 

Many women expressed their gratitude for being part of the project because it allowed 

them to meet people and get to know acquaintances better. Siti Maimunah and I then 

introduced the conjunctural exercise. Conjunctural analysis is a process that intertwines 

theory and practice. It is an ongoing reflective process intended to lead to action, then 

further reflection and action, as the historical moment continues to change (Barndt and 

Erickson, 2017).   

 

At the meeting that brought the two photovoice groups together, Siti Maimunah 

and I reproduced the timeline that had been given to the participants but this time in a 

different form. We placed a string with cards around the meeting room with the 

community’s important events and dates on them. We then asked participants to place 

their photographs on the timeline as a way to discuss the historical context of their 

photographs, which is important towards identifying the reality being lived in the 

moment (see Fig. 9.1).  
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Fig. 9.1. Photovoice participants naming the conjuncture found in their photograph. 

 

After the photographs were placed on the timeline, participants gathered around 

different spots on the timeline to hear from the participants about why they had placed 

their photograph on that historical moment. Each photovoice participant had the 

opportunity to talk about one to three of their photographs as we moved as a group along 

the timeline. For example, Karonsi’e Dongi participants placed photographs that 

discussed the difficulties of their people to farm in the 1950s section of the timeline. 

During that period, the Karonsi’e Dongi community was uprooted from their homes due 

to the Islamic State Rebellion, as described in more detail in Chapter 4, and later were 

unable to return because Inco’s mining operation had taken their land. Participants placed 

a number of photographs dealing with their hopes and demands after the year 2000 on the 

timeline. During the early 2000s, the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples organized a 

number of demonstrations to demand a resolution to the land conflicts and environmental 
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problems caused by nickel mining and smelting, and to call for more permanent work 

opportunities for community members at the mine and smelter operation. One of those 

photographs placed in the early 2000s was Vicki’s picture of the garbage in her Karonsi’e 

Dongi community of Bumper, a settlement that was established in 2002. Vicki said that 

she wishes her community had garbage pick-up services like the Vale workers’ housing 

sites. She linked the lack of services to dehumanization, stating that the Karonsi’e Dongi 

people, the Indigenous people of the land, need to be treated like humans. The Sorowako 

participants listened attentively to Vicki describe her community’s struggles and often 

expressed their dismay and empathy at the challenges facing the Karonsi’e Dongi people.  

 

Participants were especially moved by Vicki’s story about her daughter’s fatal 

motorcycle accident. The Sorowako photovoice participants said they had heard about a 

young girl being killed a year ago but did not know that it was Vicki’s daughter. Vicki 

wept, as did Vicki’s mother Zaskia, as she told the story. Zaskia’s story of the widow 

collecting food from the Vale dump to feed her children also brought Sorowako 

participants to tears. The powerful stories moved the women with different emotions 

when they heard of their neighbours’ struggles for the first time. Participants were also 

especially moved by the discussion on a photo-story of a dwelling made with items 

scavenged from a dump. The Karonsi’e Dongi women discussed substandard housing and 

restricted access to Vale’s dump, located on their traditional land. This and previous 

examples show that the conjunctural exercise contributed an understanding of how a 

moment captured in a photograph fits within history and a larger set of circumstances. 
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A number of Karonsi’e Dongi community elders, such as Naomi Mananta, were 

present at the convergence. The elders, all women, explained some of the history as we 

examined the photographs along the timeline (see Fig. 9.2). They enriched the discussion 

with their knowledge of the community’s history. Several of the younger Karonsi’e 

Dongi participants noted they were not aware of this history. The marrying of the 

photovoice method and the conjunctural exercise with the contributions of the 

community’s knowledge-keepers allowed for the moments captured in the photographs to 

be historicized, and brought together two communities that outside powers, first the 

organizers of an Islamic State then governments and a multinational mining company, 

have divided since the mid-twentieth century. Not everyone in Sorowako, especially the 

younger generation and newcomers, is aware that the Karonsi’e Dongi people have a 

rightful historical claim to that land. The convergence allowed Karonsi’e Dongi and 

Sorowako participants to hear from Karonsi’e Dongi elders about this buried history. 

 

Fig. 9.2. Naomi Mananta, a Karonsi’e Dongi elder, shares the history of the Karonsi’e 
Dongi community with the photovoice participants on August 23, 2015 in Bumper.  
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Beyond sharing historical lessons, the convergence also provided participants a 

glimpse into the hardships of their neighbours, thereby, opening doors to empathy, 

solidarity, mutual support and cooperation as well as a greater understanding of the 

nature of their problems as being both similar and different. A Sorowako woman 

interviewed in 2013 said she did not know why the Karonsi’e Dongi people were 

squatting on land next to the Vale golf course. Such knowledge of displacement from 

traditional territory as well as cross-community dialogue are important towards dispelling 

myths that people occupying land are troublemakers, when in fact they are reclaiming 

land that they never sold or surrendered. A key barrier to cross-community dialogue 

stems from different positions that the women hold in relation to mining company. 

Women from both communities also spoke of long and busy days, growing crops and 

doing housework. Across the two communities, they practice different religions. There 

appears to be no time and place for women from both communities to get together and 

socialize. The convergence allowed a space for the women to engage in a cross-

community dialogue on what is shared and unique about their lives and struggles, 

allowing for greater understanding and solidarity across the communities.  

 

Bringing the two photovoice groups together allowed the women participating in 

the project to form new friendships and strengthen existing ones. They learned of their 

neighbour's struggles and are keen to continue taking photographs and telling stories of 

their lives and community in the future. As Bell (2016: 156) noted, “The strength of 

Photovoice as a catalyst for bringing about change within participants’ lives is the 
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synergy it creates between visual images and network-building among participants.” Bell 

found that one of the barriers hindering participation in the environmental justice 

movement in Appalachia is isolation and a lack of social networks and formal 

organizations in the region. I observed a similar situation occurring in my photovoice 

study. A number of women explained their lack of participation in the community as a 

result of there being no organizational vehicle through which to do so. My photovoice 

project, in common with Bell’s photovoice work, facilitated participation in social 

movements by creating a space for building bonds among and between the women in the 

two communities. For instance, following the convergence, some of the Sorowako 

participants visited Vicki’s daughter’s grave, which was something that Vicki, still in 

mourning a year after her daughter’s death, wanted to share with her new friends from 

Sorowako. These new friendships, feelings of empathy and acts of compassion will not 

necessarily lead to a more organized resistance across the communities but the 

photovoice project opened up more of a space for that possibility.  

 

The informal meetings that solidify trust and friendships are often the first step to 

more organized forms of resistance. In an early work on everyday resistance, Turton 

(1986: 46) argued that poor farmers meet informally and develop linkages amongst 

themselves where they share, learn and reflect on their situations:  

these were processes in which dignity and self-confidence were increased; 
experiences and useful knowledge were established, learned and shared, solidarity 
and material networks of personal links were developed; forms of 
communication, leadership and organization were tried and tested; and alliances, 
however modest, were built up – some of them inter-class and supralocal. 

 

The convergence provided a space to further build trust and friendships, creating the 
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potential for more organized forms of resistance in the future.  

 

Beyond breaking social isolation and building social bonds, the photovoice 

project and convergence engaged mostly those who are not recognized as community 

leaders but rather people who are marginalized and do not normally have a voice in 

decision-making in their communities. Most of the women in this photovoice project 

would not consider themselves community leaders (except for perhaps Karonsi’e Dongi 

mother and daughter, Zaskia and Vicki, who have participated in meetings with people 

from government, the company and allied organizations to further their community’s 

demands). Some of the participants, both Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women 

(Melanie, Tantri, Zaskia, Solia and Kaila), had a hard time speaking in front of the large 

group but felt more comfortable as the meeting progressed. As the photovoice project 

advanced, I noted increasing comfort and ownership in the project, which was further 

confirmed when several women took an active role in executing the convergence. For 

example, Kamila and Tya took an active role in documenting the convergence with an 

audio-recorder. By adding the convergence to the photovoice project, participants were 

able to dive more into the project and make it their own.  

 

The transformative potential of photovoice is enhanced with the addition of the 

conjunctural exercise. Participants not only uncovered structural inequalities and 

oppression but also gained new skills and confidence to talk about their struggles. 

Participants spoke of problems conveyed in their photographs not as individual problems 

but as problems brought about by social, economic and political forces at play in their 
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community, including the presence and expansion of a multinational mining company 

that is concerned with making their home the place of the “lowest-cost nickel producer” 

in the world. Photovoice allowed research participants to be part of a collective process 

of critical self-awareness and uncovering what Bourdieu called habitus or the ways that 

people are inclined to think and act in their social environments, which encompasses 

behaviour, tastes and expectations related to a person’s class and how they were raised 

(Bourdieu, 1999; Sweetman, 2009). Visual methods, such as photovoice, allow us to 

study the everyday lives and taken-for-granted experiences in highly marginalized 

groups, which may be challenging to recognize or articulate (Sweetman, 2009). When 

paired with conjunctural analysis, the photovoice method has a greater transformative 

potential because it deliberately seeks to discuss and unmask oppressive social, 

economic, political and ideological forces that may be at play in order to transcend 

limitations of people, both real and perceived. By assessing how relationships of actors, 

events and different forces converge at a particular time (conjuncture), political action 

can be better informed and effective (Barndt, 1989). Conjunctural analysis assumes that 

people experience their social situations as contradictions or tensions, and that there are 

winners and losers in the existing political, social and economic structures. According to 

Barndt (1989: 8): 

If we focus only on the structural elements, our understanding may remain static 
and lifeless. We won't see how things change as forces shift. On the other hand, if 
we look only at the personalities and events of the moment, we may lose sight of 
the deeper issues and the longer-term battles. This tension between our daily work 
on short-term goals and our longer-term efforts to change an unjust system is 
central to naming the moment. 

 

As Barndt explained, conjunctural analysis is deployed to seek an end to systemic 
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oppression because it calls on us to examine the past if we are to understand the present 

and achieve the future we want. 

 

Naming the Moments of Struggle and Resistance: Discussion of Findings 

 

“Welcome to Sorowako: Where tranquility and hustle bustle entwine in 

harmony,” opens a Vale promotional document published in 2015. This photovoice study 

challenges the mining company’s calm and peaceful depiction of Sorowako. The 

publication goes on to say: “With the right type of technology, an attitude of goodwill 

and serious endeavor, every year dozens of thousands of tons of nickel are extracted from 

underneath Sorowako without harming the surrounding environment” (2015: 6). To its 

credit, the piece of propaganda acknowledges the lack of basic facilities and high costs of 

living in Sorowako and threatened species such as the red-bottomed monkey and ebony 

but does not link the mining operations to any of those problems. The Karonsi’e Dongi 

and Sorowako women’s photo-stories clash with the stories told by the mining company. 

As revealed in the dominant themes of the photo-stories, the women note that: (1) mining 

is connected to an everyday struggle and brings certain hardships for women who depend 

on healthy land for survival; (2) their lives, lands and culture are special and worthy of 

protection; and (3) they and their neighbours resist, in subtle but important ways, the 

industry’s rule over their lives and community. I now reflect on the three themes, 

including the contributions of the conjunctural analysis of the photo-stories to the 

literature on everyday resistance.  

 



 
 

312 

Life is a struggle due to mining 

 

The most prevalent theme to emerge in the women’s photo-stories presented life 

as a struggle due to mining and demonstrated that the women are aware of how processes 

of accumulation by dispossession and relationships of exploitation affect them and their 

neighbours differently, depending on their social locations. As described in Chapters 2 

and 3, processes of accumulation by dispossession are considered forms of structural 

violence against women. While the theme of life being a struggle as a result of mining 

was almost evenly shared in the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women’s photo-stories, 

the Karonsi’e Dongi women had more to say about their displacement and dispossession, 

which is likely due to the fact that their displacement and dispossession was more severe 

and is still more acutely felt today. The Sorowako women did not share personal stories 

of displacement and dispossession but did share the stories of their Karonsi’e Dongi and 

Lake Matano neighbours’ struggles. These photo-stories revealed that the women are 

aware of the structural and intersectional nature of their oppression.  

 

The conjunctural exercise allowed women from two neighbouring communities to 

reflect on their communities’ histories and current realities. From the beginning of Inco’s 

presence in Sorowako in the late 1960s, the company benefited from the Karonsi’e Dongi 

community’s forced absence from the land as well as from Soeharto’s first actions as 

President of Indonesia to open the country to foreign investment and make any local 

dissent to such investment unsafe. Without their consent, the Karonsi’e Dongi’s 

traditional land, including their fruit tree groves and portions of their ancestral graveyard, 
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became part of Inco’s and now Vale’s mining area, golf course and housing site. The 

Karonsi’e Dongi people have reclaimed part of their traditional land to live and grow 

crops but not without intimidation. They are threatened regularly with eviction, recently 

for a hotel development, while they struggle to grow crops on land that has been mined 

and is no longer fertile. The convergence allowed women from across the communities to 

discuss what is common and unique about their histories and current struggles.  

 

While the Karonsi’e Dongi women described their hardships, including their 

father and mother’s histories of activism for their community and their husbands’ 

struggles with gaining secure employment, the Sorowako women pointed to their 

neighbours’ problems with inadequate housing and social services. Khadijah, Wanina and 

Siti are preoccupied especially by the struggles of the Lake Matano people facing a 

forced relocation after a fire destroyed their homes. Beina noted the uneven delivery of 

social services to communities in the Sorowako region and denounced the dumping of 

garbage by the mine’s contractors on Karonsi’e Dongi land. Why did the Sorowako 

women not share their personal stories for a photovoice project that asked them to 

describe their daily lives in relation to mining? Why did they choose to tell stories of their 

neighbours struggling in relation to mining? If mining has benefited them more then why 

did they not tell stories that celebrated mining in their community? From their photo-

stories, it is clear that the Sorowako women are very much aware of their dependent 

position in relation to the mining operation and they are also cognizant that they have it 

better than their neighbours who have been more harmed by mining. For material 

reasons, they may conform, but they are not completely silent on the various ways that 
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mining exploits them and their natural environment, and they are not blind to the 

struggles of their neighbours.  

 

The Sorowako women are clearly more dependent on the mining operation; they 

or their husbands, fathers and brothers have more access to employment and benefits 

from the mining operation. Previously, Robinson (1986) observed the people of 

Sorowako feeling like the ‘stepchildren of progress’ due to outsiders reaping more of the 

benefits of the mining operation on their land. Today, some people in Sorowako have 

gained access to wage labour at the mining operation and they face fewer challenges than 

their neighbours, including the Karonsi’e Dongi people whose land was taken for the 

mining operation as well as the newcomers who did not obtain adequate employment and 

were pushed to live on top of bacteria-infested waters. However, many of the Sorowako 

women are also concerned about the environmental and health impacts of the mine. 

Khadijah, Tya and Siti expressed concern over the strip-mined mountains and Beina and 

Kamila described other environmental and health impacts of mining that outside 

observers may not immediately linked to the operation, such as the dangers of improper 

waste disposal on Lake Matano. The mining operation brought many newcomers to the 

area and the local government has yet to deal adequately with how the population influx 

has affected infrastructure, such as waste disposal. How a community is made dependent 

on a mining operation is captured in the title of June Nash’s book about Bolivian tin 

miners and their families, We Eat the Mines, The Mines Eat Us. The story of mining in 

Sorowako is also one of dependency and exploitation, and is a familiar story in mine-

affected communities from the Global North to the Global South. Similar to the Bolivians 
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of Oruro and Siglo IX who accessed wage labour in the tin mines for household income 

in the twentieth century, miners across the world also did not make enough to overcome 

poverty, and their work in the dangerous and toxic mines meant very few of them lived 

long enough to retire (Nash, 1979). My photovoice study builds on previous works of 

ethnography that reveal that people who are exploited and made dependent on mining 

have a harder time to challenge mining but their subordinate social positions do not stop 

them from quietly resisting, which shows that ethnographic methods such as photovoice 

can uncover intent and consciousness in resistance. 

 

To further contextualize conditions of local exploitation, it is important to 

consider how Sorowako is affected as a resource-rich region in Indonesia. In Sorowako, 

very few have benefited from the nickel mining operation; mainly the local elite, though 

some mine workers are unionized. However, many more people work on temporary 

contracts at the operation and others, especially the Karonsi’e Dongi people, have been 

displaced and dispossessed from their land, resources and traditional livelihoods. The 

current structures benefit multinational corporations, the Indonesian state and a small 

group of local elites at the expense of many of the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako 

peoples. As confirmed by the photovoice study and discussion had during the 

conjunctural exercise, the mining operation, after five decades of operation, has yet to 

bring the kind of prosperity promised to everyone in Sorowako, especially the Karonsi’e 

Dongi people. The conjunctural exercise allowed for a purposeful discussion on how 

outside forces have shaped local conditions for different groups of people.  
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Bolstered by discourses of modernization and economic development, 

extractivism is promoted as the pathway to prosperity and progress but clearly the 

experiences of the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako people reveal that promised welfare 

from mining does not reach all people. Indonesia has a long history with mining but 

Soeharto’s New Order regime (1967-1998) especially put into practice the extractivist 

model as a development strategy for the country. Regarding places of extraction in 

Indonesia, such as Sorowako, during the Soeharto era, Tapiheru et al. (2017: 243) noted:  

 

The introduction of extractive industries exploiting oil, gas, coal, and other 
minerals across Indonesia is followed by the exclusion of local inhabitants, 
including those of indigenous groups. They receive unfair compensation for their 
lands and crops, are harshly treated should they stage any protests, or are simply 
swept aside. The regime did this and justified its actions in the name of pursuing 
the ultimate national interest, namely, creating an advanced and prosperous 
Indonesia through growth and order.   

 

Soeharto turned various parts of resource-rich Indonesia, including Sorowako, over to 

capital investment to exploit and instituted a politics of fear and order to stop any barrier 

to resource exploitation. Freeport McMoran’s gold and copper mine in West Papua, the 

only foreign-owned mining operation in Indonesia that is older than the Inco/Vale 

operation, and the Indonesian state stand accused of being parties responsible for 

genocide in West Papua (Herz, 2000). In such an environment of repression, the photo-

stories of the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women provide a powerful counter-story to 

the one being told by the mining industry, especially the photo-stories that describe how 

people were displaced and dispossessed. These photo-stories as counter-stories are thus 

conscious forms of resistance to mining.  
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In summary, the photovoice method when paired with a conjunctural analytical 

exercise proved to be an effective method for inquiries of a feminist political economy 

and intersectional nature, and specifically for a study of the gendered resistance to 

resource extraction in Indonesia. As described in Chapter 6 and discussed at the 

convergence, the Karonsi’e Dongi women and the Sorowako women share many of the 

same struggles but their material circumstances, concerns and preoccupations are also 

different. For the Karonsi’e Dongi women, growing crops is difficult and accessing 

permanent employment at the mining operation remains out of reach. Many of them do 

not have a high school diploma. Meanwhile, most of the Sorowako women in this 

photovoice study hold university degrees and thus a greater degree of access to work at 

the mining operation, including at the company schools and hospital. They have received 

more of the benefits of mining than their Karonsi’e Dongi neighbours. Their homes have 

electricity and running water while the Karonsi’e Dongi’s homes do not. Despite reaping 

some benefits from mining, the Sorowako women acknowledge that mining has 

adversely affected their community. Some women worried that mining had created a 

harmful economic dependency in their region while others expressed concern that mining 

was spoiling their mountains, Lake Matano and culture. As previously mentioned, the 

Karonsi’e Dongi women shared their personal struggles while the Sorowako women 

pointed to their neighbours’ challenges in their photo-stories. These photo-stories and a 

conjunctural analysis of the photo-stories reveal that the women are aware of the 

structural and intersectional nature of their oppression and that they consciously reject the 

narratives that extol extractivism as a benign process that is a positive experience for all. 
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Storied presencing  

 

Besides everyday struggles related to mining, another prevalent theme noted in 

the women’s photo-stories was their pride in their home and their desires to protect their 

land and culture. Here, Indigenous women in the Global South are confronting colonial 

representations of themselves as victims in need of saving by an extractivist development 

model imposed from the outside. The women are clear about what they want to protect 

for themselves, their children and their communities. Photovoice is an effective method 

of allowing participants to produce their own representation of their lives and community 

and the convergence that deliberated on naming the moments in the women’s photo-

stories further revealed a desire to maintain a connection to the land and their culture. 

Watching the younger generations of Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women listen 

attentively to the Karonsi’e Dongi elders speak of the history of the area at the 

convergence confirmed that the women hold deep aspirations to defend and restore their 

connection to the land and their culture. I consider the participants’ photo-stories that 

celebrate their connection to the land and their culture as examples of Indigenous 

women’s storied presencing, which I explained in Chapter 7. The women’s photo-stories 

reveal a native survivance, which is described as an active survival or an active sense of 

presence in the face of being uprooted from one’s land and culture (Vizenor, 2008). Their 

photo-stories counter the dehumanizing aspects of extractivism that aim to eliminate 

obstacles to accumulation, namely through removing people from their land and culture, 

and instead presents, in the women’s own voice, their dignified ways of being in the 

world. As revealed in the women’s photo-stories and further discussed in the 
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convergence, the women are consciously expressing their ways of being in the world in 

their photo-stories, which is clearly a form of intentional resistance to erase them from 

the land and to their ways of existing.   

 

Moreover, the women’s hopeful photo-stories upset crude notions of Indigenous 

women as being only victims. Here, the photovoice project reveals how it can be used as 

part of the desired-based frameworks of study with Indigenous people as advocated by 

Tuck (2009). While the women’s photo-stories about life being a struggle due to mining 

dismissed several colonial myths that resource extraction is bringing prosperity and 

development for Indigenous people, the photo-stories also reveal the enduring desire of 

Karonsi’e Dongi women and Sorowako women to protect their exceptionally beautiful, 

fertile and thriving place from destructive extraction. During the conjunctural exercise, it 

was further made clear that the women wish to recover aspects of their history and 

culture that have been lost due to their forced displacement from their land.  

 

The women’s storied presencing that looks back to the past and describes their 

present day has important insights for a post-extractive future. Similar to anti-mining 

movements in Romania and Bulgaria that organize by ‘staying in place’ and engaging in 

alternative economies (Velicu, 2019), I observed many of today’s generation of 

Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako people choosing to stay in Sorowako and grow crops as 

their ancestors did or they are engaging in new ways of making a living, often within the 

limits of what the mining operation will allow. In this way, local people affected by 

resource extraction resist the commodification of nature in their place, a place that gives 
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them shelter, work, food and recreation. Furthermore, Velicu argued that her research 

subjects are challenging the neoliberal project, the economic growth mindset and endless 

pursuit of profits and surplus accumulation by enacting their autonomy and 

experimenting with new political subjectivities and practices that address their social and 

environmental concerns. Sjöstedt Landén and Fotaki (2018) remarked that their studies of 

resistance of women to mining in Sweden and Greece provide hope for a more 

democratic and equal society that is more respectful of nature’s limits. Similarly, by 

remaining rooted in their home, farming and cultural practices, the Karonsi’e Dongi and 

Sorowako women are also part of imagining a post-extractive Sorowako. Returning to 

Barndt’s explanation of the usefulness of conjunctural analysis to further desired futures, 

by pairing the conjunctural exercise with the photovoice, the women were able to reflect 

on their past to explain their present and defend the kind of future they want.  

 

In summary, photovoice in combination with the conjunctural exercise allowed 

for storied presencing to occur, which is a potent counter-narrative to the story being told 

by proponents of extractivism. The photo-stories as well as the historicizing and 

contextualizing of the photo-stories done at the convergence allowed for women to assert 

their presence. The method of inquiry is also more fitting with the kinds of desire-based 

frameworks of research with Indigenous communities that do not treat Indigenous people 

as passive victims but rather as agents with colonial histories who are asserting their 

presence in today’s world and dreaming about the kinds of the future they want for 

themselves and their future generations.  
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Quiet encroachments and solidarity 

 

The photovoice study uncovered complexities of resistance, including who is 

participating in everyday resistance and who is not. According to my criteria for everyday 

resistance, the Karonsi’e Dongi people are engaging more in intentional acts of everyday 

resistance, such as defying authorities by scavenging for materials at the dump and 

growing black pepper on their traditional land. Their acts display a determination to 

lessen their domination, better their lives and stop the erasure of their Indigenous culture 

and connection to their traditional land, which are examples of the quiet encroachment of 

the ordinary (Bayat, 2000) that I explained in the previous chapter. While the Sorowako 

women did not share personal stories of themselves quietly defying authorities, they 

chose to use the photovoice platform to share what can be counted as everyday resistance 

of their neighbours. They also linked their neighbour’s struggles to mining. The 

Sorowako women attended the convergence of the photovoice groups at the Karonsi’e 

Dongi’s traditional meeting space where they learned more about the Karonsi’e Dongi’s 

struggles and expressed further empathy and support. By doing this, they displayed 

solidarity with those resisting the impacts of mining, in particular, their Karonsi’e Dongi 

neighbours as well as their Lake Matano neighbours who are refusing to leave their 

homes despite a government order to do so. In this section, I explore the varied responses 

of women to mining, including forms of quiet encroaching and quiet solidarity, which 

reveal their consciousness of how their social positions in relation to mining, specifically 

in relation to processes of exploitation and dispossession, affect how they act.   
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With perhaps less to lose or little left to lose, the resistance of Karonsi’e Dongi 

women to mining has taken forms that are described as both first resort and last resort. 

The Karonsi’e Dongi’s street protests and hunger strikes in 2005 are acts of last resort or 

desperation when every other avenue to have their problems addressed have been closed. 

Meanwhile, acts of first resort involve those with a “tactical wisdom” (Scott, 1989) that 

the subaltern deploy to lessen their oppression. The Karonsi’e Dongi people successfully 

resettled their land in 2002 even though it had long been part of Inco/Vale’s mining area. 

They did so knowing that they could be evicted at anytime. They grow crops and access 

the dump even though they are prohibited from doing so by the authorities. These are acts 

akin to the quiet encroachment of the ordinary, as discussed by Bayat (2000) as subtle 

acts intended to lessen the domination over one’s life and to better one’s life 

opportunities. More recently, after demands for electricity went nowhere, members of the 

Karonsi’e Dongi community have connected their homes in the settlement to the 

electricity grid. Despite calls for Vale to provide electricity to the community, the 

company says it is the government’s responsibility. Meanwhile, Inco/Vale has dammed 

three rivers in the Sorowako region to generate hydro-electricity for its operations. 

 

While the Sorowako women have engaged from time to time in acts of first resort 

and last resort, the photo-storytelling and conjunctural exercise revealed that the women’s 

resistance is shaped by how they and their family members see themselves in relation to 

mining, specifically to how they are exploited by mining. The Sorowako women’s 

resistance is more a resistance to exploitation while the Karonsi’e Dongi women’s 

resistance is a resistance to dispossession. Resistance to exploitation includes worker 
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struggles such as access to permanent employment, higher wages and decent pensions. 

The expansion of resource extraction has resulted in a resistance to dispossession. While 

the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples struggle with both exploitation and 

dispossession, the Sorowako community’s relation to dispossession and displacement is 

located more in the past than it is for the Karonsi’e Dongi people. The Karonsi’e Dongi 

people whose land was taken unjustly decades ago as well as the communities facing 

more recent eviction with the mine’s expansion feel the dispossession and threat of 

another displacement more than the Sorowako people who have managed to benefit by 

having at least one foot in the mining operation. In some ways the Sorowako women, 

because of their deeper integration into the local mining economy, may be more 

compromised by mining than their Karonsi’e Dongi neighbours.  

 

In 2013, when I contemplated a post-mining Sorowako with a teenager, the eldest 

of five siblings who was about to embark on post-secondary training to work at the 

mining operation, I saw fear wash over her face. She said she wanted her family to stay 

happy and together. For her, a post-mining Sorowako meant that her family would likely 

not be able to live in the same place together, that they may have to separate and leave 

Sorowako in search of work. While the Sorowako community may benefit relatively 

more from mining than their Karonsi’e Dongi neighbours, their relative better position 

with the mining operation means that they are also more dependent. Some Sorowako 

people have gained access to permanent employment at the mining operation while the 

Karonsi’e Dongi have been completely shut out from such opportunities and can only 

expect to secure short-term contracts. Mining companies typically benefit from the 
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surplus of labour available to them to stifle any resistance (Adas, 1986), which is 

something that women interviewed in this study noted. From this photovoice study that is 

attuned to the current conjuncture of struggle, the women show that they are aware that 

the kinds of actions they take to better their conditions are related to how they are 

dispossessed and exploited by mining.  

 

On the surface, the Sorowako women appear to be more supportive of mining. 

However, their photo-stories and their comments at the convergence reveal that they do 

not condone mining and they, too, are worried that mining is robbing their community of 

economic opportunities and affecting their land, mountains, lake and health. For example, 

Khadijah, Siti and Tya worried about the strip-mined mountains. They questioned 

whether the benefits of mining outweigh the harms and risks. They also noted that the 

benefits are not felt evenly in the community. Some women said they were afraid to be 

openly critical of mining because of their husband’s employment at the operation. Since 

the Sorowako women have closer relations with the mining industry, they must calculate 

whether their protests will lead to any reprisals for them or their family members. I 

wondered if they chose to share stories of everyday resistance of their neighbours 

because they did not want to draw attention to themselves. Whether they did so or not, 

what is clear is that the Sorowako women chose to use the photovoice project to highlight 

the struggles of their neighbours and that shows their structural and intersectional 

awareness of how their oppression is linked to structures that facilitate mining and to 

one’s social locations, including their status of employment with the mining operation, 

gender and ethnicity. 
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Opponents of mining sometimes accuse mine workers and those who access the 

benefits of mining of not engaging in resistance at all but that is not the case in Sorowako 

where the women in their photo-stories reveal flickers of dissent towards a project of 

resource extraction that has cemented itself in their community. Mining interests often 

attempt to divide communities and organizations to create an environment that facilitates 

extraction. Mining fosters different levels of conflict from armed violence such as that 

seen in the Philippines and horizontal conflict that involves localized struggles over 

access to land and water and disagreement over the distribution of benefits from mining 

(Bebbington et al., 2008a). In Sorowako, I have witnessed members of the local elite, 

who have been casted by community members as being coopted by the mining company, 

make disparaging comments about the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako community 

leaders. Despite the condescending actions of the mining company and the local elite who 

benefit the most from mining, this photovoice study reveals that Sorowako workers and 

their family members who have enjoyed some of the benefits of mining in terms of 

employment and access to services are not blind to or silent about the struggles of those 

in their wider community who are more marginalized or affected adversely by mining. 

The photovoice project and conjunctural exercise allowed the women to exercise a kind 

of quiet and safe solidarity with their neighbours who are struggling more than they are.  

 

Moreover, I observed that the Sorowako women’s photo-stories of women and 

widows still farming, while not a direct expression of protest to mining, reveal their 

consciousness that land is critical to their survival in a world where they find themselves 
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dependent on a mine or a marriage. Early literature on everyday resistance of peasants on 

Java, the Indonesian island south of my case study, discussed how the peasants acted in 

ways that displayed their preference to grow crops for subsistence over market 

production and how their acts were more defensive than expressions of protest (Adas, 

1986). As revealed in both the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women’s photo-stories 

about how they live, grow food and access forest products in off-limit areas, the women 

and their kin are not only defending their way of life but they also intentionally resisting 

being completely disconnected from their land and traditional source of sustenance by not 

allowing the mining company to have total control over their lands.  

 

In summary, resistance to mining in Sorowako has included occasional street 

demonstrations but also everyday forms of resistance. Through their photo-stories and 

contextualizing of experiences at the convergence, the women reveal that how they act in 

relation to mining is related to how they are dispossessed or exploited by mining. As 

described in Chapter 8, the Karonsi’e Dongi women, in particular, are engaging in acts of 

everyday resistance, such as “illegally” accessing land, the dump and electricity. I argue 

that these acts, which may seem like survival strategies by a distant observer, are part of 

the women’s strategies to better their life conditions. An example of what Bayat calls the 

quiet encroachment of the ordinary, the women’s photo-stories of survival and coping 

such as cooperation can be counted as resistance because the women are defying 

authorities, pushing the boundaries of what they are allowed to do on their land and 

supporting those who are taking more risks. In such everyday acts of resistance, the 

women are recovering gradually and defiantly their land and culture. Marginalized 
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members of society in the Sorowako region, including the Karonsi’e Dongi peoples and 

the community living on top of Lake Matano, make daily quiet encroachments that are 

partly survival and partly a calculated attempt to reverse their dominated status and 

erasure from their land. The Sorowako women display a quiet solidarity with their 

neighbours who benefit less from mining through their photo-stories.   

 

Conclusion 

 

This study combining photovoice methodology with a conjunctural analysis 

allowed for important issues to be identified, for an analysis of the forces that shape 

potential actions, for the development of alliances, and for a discussion about the kinds of 

actions that should be taken to advance the struggles of the moment or of the conjuncture 

(Ericson and Barndt, 2017). Placing photo-stories in a social, economic or political 

moment is a way of connecting “the personal and political, the local and global, reflection 

and action” (Barndt and Ericson, 2017: 18). Moments can be powerful, especially when 

connections are made between moments and structures (Barndt, 1989). Such flashpoints 

shake us into looking back into histories that are buried by the powerful and they propel 

us forward into an uncertain future where we no longer think and act the same. As noted 

in Chapter 4, one such flashpoint for the Karonsi’e Dongi people was when a local 

government official told their leaders that it was better to get rid of their community than 

to lose the mining company. From that day on, it became clear to the Karonsi’e Dongi 

people that the government was not on their side and their struggle to regain their land 

and obtain the services owed to them would be arduous.  
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Photovoice, paired with a conjunctural exercise, provided an engaging and 

empowering activity that allowed for an identification of issues that are important to 

Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women. The women often have no outlet to speak of 

their experiences, but this project of feminist activist ethnography allowed the women to 

share who they are and what is important to them, to engage in storied presencing about 

their ways of being in the world. The photovoice project and conjunctural exercise 

provided rich insights on their lives and why and how they resist resource extraction in 

their communities, revealing that intent and consciousness can and should be uncovered 

in studies of everyday resistance.  

 

The Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women’s photo-stories show that they 

consciously reject the dominant narratives of the extractives sector that the industry 

benefits everyone and is supported by local communities. They revealed their awareness 

of their various struggles being rooted in both the structures that facilitate mining as well 

as their social locations. Importantly, the women reveal through their photo-stories that 

Sorowako is much more than a place that is damaged by a mine. Their home is special to 

them and there are pieces of themselves, land and culture that mining cannot take or 

destroy. As revealed in the photo-stories, the women face numerous struggles related to 

mining in their community and they resist in ways that are sometimes visible and 

sometimes not so visible, depending on the level of exploitation and dispossession that 

they are experiencing. The photovoice method, paired with the conjunctural analytical 

exercise, proved to be an effective method for uncovering differences of intentional and 
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conscious expressions of everyday resistance, namely that the Karonsi’e Dongi women, 

who are more dispossessed by the mining operation, intentionally quietly encroach to 

challenge their domination and better their lives while the Sorowako women, who are 

more dependent on the mining operation, act with empathy and engage in quiet solidarity.   
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Chapter 10 

Conclusion 

 

Indigenous women from Guatemala (Angelica Choc, the late Topacio Reynosa 

Pacheco), Honduras (the late Berta Cáceres and her daughters, Berta and Laura), 

Indonesia (Aleta Baun, Yosepha Alomang), the United States (Winona Laduke, LaDonna 

Bravebull Allard) and Canada (Kanahus Manuel, Amanda Polchies) are increasingly the 

faces of resistance to resource extraction and yet few people know their names, histories 

and perspectives. A body of research shows that rural and Indigenous women resist the 

adverse gendered effects of mining (Bell and Braun 2010; Jenkins and Rondón 2015). 

However, the literature on gender and resource extraction has yet to examine fully the 

different forms of resistance to the industry exercised by people from different social 

locations. This study expands that literature by focusing on the subtle acts of everyday 

resistance by rural and Indigenous women in the Global South.  

 

I began my research aspiring to uncover some of the complexities of the 

resistance of women to Vale’s nickel mining operation in Sorowako, Indonesia. As I 

suspected, there is much more to the Sorowako story than what appears on the surface: a 

few disenfranchised Karonsi’e Dongi women and their families staging periodic public 

demonstrations, squatting at the edge of Vale’s golf course, while their Sorowako 

neighbours appear to accept or support mining by their lack of protest. Through a 

photovoice project that also included a conjunctural exercise aimed at ‘naming the 

moment’ in the women’s photo-stories (Barndt, 1989), the Karonsi’e Dongi women and 
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Sorowako women discussed numerous struggles linked to mining in their communities 

and described intricacies of their resistance that are not easily seen. Besides revealing a 

structural and intersectional awareness of their struggles in their photo-stories, both 

groups of women used the photovoice project to engage in a kind of Indigenous 

resistance known as ‘storied presencing,’ theorized by Simpson (2011) as Indigenous 

women and girls presenting through their stories their ways of being in the world. In 

these photo-stories, they revealed that their lives, land and culture are just as precious as 

the nickel under their feet and worthy of protection. The women revealed their 

consciousness of how structural and material conditions influence their resistance and 

that their resistance is also shaped by their various social locations, including gender, 

ethnicity and class, and their relationships to the land, mining operation and to those who 

challenge the mine.  

 

Feeling the impacts of dispossession more severely, the Karonsi’e Dongi women 

demonstrated that they are acting with intent and consciousness in their acts of everyday 

resistance. Their acts are similar to the ‘quiet encroachment of the ordinary,’ described by 

Bayat (2000), where subordinates act in subtle ways to challenge their domination and 

make inroads for a better life. Meanwhile, the Sorowako women revealed that they and 

their family members have a more dependent relationship on mining. Some of the women 

and their family members had gained employment at the mining operation and their 

community had access to services that the Karonsi’e Dongi community did not. Their 

resistance to mining was dampened by their more exploitative and dependent position in 

their relationship to mining. In this concluding chapter, I first discuss how the 
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participants and I discovered and used the photovoice method as a way to make inquiries 

on the gendered nature of resistance to mining. I also discuss how feminist political 

economy and theories of everyday resistance informed my study. I then summarize the 

contributions of my photovoice study to the field of everyday resistance studies, namely 

how photovoice enables intent and consciousness to be uncovered in accounts of 

everyday resistance. Lastly, I turn to a discussion of future directions for research on 

resistance to resource extraction.   

 

Using Photovoice to Examine Gendered Resistance to Mining  

 

As a long-time ally of Indigenous Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako organizations, I 

wanted to engage in community-based research, which I had done with my Master’s 

study of the environmental and health impacts of mining in Sorowako in the early 2000s. 

After discovering the photovoice method at a panel on feminist geography at the World 

Women’s Congress in Ottawa in 2011, I presented the idea of doing a photovoice project 

on women and mining to groups of Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women in 2013 and 

2015. Photovoice, a method of feminist activist ethnography, allows women’s voices to 

be heard and facilitates collective action on shared concerns (Bell, 2015; Wang and 

Burris, 1997). Photovoice participants, often those whose voices are silenced, act as the 

documentarians of their own lives, choosing what they wish to convey about their lives 

and communities. Faced with an expanding mine that threatens to extract more nickel 

from their mountains and erase their existence from their land, the women in this study 

chose to use this method of visual storytelling to share their experiences with mining to 
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the world. As detailed in Chapter 4, we chose to do a comparative photovoice study with 

two groups of Indigenous women affected by the same mining operation. In August 

2015, one group of seven women living in the Karonsi’e Dongi settlement of Bumper and 

another group of seven women living in Sorowako participated in separate photovoice 

projects. At the end of the photovoice project, we brought the two groups of women 

together to do a conjunctural analysis of their photo-stories.  

 

As I anticipated, the photovoice method unearthed buried aspects of the women’s 

lives and resistance to resource extraction in their communities. I examined the data from 

my study, which included 75 photo-stories, interviews with 26 women, participant 

observations and the discussion during the conjunctural exercise with the two photovoice 

groups, in relation to feminist political economy and theories on everyday resistance. I 

found compelling explanations for their struggles and oppositional acts, many of which 

are hidden but nonetheless important. Furthermore, the women’s photo-stories led me to 

the theorizing of Indigenous scholars from Turtle Island on ‘storied presencing.’ These 

findings answer some of the questions posed in the field of resistance studies around 

whether intent and consciousness should matter in studies of resistance and whether 

researchers can effectively uncover everyday resistance of another cultural group 

(Fletcher, 2001; Johansson and Vinthagen, 2016). The photovoice method as carried out 

in my study did expose intent and consciousness behind everyday resistance and was 

sensitive to the various ways that the Karonsi’e Dongi women and Sorowako women 

struggle with mining and challenge their domination, exploitation and dispossession.  
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A feminist political economy of resource extraction reveals the complicated 

nature of resistance to resource extraction by explaining the political, social and 

economic structures that pervade the everyday lives of people affected by resource 

extraction. People belong to different social groupings and hierarchies within those social 

groupings, which shape their lives and resistance. In their photo-stories and interviews, 

many of the Karonsi’e Dongi women and Sorowako women identify as mothers, farmers 

and workers who struggle for a secure and dignified life. When sharing photo-stories of 

their parents, brothers and neighbours, they also identify as daughters, sisters and 

neighbours who are affected by their kin’s relationship to the land and to mining. By 

using an intersectional lens, this study reveals that resource extraction affects different 

women in unique and disproportionate ways, which in turn shape their perspectives of the 

industry and the methods they use to resist their subordination. While the Karonsi’e 

Dongi and Sorowako women share similar challenges related to mining in their 

communities, this photovoice study confirmed that the women’s particular histories and 

relationships to the land, to mining and to those who challenge mining are shaping their 

resistance to mining. Other studies have uncovered similar factors that influence 

Indigenous resistance to industrial developments on their land (Brosius, 1997; Fletcher, 

2001) but my study focuses on the gendered dimensions of that resistance to reveal the 

multiple ways that the perceptions and responses to mining of rural Indigenous women in 

Indonesia are affected by imposed structures and their membership in various social 

locations. I contribute to the nascent literature on gendered resistance to resource 

extraction (Horowitz, 2016; Jenkins, 2017; Morgan, 2017) with a rich ethnographical 

study, grounded in feminist political economy and everyday resistance theory, to show 
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that the Karonsi’e Dongi women who are fully aware of their dispossession caused by 

mining act with intention to challenge mining in their everyday lives. Meanwhile, their 

Sorowako neighbours who are more dependent on the benefits they gain from mining are 

not resisting in these ways. However, the photovoice method allowed the Sorowako 

women, whose voices are less heard in arenas that challenge mining, to air their concerns 

with mining, namely how mining was destroying their mountains, lake and affecting their 

neighbours who had precarious housing and lacking social services such as education. 

The Sorowako women used the photovoice project in ways that revealed their empathy 

and quiet solidarity with their neighbours, including the Karonsi’e Dongi people. As 

discussed in Chapter 6, I count these acts of empathy as conscious acts of resistance to 

the hyper-individualism that is promoted in neoliberal discourses that bolster 

extractivism.  

 

Theories of everyday resistance, concerned with the often hidden ways that the 

subaltern resist their domination, also informed this photovoice study, providing 

important illuminations for women’s resistance to resource extraction. For example, I 

was not aware of some of the daily struggles as well as cultural features of Sorowako 

shared in the women’s photo-stories, even though I am a long-time ally in their struggles. 

Furthermore, the convergence with the women from two neighbouring communities also 

revealed that the women were not fully aware of the struggles of their neighbours. Upon 

reading Zaskia’s photo-story, I first became aware of Vale’s dump on Karonsi’e Dongi 

land that the women of that community ‘illegally’ access everyday to scavenge plastics to 

resell for an income, materials for their homes and even food to recook. I also did not 
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know about Sorowako’s traditional mompuri music and that locals were having an 

increasing difficult time finding bamboo in Sorowako’s forest until I read Siti’s photo-

story. The mompuri instruments are made of bamboo. Siti is worried that the music will 

not survive. The endangered traditional music can be linked to mining since it has 

clearcut the forest to extract nickel as well as restricted where the locals can travel to 

retrieve bamboo. As noted earlier, Zaskia’s photo-story of women going to the dump and 

Siti’s photo-story of Sorowako elders playing mompuri music are two examples of 

activities not described in Vale’s ‘Welcome to Sorowako’ 2015 publication. In fact, 

women and the Karonsi’e Dongi community are largely absent in the mining company’s 

document. My study reveals that the struggles and resistance related to mining in 

Sorowako are gendered in multidimensional ways, which challenge the scripts of 

corporations and governments that mining necessarily brings growth and prosperity for 

everyone. As revealed in the women’s photo-stories, there are members of the Karonsi’e 

Dongi and Sorowako communities who have been shut out of the benefits of nickel 

extraction on their land and their quiet resistance has revealed fissures in the mining 

company’s story.  

 

Seeing Gendered Resistance to Mining Through Photovoice 

 

Vale, one of the world’s largest mining corporations, has recently been in the 

international spotlight for two tailings dam disasters in Brazil that destroyed rivers and 

livelihoods. The collapse of the Vale Brumadinho tailings dam on January 25, 2019 

killed more than 250 people (Al Jazeera, January 21, 2020). While the spectacular 
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catastrophes have deservedly received international attention, condemnation, penalties 

and charges of homicide, the corporation’s daily practices that disrupt and shorten 

countless lives has received less attention as has how people resist exploitation and 

dispossession in their everyday practices. In this section of the chapter, I discuss the three 

predominant themes uncovered in the women’s photo-stories in relation to the literature 

on feminist political economy and resistance. The first theme, which I examined more 

fully in Chapter 6, shows that mining, even a well-established mining operation like 

Vale’s in Indonesia that has had a long time to address its problems, has resulted in 

enduring struggles of dispossession and exploitation for local people. In terms of the 

second predominant theme, which I examined in greater detail in Chapter 7, the women’s 

photo-stories reveal their deep desire to protect their lives, lands and culture. I consider 

these photo-stories to be examples of storied presencing where Indigenous women, 

through their storytelling, assert their presence and their ways of being in the world. The 

third predominant theme, discussed in Chapter 8, shows the different ways that Karonsi’e 

Dongi and Sorowako women and their neighbours resist mining in their everyday lives, 

including forms of quiet encroachments and quiet solidarity. As critics of mining and 

fossil fuels ponder a post-extractivist world, the women’s photo-stories reveal some of 

the gendered dimensions of struggles and resistance to resource extraction that are often 

buried or not easily seen by a distant observer. For example, the study reveals the quiet 

encroachment of the Karonsi’e Dongi women. Dispossessed by mining, they struggle to 

make enough money in a day to feed their families and they defy authorities by growing 

crops and accessing the dump for plastics to resell on land they claim as their own. 

Meanwhile, the Sorowako women used the photovoice project to display empathy and 
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solidarity with their neighbours who are less fortunate and more harmed by mining. As 

discussed in Chapter 9, these photo-stories in combination with a conjunctural analysis of 

the photo-stories reveal that intent and consciousness can indeed be uncovered in studies 

of everyday resistance and thus contribute to the imaginations of a post-extractivist future 

that is inclusive of the desires of people who have tended to be sidelined and harmed by 

extractivism.  

 

Theme 1: Mining under capitalism results in struggles that are shared and unique 

 

Proponents of resource extraction are increasingly expanding their operations to 

locations that are not giving up their resources so easily, places where people are 

mounting a formidable resistance that is informed by struggles with resource extraction 

elsewhere. In a more connected world, people struggling with the same mining activity or 

the same mining company are coming together and sharing their stories of struggles and 

offering their solidarity. The mining industry continues to promote colonial myths that 

say their industry will bring development, prosperity and democracy to impoverished 

communities. They label critics of mining as being “anti-development” and “anti-poor.” 

But, as revealed in feminist political economy and supported by the women’s photo-

stories, mining is not a force for desirable development so long as it is carried out under 

capitalist social relations that depend on dispossession, exploitation and patriarchal 

institutions and ideologies. Photo-documentation by people affected by mining is thus 

important towards understanding the industry’s impact on people who are more harmed 

by mining. This photovoice study sought to tell the stories of women from two different 
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Indigenous communities in the Sorowako region who live with a large-scale mining 

operation in their backyards. As discussed in Chapter 6, this photovoice study found that 

the women are aware of how their struggles are shaped by the structural forces behind 

mining and how these struggles are similar but also different depending on their various 

social locations.  

 

In their photo-stories, the Karonsi’e Dongi women spoke more openly about their 

struggles of displacement and dispossession while the Sorowako women revealed less 

about their personal struggles and instead directed attention to how others in their region 

are harmed by mining. The women in their photo-stories revealed that they are clearly 

aware of their positions in relation to mining. From the photo-stories and the information 

gathered from the women in their interviews and through participant observations, we 

learn that people are more inclined to resist if they have less to lose and more to gain 

from resistance. They are less likely to resist if they have more to lose by engaging in 

resistance. The Karonsi’e Dongi women are struggling to return to their original lands, 

make a living on their land and survive as an Indigenous community. More than 50 

families have returned to Karonsi’e Dongi land. They live with the threat of eviction at 

anytime. Their sources of livelihood, including growing black pepper and accessing the 

dump to collect plastics to resell, are considered illegal by the authorities even though 

these activities are occurring on traditional Karonsi’e Dongi land that they never 

surrendered. Their homes do not have electricity and running water. Karonsi’e Dongi 

women rarely graduate from high school and thus do not qualify for many jobs at the 

mining operation. The Karonsi’e Dongi women’s photo-stories of struggle show us 
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Indigenous people resisting with intent and consciousness their displacement and 

dispossession due to resource extraction. 

 

The Sorowako women live in a community that is dependent on the Vale mining 

operation. Many of their fathers, brothers and other relatives as well as some of them 

work at the mining operation. Many of the women also work at the hospital or schools 

run by Vale or they work in sectors that serve the mining operation. Most of the 

Sorowako photovoice participants hold university degrees and a greater degree of access 

to employment than their Karonsi’e Dongi neighbours. They are fearful of protesting too 

much because their employment, already precarious and temporary in nature, could be 

terminated at any moment. In 2005, a worker who had worked at the mining operation for 

a long time and was set to retire soon told me that he was fired for requesting Friday 

prayer time. Workers have publicly protested the mining company’s terminations of their 

employment contracts. While Sorowako residents have a history of being displaced and 

dispossessed of their croplands for mining, today, many Sorowako residents are wage 

labourers at the Vale mining operation or at the company’s school or hospital. Notably, 

the Sorowako women chose not to share their personal stories of daily struggle in relation 

to mining in this study. Instead, in their photo-stories, the women highlighted how mining 

has affected their neighbours. They also pointed out how the benefits of mining are not 

evenly felt in their region. They also worried about how the strip-mining and smelting of 

nickel could be harming their land needed to grow crops, forest and wildlife, mountains, 

Lake Matano and health. They are also thinking about Sorowako’s future when the nickel 

is gone: Will they still be able to grow food in Sorowako? Will they still be able to live in 
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Sorowako? Will they still be able to swim and fish in their lake? The Sorowako people 

who may have received more benefits from mining still question whether resource 

extraction in their community will be worth it in the end, if it means that their health will 

be compromised or their land or lake will no longer be able to feed them. While the 

Sorowako women are arguably less harmed by mining than their Karonsi’e Dongi 

neighbours, their photo-stories reveal that they are still concerned about the various 

compromises that come with mining and they blame mining for the daily struggles of 

their neighbours. By doing so, they act in an intentional and conscious way that offers 

solidarity with those more oppressed by mining.  

 

In summary, as revealed in the women’s photo-stories, the Karonsi’e Dongi 

women and the Sorowako women share many of the same concerns but their material 

conditions, struggles and worries are also different. The Sorowako women have received 

more of the benefits of mining than their Karonsi’e Dongi neighbours. The Karonsi’e 

Dongi women struggle to make a living from their land like their ancestors did. They also 

have yet to access permanent employment at the mining operation. The Sorowako 

women in this photovoice study are able to access education and employment 

opportunities more easily. Despite reaping some benefits from mining, the Sorowako 

women acknowledge that mining has adversely affected their community. Some women 

worry that mining has created a harmful economic dependency in their community while 

others express concern that mining is harming their mountains, Lake Matano and culture. 

Displacement and dispossession are at the heart of the Karonsi’e Dongi’s struggles while 

exploitation and dependency are behind Sorowako’s struggles. The women revealed that 



 
 

342 

their experiences and their community’s experiences with displacement, dispossession, 

exploitation and dependency influence how willing they are to resist mining in a public 

way as well as how they resist mining in their everyday lives.  

 

Theme 2: Storied presencing  

 

Beyond stories of struggle and resistance, the women in this photovoice study 

shared what is special about their home and their desires to protect their land and culture. 

By doing so, they disrupt colonial representations of themselves as victims in the Global 

South in need of an extractivist development model from the Global North. Photovoice 

enables participants to be agents producing representations of their lives and community. 

As discussed in Chapter 7, I consider the women’s photo-stories to be examples of the 

storied presencing and native survivance that assert their presence in the world.  

 

The Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women engaged in storied presencing by 

telling stories that highlighted their assertion of presence on the land and their ways of 

being in the world through their cultural practices. Sorowako sisters Khadijah and 

Wanina celebrated the women and widows still growing food on the land. Fearing their 

replacement, Tya, a Sorowako teacher, talked about the traditional rice varieties and the 

endemic shrimp species, kolame, in Sorowako. Siti, also a Sorowako teacher and the 

mother of five children, told stories of the traditional mompuri music. Karonsi’e Dongi 

mother Tantri described the traditional Karonsi’e Dongi house and explained how the 

Karonsi’e Dongi people got part of its name from their traditional house structure: the 
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poles that lift the house from the ground are called Karonsi’e. These are just a few of the 

examples of how the women used the photovoice project to engage in storied presencing.   

 

The Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women’s storied presencing refute the 

dominant narratives that aim to facilitate the extractivist mode of capitalist accumulation. 

Through their own lens and in their own voice, the Indigenous women present their ways 

of being in the world. These stories of ways of being in the world, that include growing 

rice and fruit, fishing and playing mompuri music, conflict with the extractivist project’s 

story of barren landscapes where no one lives or nothing grows. By highlighting how 

they are rooted in their home, farming and cultural practices, the Karonsi’e Dongi and 

Sorowako women draw on their past and current realities and imagine a post-extractive 

Sorowako.  

 

Theme 3: Everyday resistance to mining as quiet encroachments and quiet solidarity 

 

Compared to the Sorowako women in this photovoice study, the Karonsi’e Dongi 

women are engaging in more acts of public frontline resistance: a phenomenon already 

observed before this study. This photovoice study revealed that the Karonsi’e Dongi 

women are also engaging in more acts of everyday resistance akin to the quiet 

encroachment of the ordinary (Bayat, 2000), such as defying authorities by scavenging 

for materials at the dump and growing black pepper on their traditional land. I consider 

these acts to be quiet encroachments because the acts seek to challenge the domination of 

the mining company and other authorities as well as aim to advance the life chances of 
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the people. Meanwhile, the Sorowako women used the photovoice project to tell visual 

stories of their neighbours’ various struggles. Through their photo-stories, the Karonsi’e 

Dongi women show they are resisting mining through quiet encroachments while the 

Sorowako women are resisting mining through acts of empathy and quiet solidarity.  

 

The resistance of the Karonsi’e Dongi people is connected to their history of 

forced displacement and dispossession. As noted by Scott (1985), their acts show 

intentions as constitutive elements of everyday resistance, specifically a determination to 

diminish their domination, improve their lives and reverse attempts to uproot them from 

their traditional land. The Karonsi’e Dongi women’s resistance includes calculated acts 

of first resort and last resort. Their acts of first resort include pushing the boundaries of 

what they can claim without having it taken away immediately or getting arrested. 

Gradually, more of their families have been settling more of their traditional land and 

planting crops on that land. They also perform acts of last resort, such as road blockades, 

during times of desperation, when there is a public appetite to come together and advance 

their demands by shutting the industry down temporarily.  

 

As discussed in Chapter 8, the Karonsi’e Dongi women in particular are engaging 

in what Bayat (2000: 545) referred to as a ‘quiet encroachment of the ordinary.’ Bayat 

observed urban slum dwellers engaging in quiet encroachments where they make subtle 

daily encroachments to better their lives while also challenging the political elite’s ideas 

of order and rule. Similarly, the Karonsi’e Dongi tactfully ‘trespass’ in their everyday 

practices in ways that undermine their domination and better their conditions. The 
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photovoice method is an effective method for enabling us to see intent and consciousness 

in these subtle acts of resistance that are akin to quiet encroachments of the ordinary.  

 

Other than a few noting their participation in the occasional street demonstration 

during their interviews, the Sorowako women did not share personal stories of resistance. 

However, they did use the photovoice project to share the struggles and resistance of their 

neighbours, particularly those rebuilding their homes on Lake Matano, an act not 

sanctioned by the authorities. The Sorowako women’s resistance is hampered clearly by 

how the mining operation has historically exploited their community’s land and labour 

and caused conditions of dependency in the community. The Sorowako women in this 

photovoice study do not see themselves as the most harmed by mining, which 

demonstrates a consciousness of their position in relation to mining. They are aware of 

how mining has affected their neighbours and they used this photovoice study to extend 

their support and solidarity to them. Furthermore, their photo-stories reveal that they do 

not celebrate or support fully mining but rather worry that mining is robbing their 

community of economic opportunities and affecting their land, mountains, lake and 

health. Instead of praising the wonders of mining, Sorowako sisters, Khadijah and 

Wanina, celebrated the women and widows still farming. They admired these women 

because they are challenging their dependency on men and mining. They are feeding 

themselves and their families in ways that show their independence, strength and resolve. 

The photovoice method makes visible intentional and conscious acts of quiet 

encroachment, empathy and solidarity. My study supports the call made by Scott (1985) 

to uncover intent and consciousness in everyday resistance while paying attention to how 
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structures that facilitate extraction are differentiated along lines of gender, ethnicity and 

other social locations. 

 

In summary, the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako peoples share histories of 

dispossession and exploitation. However, the Sorowako community’s history with 

dispossession and displacement is located more in the past than it is for the Karonsi’e 

Dongi people. Having a longer history of employment at the mining operation, the 

Sorowako people experience a greater degree of exploitation and dependency on mining 

than the Karonsi’e Dongi people. The Sorowako people have more to lose by disturbing 

the mining operation. They must consider whether their complaints or acts of protest may 

cause them or their family members to lose their jobs and access to services, which may 

also affect their social status. As the Karonsi’e Dongi people win more of their demands, 

their resistance may change in ways that mirror more the Sorowako people’s resistance. 

Regardless, what is clear is that the photovoice method, especially in combination with a 

conjunctural analysis, allowed the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women to show us 

that they are, with intent and consciousness, resisting mining through various forms, 

including through quiet encroachments and solidarity.  

 

Future Directions for Research on Gendered Resistance to Mining 

 

A critical review of the literature on women and mining by Jenkins (2014) 

revealed that women’s thoughts and experiences in relation to resource extraction are 

largely absent from the studies of the impacts of mining in the Global South. Upon 
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completing a photovoice study of women’s resistance to mining in Indonesia, I have three 

key suggestions on future directions for participatory action research on mining and 

women. These directions point to the need for more research on lived experiences of 

women affected by resource extraction, more study of how everyday power and everyday 

resistance are relational at sites of resource conflicts, and for innovations to the 

photovoice method as a way to have a larger transformative impact for its participants. 

Some of these directions are specific to my study of gendered resistance to mining in 

Sorowako but have implications for those wishing to use the photovoice method in their 

research on other topics.   

 

How can photovoice better capture lived experiences with extractivism 

 

This photovoice study alone did not account for all the struggles and forms of 

resistance of Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women. In this section, I explore the 

potential for participatory action research methods and mixed methods that are attuned to 

intersectional analysis to further insights on the gendered nature of resistance to mining.  

 

By adding interviews and participant observations, I obtained an enriched 

understanding of the women’s struggles and resistance and identified areas of research on 

their lives and resistance that could be further probed. For example, domestic violence 

and its relation to resource extraction is a subject that came up in the interviews but not in 

the photovoice study and is a subject that remains largely absent from both the literature 

on violence against women and the social impacts of mining. More thoughtful research 
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methods are required for such subjects that require sensitivity due to social stigma. 

Deploying mixed methods may reveal more about the gendered nature of struggles 

against resource extraction while also avoiding the risk and trauma associated with 

participants sharing their own story. The gendered nature of resistance in resource 

extraction is understudied (Conde, 2017) even though women, in particular, Indigenous 

women such as Lolita Chávez in Guatemala and Kanahus Manuel in Canada, are on the 

frontlines of that resistance. The remote locations of struggles against extractivism also 

contribute to the invisibility of women’s opposition to mining (Sjöstedt Landén and 

Fotaki, 2018) and should be considered in future photovoice studies.  

 

A photovoice study concerned with intersectionality, an approach I explain more 

fully in Chapter 2, should give attention to who is included and excluded. As discussed 

by research participants in this study, a future photovoice study of women’s resistance to 

mining in Sorowako could examine the generational similarities and differences of 

women’s perceptions and acts of resistance to mining. My photovoice study included 

only the participation of women of a certain age, 21 to 55 years old, and, for example, did 

not include visual storytelling of young teenage mothers or elderly women about their 

lives. Some of the participants in my study chose to tell the stories of their younger and 

older neighbours but the women themselves did not have a voice about their own lives. 

Beyond generational differences, attention could also be given to other marginalized 

social groups in the Sorowako region. The women of this study did not speak of their 

religion or sexuality as influencing their willingness to challenge the mining operation. 

However, another study could probe whether belonging to any of these, or another, social 
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group affect their perceptions and responses to mining.  

 

“Weapons of the strong:” How does everyday power affect everyday resistance 

 

I discuss the capitalist institutions, interests and ideologies at play in resource 

extraction in Chapter 2. While beyond the scope of my study that focused on everyday 

resistance to women and mining, I argue that future research is needed to investigate 

everyday power in relation to everyday resistance at sites of resource conflict. Drawing 

on the work of Butler (2015) on Canadian mining companies in Africa, I would like to 

examine how proponents of resource extraction view and position themselves and 

exercise power in order to see how such perspectives and action affect the views and 

actions of opponents.  

 

Scott (1985) turned our attention to the study of ‘weapons of the weak,’ the tactics 

used by the subaltern to resist their exploitation but what about the ‘weapons of the 

strong?’ Beyond the tactics of the powerful, what are the social relations of ruling behind 

extractivist policies and how are mining executives and managers controlling the daily 

lives of local people in Sorowako? How do the decisions of mine executives in Brazil or 

the everyday work of mine managers in Sorowako or local government officials and their 

armed apparatuses affect the experiences and resistance of women affected by mining? 

Answers to these research questions will account more fully for how power influences 

everyday resistance at sites of resource extraction.  
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Revealing more details of the nature and workings of powerful institutional actors 

and their networks not only will tell us more about everyday resistance to extractivism, it 

will also likely inform everyday resistance and more organized forms of resistance and be 

part of imagining post-extractivist futures. The recent move by Vale and the local 

government to deny electricity to the Karonsi’e Dongi people is just one of various ways 

that the company exerts power over the community and can be considered structural 

violence, a form of violence that is often insidious in its banality and routineness. 

Resource extraction is structurally violent because it chronically deprives people of 

resources they need to live a dignified, safe, healthy and happy life (Butler, 2015). 

Mining executives rarely have to concern themselves with being the target of 

criminalization for their acts of everyday power that amount to structural violence. 

Meanwhile, the people affected by the structural violence of resource extraction must 

worry about charges, beatings and jail time for committing acts of everyday resistance. 

Armed with more knowledge of how everyday power works can sharpen future 

photovoice projects to answer questions on how specific forms of power interact with 

specific forms of resistance of people from distinct social locations.  

 

Innovating photovoice to meet the social transformation goals of its participants 
 

By combining the photovoice method with conjunctural analysis, as detailed in 

Chapter 9, this study gave the participants from two different photovoice groups the 

opportunity to discuss their communities, specifically to identify what is common and 

distinct about their struggles and resistance. In this section, I discuss how the photovoice 

method when paired with conjunctural analysis can further radical social transformation 
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goals of photovoice participants.  

 

In the conjunctural exercise conducted in this photovoice study, participants 

placed their photo-stories where they thought appropriate on a timeline of important 

political, social and economic events in their community. The participants historicized 

the moment in their photo-story and made connections between the moment captured in 

their photo-stories and social structures. By doing so, they discussed further how their 

challenges in relation to mining are similar but also different due to their various social 

locations. Beyond allowing a discussion that historicized and contextualized moments 

captured in the women’s photo-stories, the convergence of the two groups of women 

allowed for social bonding and solidarity building across the communities. For example, 

the convergence allowed the Sorowako women to more fully understand the history and 

the nature of struggles of the Karonsi’e Dongi people. In an act of solidarity with the 

Karonsi’e Dongi women, Beina and Siti used the photovoice project to demand better 

waste management and land reclamation for the Karonsi’e Dongi people in their photo-

stories. Despite the co-option and divide-and-conquer strategies that proponents of 

resource extraction have used to gain access to territories and control their workforce 

(Pellegrini and Arismendi, 2012), the Sorowako women reveal that they are still capable 

of exercising solidarity despite being placed in an ongoing competition with their 

Karonsi’e Dongi and Lake Matano neighbours for jobs and other benefits from mining. 

While the solidarity may not always be active or obvious, I consider it a sleeping giant in 

that it could awake at any time when provoked and turn the tables on the hegemonic 

project of extractivism. Participatory storytelling of everyday life allows for greater 
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understanding of how different humans relate to each other in society. This method of 

inquiry combines “inter-subjectivity, encounter, togetherness, conviviality and 

sociability,” core principles of Bourriaud’s relational aesthetics (Bachelet and Jeffery, 

2019: 28), that can lead to collective understanding that then can provoke collective 

action for social change.  

 

I contend that this photovoice study allowed for feelings of empathy, social 

bonding and solidarity building across the communities but I also wonder if the 

compassion, new friendships and acts of solidarity will result in a more organized 

resistance or social change desired by the participants in the future. Can participatory 

methods such as photovoice revel too much in “an ethics of interpersonal interaction” 

while ignoring the aims of social justice desired by its participants? (Bishop, 2012 in 

Bachelet and Jeffery, 2019). I agree with Budig et al. (2018) that future photovoice 

research should evaluate the impact it has on participants’ empowerment and the lasting 

effect of individual and social changes. In their study with low-income women in Madrid, 

Budig et al. noted that photovoice participants gained new knowledge and developed a 

critical awareness of their community. Their self-perception was transformed by social 

recognition and the project allowed them to grow their social networks and foster new 

relationships with various actors such as researchers, policy makers, the media and the 

public. What makes some photovoice projects achieve more radical ends and how can we 

measure the effectiveness of photovoice projects towards achieving their goals are 

questions I would like to explore in future studies. If researchers are interested in 

furthering radical social transformation goals of participants, such as those I outlined 
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above, I strongly encourage adding conjunctural analysis to their photovoice study.  

 

Summary 

 

Resource extraction and its accompanying processes of accumulation by 

dispossession and exploitation are ongoing and expanding to areas of the world where 

people do not wish to have the resources under their feet extracted. The extractives sector 

is also using riskier methods to dig up resources that were once unobtainable such as 

hydraulic fracturing for shale gas. The sector is forever seeking to lower the cost of 

production, which brings new external environmental and social costs. Mountain top 

removal and cyanide leaching to extract gold are some practices used by the extractives 

sector that have lower impact alternatives but the alternatives have a higher cost that the 

industry under conditions of global capitalist competition will not pay. In a world where 

resource extraction is expected to expand in ways that prioritize the interests of capital, 

this photovoice study sheds light on how a group of women in Indonesia who share 

commonalities but who are also different in terms of their histories and social locations, 

see their lives and their communities affected by an active and expanding mine that also 

has a long history of extraction. Multinational mining companies have profited 

immensely from fifty years of nickel extraction in Sorowako, but for the Karonsi’e Dongi 

and Sorowako people, their home is still a place of land conflicts, inadequate and uneven 

social services, precarious employment, and poverty. Despite the ongoing challenges 

related to mining, the Karonsi’e Dongi and Sorowako women highlighted in their photo-

stories that they and their people are still farming, fishing and practicing their culture. 
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This photovoice study calls on resistance scholars such as Johansson and Vinthagen 

(2016) to reconsider their position to abandon intent and consciousness in analytical 

frameworks of everyday resistance. Intentions of resistance can be found in various acts 

even if “the fish do not talk about the water” (Scott, 1986: 29). As this photovoice study 

shows, methods of inquiry that are participatory and engage in deeper ethnography can 

uncover intent and consciousness in everyday resistance.   

 

My study captures more fully the landscape of gendered resistance to resource 

extraction in Sorowako, Indonesia by linking contributions of feminist political economy 

and theories of everyday resistance with rich visual and narratives of lived experience to 

uncover intent and consciousness in everyday resistance. Political economy exposes the 

interests, institutions and ideas shaping people’s lives while feminist political economy 

pays attention to how interests, institutions and ideas are gendered. As I have 

demonstrated in this study, women are aware of how their material circumstances and 

social differences influence how they act in relation to mining. The Karonsi’e Dongi 

women have been more active in both overt and covert resistance due to the fact they feel 

the heaviness of displacement, dispossession and unemployment more than the Sorowako 

women. The Sorowako women appear to be supporting the mine by not participating in 

public protests but this photovoice study revealed that they too are concerned about the 

environmental and social impacts of mining and that their resistance is more influenced 

by their community’s history of being exploited by mining. Everyday acts of resistance, 

as showcased by the Karonsi’e Dongi women in the photovoice project, such as 

scavenging, cutting firewood and bamboo in forbidden forest, and living on prohibited 
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land, can be counted as acts of resistance because they are linked to a struggle to lessen 

their domination, better their conditions and recover their land and culture.  

 

In closing, while some scholars argue that intentions and consciousness should be 

abandoned in analytical frameworks of everyday resistance (Johansson and Vinthagen, 

2016), my study reveals that the method is key in uncovering intent and consciousness. 

Photovoice, especially when it is paired with conjunctural analysis, allows us to see 

conscious intent behind everyday resistance to mining. The participants in their photo-

stories revealed their awareness of the structural and intersectional nature of their 

oppression in relation to mining. They also showed us their conscious intent to resist 

mining when they used the photovoice project to engage in storied presencing and 

highlight how they quietly encroach and exercise empathy and solidarity with those more 

harmed by mining.  
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Appendix A: REB Approval for 2013 Research 
 

Subject: REB 2013-068 
 
From: R. Steven Turner <turner@unb.ca> 
Wed, Jun 12, 2013, 11:41 AM 
 
Ms Tracy Glynn 
Interdisciplinary Graduate Program 
 
Dear Ms Glynn, 
 
As Chair of the Research Ethics Board at the University of New Brunswick (Fredericton), 
I have reviewed your revised application (Portraits and perspectives of women at mine 
sites in Indonesia -- REB #2013-068) for its compliance with Tri-Council Policy (TCP) 
and with UNB Policy (UPRIH). On the basis of the review, I am pleased to inform you 
that, in my opinion, your project now appears to be in compliance with TCP and UPRIH. 
Accordingly, please consider this E-mail to represent notification of REB approval of 
your project. Formal approval will be sent from the Office of the Vice-President 
(Research) in a few days. 
 
As I wrote to you on June 10, thank you for responding so quickly and cogently to all my 
questions of June 6, and for sending revised copies of your information letter / cosent 
forms and your recruitment announcement.  I have a much fuller understanding of the 
project now, and I have printed the new material and added it to your file.  Since you 
inform me that the original signatures required were supplied to Renee in the VP 
(Research) Office on Monday, I am happy to extend delegated approval of the project on 
behalf of the REB.  This email approval authorizes you to begin your research; you do 
not have to wait for the formal approval in hard copy to arrive. 
 
Please note that, in the future, if you find that you must make any changes to your 
protocol, any such changes must be considered and approved by the REB before they are 
implemented. 
 
If any funds for this research project are held until REB approval you will have to inform 
the Office of Research Services at UNB of this approval in order to release your funds. 
 
If you have not already done so, please send an e-mail copy of your project summary 
(your answer to question # 1 of the ethics application form) to ethics@unb.ca as soon as 
possible.  Thank you for your co-operation in this matter. 
 
Best wishes for the successful completion of your research project. 
 
Steven Turner, Chair 
UNBF Research Ethics Board 
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Appendix B: REB Approval for 2015 Research 
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From: R. Steven Turner <turner@unb.ca> 
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Ms Tracy Glynn 
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Dear Ms Glynn,  
 
As Chair of the Research Ethics Board at the University of New Brunswick (Fredericton), 
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days. 
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Appendix C: Interview Guide 

 
Project Title: Perspectives and portraits of women's resistance at mine sites in Indonesia 
 
Researcher: Tracy Glynn, PhD Candidate (Interdisciplinary Studies), University of New 
Brunswick 
 
Contact: t.glynn@unb.ca 
 
Personal Information 
 

 Age 
 

 Culture/ethnicity 
 

 Where are you from?  Where have you lived throughout your life?  
 

 Education level 
 

 Family status (married, single, separated, widow). If married, what is the 
occupation of your partner?  

 
 Number and age of children  

 
 How many people do you live with? 

 
Views About Mining 
 
1. How has mining affected your community? What has changed in your community with 
the onset or advancement of mining? 
 
2. Do you have any concerns with mining in your community? If yes, please describe.  
 
3. Do you see benefits to your community associated with the presence of mining in your 
community?  
 
4. Are you active in addressing any of your concerns with mining? If yes, how? If no, is 
there a reason why not? 
 
5. How do you see mining affecting women in your community? Are all women in your 
community affected the same way? Are there differences in how some women in your 
community are impacted?   
 
6. What ways do you see women in your community expressing their concerns with 
mining? Are there distinctive ways women express their concerns, compared to men in 
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the community? 
 
7. What do you think about women and their say in decisions regarding mining in your 
community?  
 
8. If you have problems with mining in your community, do you worry about being vocal 
about those concerns? If so, what is the nature of your worries?  
 
9. In your opinion, do you see mining contributing to or diminishing inequalities between 
women and men? 
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Appendix D: Analysis of the Common Themes 

Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
in the common 
themes) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

1. Life is a 
struggle due to 
mining 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Displacement and 
dispossession due 
to mining is 
making it harder 
and dangerous to 
access products 
needed for 
income and daily 
needs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Grizelle: "This person is gathering wood in the forest for 
firewood. This wood now can't be gathered nearby because the 
forest is already clearcut because of mining." 
 
Kaila: “…We used to be able to fish here but now there’s a 
gate. Before we could fish here but now we can’t...” 
 
Kaila: "This is the garden of my father in Kurate Lawa. It used 
to be the rice fields of the Karonsi'e Dongi and now it is 
abandoned mining land. This garden was planted 9 years ago 
by my father. But it's not fertile land anymore, even when 
fertilizer is applied, it is hard to grow black pepper because of 
the stony ground."  
 
Kaila: “These trees are our testimony that the Karonsi’e Dongi 
people where here. No one can say that the Karonsi’e Dongi 
people were not here. These durian, mango, orange and 
dengen trees were planted by the Karonsi’e Dongi people 70 
years ago. Now our land and our trees have become Vale’s 
golf course.” 
 
Vicki: “This used to be Singkole, the traditional forest of the 
Karonsi’e Dongi. But now this land cannot grow crops. Plants 
such as vegetables and fruits are hard to grow without 
fertilizer. Even with fertilizer it is hard to grow crops because 
the land has been mined by Vale.” 
 
Vicki: “… At 3:00 pm, I cook vegetables from my garden but 
cattle that are owned by people in Sorowako are destroying my 
garden.” 
 
Vicki: “This is the grave of Raymon. He died when he was 
young. He fell in an Inco test pit when he was searching for 
wood in the forest. The forest is now a dangerous place for us. 
The company must close the test pits, not just put up signs.” 
 
Vicki: “We want to go to Vale’s dump. But we are prohibited 
from going in Vale’s area. There are many items that we can 
find there that we could use in our homes…Since the company 
has been here, we can’t cut wood in our forest.” 
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Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
in the common 
themes) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

1. Life is a 
struggle due to 
mining 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Displacement and 
dispossession due 
to mining is 
making it harder 
and dangerous to 
access products 
needed for 
income and daily 
needs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Zaskia: “Really this place is off limits to growing black 
pepper. People from outside have black pepper gardens above 
here. But if we want to plant pepper, we’re not allowed. Pak 
Yadin, a leader of the Karonsi’e Dongi community, was 
brought to the police station in 2015 over this. We have been 
detained by the police when we have entered this area but now 
the area is only off limits to the Karonsi’e Doing people.”  
Zaskia: “… This is a hard way to make a living but it is better 
than stealing or begging. But we must come here early before 
the dump trucks come or else we must scramble away like the 
cows.” 
 
Sorowako 
 
Beina: “This child is showing off the environment where he 
lives and will ask about his future if this area continues to be 
mined. The negative impacts of mining, maybe will destroy 
Sorowako. Clean water could become dirty. Clean air could 
become dirty. Land to live may not be enough. The negative 
impacts from mining are not being addressed well. For our 
children’s future, we must think where they will live.”  
 
Khadijah: “…The youth are rarely farming. More youth want 
to become workers at the mining operation than farmers.” 
 
Tya: “Insecticides are used to kill the snails that eat the rice 
seeds. Sorowako farmers use this pesticide to save their 
harvests while at the same time land for farming is declining 
and the number of family members are increasing.” 
 
Tya: “…He must go further into the forest to make poles for 
the fish ponds. To get wood, he must travel 500 meters into 
the forest, a large portion of this forest belongs to the Vale 
concession area… Before it used to be easy to get the wood, 
now the forest has disappeared because of mining. It is hard to 
get wood, causing people to look for wood further into the 
forest.” 
 
Tya: “These small shrimp are called Kolame, a special catch in 
Lake Matano. Before this shrimp was easy to find but it is 
becoming harder and harder to find them now. Many 
Sorowakan youth don’t know about this small shrimp. Maybe 
in 15 to 20 years, this shrimp will be extinct. Since the year 
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Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
in the common 
themes) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

1. Life is a 
struggle due to 
mining 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Displacement and 
dispossession due 
to mining is 
making it harder 
and dangerous to 
access products 
needed for 
income and daily 
needs. 
 
 
 
 

2003, the kolame have been hard to get.” 
 
Tya: “There is no land and so the community’s gardens are not 
that far from the abandoned mining area. If it does not rain for 
two days, the community is forced to water their crops. There 
is no land for livestock making the residents of Sorowako tie 
their cattle near the housing of the Vale workers.” 
 
Wanina: “…Farmers here only have rights to use the land. 
They can’t own the land. They can only use and manage it. 
This land is within the Vale nickel mining contract of work 
area.” 

Housing is 
uncertain  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Grizelle: "Our house is made with materials from the dump, 
garbage. This house is already 15 years old. I hope we can get 
assistance to make our houses better..." 
 
Vicki: “This is a house of a Karonsi’e Dongi person. Because 
we go to the Vale dump to get items for our house… there are 
many items that we can use that are dumped there like 
dressers. But now we are not allowed to go there. We’ve been 
restricted from going there for two years now. Before we used 
to go the dump. Now, there are still 15 people who go to the 
dump but they must travel further to enter. Security guards the 
area. There are those who enter and are threatened and brought 
to the police station.” 
 
Tantri: “This is my house in Bumper, in the Karonsi’e Dongi 
settlement. I have been here for several years. There are people 
who say I should improve my house, but I am prioritizing the 
education of my children before improving my house.” 
 
Melanie: “… This is my mother’s house on top of Lake 
Matano. My parents came to Sorowako because it was said 
that Sorowako was a place to achieve your dreams but really 
life has been hard in Sorowako. It has not been like a 
dream…” 
Sorowako 
 
Khadijah: “This is a woman from the Bure community, one of 
the ethnic groups of the Sorowako indigenous community, 
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Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
in the common 
themes) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

1. Life is a 
struggle due to 
mining 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Housing is 
uncertain  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

who is one of the victims of the fire on the lake shore… There 
is a plan to move them to a settlement but they refuse to go 
because they say this is where they have been since the 
beginning…”   
 
Khadijah: “…There is a plan to move them [Lake Matano fire 
survivors] to a settlement but they refuse to move there 
because they have been in the place of the fire since they were 
small until they were adults. It is hard to leave a place that has 
so many memories.” 
 
Khadijah: “This man is building a temporary house after he 
lost his house on the fire on Lake Matano in March 2015. He 
is really not allowed but he is building a temporary house. 
Until now there hasn’t been a solution between the victims and 
the government. There are those who refuse to move to the 
place that the government has provided, a far away location. 
They also don’t know what facilities will be available there. 
Will water be provided or not? What is clear is they will need 
transportation because it is far from the centre of the town.”   
 
Siti: “There are approximately 30 houses that burned on Lake 
Matano in March 2015. There has yet to be a solution for these 
families. I hope the area destroyed by the fire can be cleaned 
up and the families here can have permanent housing.” 
 
 
Wanina: “This child is one of the victims of the Lake Matano 
house fire in March. She is currently living in a temporary 
house. Her parents are farmers. They rebuilt their house on 
their own without any government support.” 
 
 
Wanina: “This is a house that was burned in the Lake Matano 
fire. There has yet to be a solution. Many houses in Old Camp 
that were once used by the mining workers are now empty. 
This house is ruined because it has not been used. There are 
spacious yards. There is much land and housing here that is 
vacant and could be used.”  
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Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
in the common 
themes) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

1. Life is a 
struggle due to 
mining 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Employment is 
uncertain, lacking 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Danika: “This is my niece. She is the child of my younger 
sister who was left by her husband after they were married. 
Her husband was a worker at the mine. Her husband left just 
like that, didn’t give money for the child for daily needs. This 
happens a lot here. When the contract work with the mine is 
over, the men leave and are not responsible for the children 
they leave behind.” 
 

Employment is 
precarious 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Danika: “This is my niece. She is the child of my younger 
sister who was left by her husband after they were married. 
Her husband was a worker at the mine. Her husband left just 
like that, didn’t give money for the child for daily needs. This 
happens a lot here. When the contract work with the mine is 
over, the men leave and are not responsible for the children 
they leave behind.” 
 
Melanie: “This is the posted list of names of people who 
passed one of the tests to work at Vale. There is not one 
Karonsi’e Dongi person on this list. Every year, Karonsi’e 
Dongi people take the test and every year none of them pass 
the test. My husband, a Karonsi’e Dongi man, took the test 
twice and he has yet to pass it.” 
 
Zaskia: “Why are women not working here? This is Vale’s 
nursery. This is actually women’s work, sweeping, cleaning 
the seeds. Fifteen years ago, the company promised to give 
women work here. They said, let older people work here. But 
there isn’t.” 
 
Sorowako 
 
Wanina: “This woman is in her forties. She has four children. 
Her husband was a contract worker for Vale who suddenly left 
his wife and children. This woman was forced to work hard. 
Every day this woman does domestic work and in the 
afternoon she does domestic work for a Vale worker. Then she 
works in the rice mill so she can get rice to eat, not to sell. I 
think she is strong because work in the rice mill is hard work. 
This is really considered men’s work but a woman is doing it.” 
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Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
in the common 
themes) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

1. Life is a 
struggle due to 
mining 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lacking services 
such as 
education, health 
care, electricity, 
sanitation, 
transportation and 
recreation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Grizelle: "I hope our children here can be considered for 
education, we need to help them so that the future of the 
Karonsi'e Dongi is better. Also, health problems need to be 
addressed. Children living near the mining operation are 
exposed to contamination and it is affecting their health. My 
child has dyslexia and high iron levels because the water is 
contaminated. When I was pregnant, I lived near the Inco 
mining operation. The education and health care of the 
Karonsi'e Dongi children must be taken care of."  
 
Vicki: “This is the place of my daughter Pegy’s fatal 
motorcycle accident. She was in middle school. Every year 
there are accidents here and children die. Inco/Vale promised 
to  make safe school transportation available but this promise 
has yet to be fulfilled…I want there to be a safe bus for the 
Karonsi’e Dongi children to go to school.” make safe school 
transportation available but this promise has yet to be 
fulfilled…I want there to be a safe bus for the Karonsi’e Dongi 
children to go to school.”  
 
Vicki: “We are accused of stealing electricity…. Vale uses the 
electricity to light up streets and washrooms that are not in use 
while the Karonsi’e Dongi needs the electricity more.” 
 
Vicki: “We would like the Karonsi’e Dongi village to be like 
the Vale workforce housing. Their yards are clean and our 
streets should also be clean. But they dump their garbage here, 
like we are not human.” 
 
Vicki: “We would like to go on a picnic but there is no money 
for that so we gather around the TV on a vacation day.” 
 
Vicki: “…a portion of the graves of our ancestors have been 
moved, made into housing and laundry services for the 
workers.” 
 
Melanie: “This is my mother and child. My parents are from 
Ambon and they came to Sorowako 17 years ago. They came 
looking to make money because they heard about the Inco 
mine here. My mother used to wash clothes for a Inco worker 
but now she can’t see so she can’t work. She had to pay for a 
cataract operation and for the medicine... My parents came to 
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Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
in the common 
themes) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

1. Life is a 
struggle due to 
mining 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lacking services 
such as 
education, health 
care, electricity, 
sanitation, 
transportation and 
recreation 

Sorowako because it was said that Sorowako was a place to 
achieve your dreams but really life has been hard in Sorowako. 
It has not been like a dream. My mother has no access to 
health care.” 
 
Melanie: “I hope my child can get good schooling, high 
education. And not be like her parents. Here only those who 
finished high school can be counted. There is no one with a 
university degree.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sorowako 
 
Beina: “This is Matano Village… this photo shows that there 
are still many services lacking, even though Matano Village is 
part of Sorowako. The mining company’s facilities have yet to 
enter this area. They have yet to obtain school facilities, 
including transportation to get there.” 
 
Beina: “This is the garbage dump that is hidden in the forest in 
part of Bumper. Some of this garbage comes from contractors 
and a small portion comes from households. Many of the 
mine’s contractors dump their garbage here. There are 
negative impacts and no one is held responsible. This could 
destroy the forest. If it rains, garbage and dangerous chemicals 
could enter the lake. It stinks and ruins the air. If this 
continues, this area will become a place for mosquitos to 
breed, a source of dengue fever.” 
 
Kamila: “This is F-Lagoon, the location of the sewage 
disposal from Vale’s workers’ homes. There are people fishing 
here at F-Lagoon but the fish can’t be safe.  The government 
and the company promised to contain the waste in the lagoon a 
few years ago but they have yet to do it. There are also may 
cattle tied up around F-Lagoon. Waste here flows into the 
rivers when it rains and enters the lake. This place must be 
cleaned up. When it rains, it stinks a lot. I am disappointed 
with the government and the mining company because they 
have yet to follow up on this problem. The community has 
been demonstrating against his since the year 2007, 
demanding that the lagoon be contained. I hope F-Lagoon can 
be contained right away.” 
 
Kamila: “This is plastic dump. Some of it comes from 
domestic waste from Sorowako, a town that is largely, about 
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Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
in the common 
themes) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

1. Life is a 
struggle due to 
mining 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lacking services 
such as 
education, health 
care, electricity, 
sanitation, 
transportation and 
recreation 
 

70%, newcomers who work at the Vale mine.”  
Kamila: “Lake Matano must be protected. This is the second 
largest lake in Indonesia. We can travel around and enjoy 
recreation here. When the mine’s workforce lived in this area, 
this place was taken care of by Vale. But since the workers 
moved to new homes in Samusong and the homes here are 
now vacant… Nimpian Beach is not taken care of. The dock 
must be improved by the mining company so that it can be 
used again for community recreation.” 
 
Solia: “This raft boat in Lake Matano is still in good condition 
and can be used to travel around the lake for tourism. This part 
of the lake is close to Salonsa Beach, near the housing of Vale 
workers that used to be off limits to the community to enjoy. 
But now the community can come here because the Salonsa 
workers have bought houses and moved to another place.” 
 
Siti: “This car that transports children is not free. It cost Rp. 
100,000 per month to rent the vehicle to transport the children 
to the school in Samusong that is about 50 kilometres away. 
There have been many motorcycle accidents and this has made 
the parents agree to rent a car even though you see that the 
kids are moving around. They are seated in the baggage area.” 
 
Siti: “The Balentang wharf in Malili is a place where coal 
from Kalimantan and silica enter and are then transported on 
roads to Sorowako, about 50 kilometres from Malili, for the 
Vale nickel plant. The roads going to and from the wharf need 
to be improved…”  

Concern for 
mined mountains 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Danika: “Sorowako is really beautiful but the mountains have 
been stripped. It ruins the view at Sorowako… The mined 
mountains can cause landslides and flooding. We can’t grow 
trees because the land is no longer fertile. There is no habitat 
left for wildlife such as birds, monkeys, deer, snakes and 
pigs.” 
 
Danika: “The mountains have been mined and now we can see 
the lake. Lake Matano is contaminated now from the mining 
operation. The mined mountains must be greened so there are 
no landslides or floods.” 
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Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
in the common 
themes) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

1. Life is a 
struggle due to 
mining 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Concern for 
mined mountains 
 
 
 
 

Sorowako 
 
Khadijah: “This is Solia Mountain, an abandoned mining area 
of Vale. During the dry season, it is dry… There is a plan to 
revegetate the mountain but it has yet to be done by the 
company. I hope this area can be revegetated.” 
 
Tya: “My friend said I must take a photo of the mountains 
around Sorowako before they are mined...” 
 
Siti: “This is a mined area on Karonsi’e Doni land. It has 
already been 40 years that this area has been mined and it has 
yet to be reclaimed.”  

A desire for all in 
the community to 
grow old and in 
peace 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Danika: “I hope all our lives in the Karonsi’e Dongi 
community are as beautiful as this flower, peaceful, like our 
family. Not hard like the stones behind the flower.” 
 
Zaskia: “My husband is crying. He is asking why must our 
community have to keep facing problems. I told him that’s the 
way it is in our struggle.” 
 
Sorowako 
 
Tya: “Hopefully we can all grow as old as this tree on our 
land. I remember this tree was here since I was little.”  
Wanina: “I hope we can continue the enthusiasm of 
Independence Day. There have been many changes to our 
culture since mining came to Sorowako. Youth drink alcohol 
that they never used to. Here you can see people driving 
bicycles that you never really see now in Sorowako and also 
you can see the modern homes that have been recently built.” 
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Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
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themes) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

2. How people 
resist 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Traditional 
farming, fishing 
and forest 
gathering 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Grizelle: “This person is going to get firewood in the forest. 
Now the wood can’t be gathered nearby because the forest has 
already been clearcut for mining.” 
 
Kaila: "This is the garden of my father in Kurate Lawa. It used 
to be the rice fields of the Karonsi'e Dongi and now it is 
abandoned mining land. This garden was planted 9 years ago 
by my father. But it's not fertile land anymore, even when 
fertilizer is applied, it is hard to grow black pepper because of 
the stony ground."  
 
Vicki: “This used to be Singkole, the traditional forest of the 
Karonsi’e Dongi. But now this land cannot grow crops. Plants 
such as vegetables and fruits are hard to grow without 
fertilizer. Even with fertilizer it is hard to grow crops because 
the land has been mined by Vale.” 
 
Sorowako 
 
Khadijah: “There are still many women in Desa Nikkel who 
obtain a livelihood through farming. This is a woman who is a 
widow, without a husband, who still works in the garden… If 
you can still farm, you can still live.” 
 
Tya: “From 5 am to 7am, women around Lake Matano 
(Sorowako, Nuha and Matano) sell their garden produce, that 
which they grow from their gardens that are very small. Their 
harvest is used to pay for school, transportation and to buy 
seeds for the following planting season.” 
 
Tya: “Men around Lake Matano make fish ponds to catch fish 
(nila, gold fish, catfish). Their live catch is saved to be sold or 
daily consumed…”   
 
Tya: “…He must go further into the forest to make poles for 
the fish ponds. To get wood, he must travel 500 meters into 
the forest, a large portion of this forest belongs to the Vale 
concession area… Before it used to be easy to get the wood, 
now the forest has disappeared because of mining. It is hard to 
get wood, causing people to look for wood further into the 
forest.” 
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Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
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themes) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

2. How people 
resist 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Traditional 
farming, fishing 
and forest 
gathering 

Siti: This is the Sunday market in Sorowako that opens at 
sunrise. Women come to the market to sell their harvest. There 
are those who sell fish from the lake and there are those who 
make cakes to sell too. The women from Sorowako, Matano 
and outside sell their produce at the Sorowako market.” 
 
Wanina: “This woman is in her forties. She has four children. 
Her husband was a contract worker for Vale who suddenly left 
his wife and children. This woman was forced to work hard. 
Every day this woman does domestic work and in the 
afternoon she does domestic work for a Vale worker. Then she 
works in the rice mill so she can get rice to eat, not to sell. I 
think she is strong because work in the rice mill is hard work. 
This is really considered men’s work but a woman is doing it.” 
 
Wanina: “This is one of the strengths of the women of Desa 
Nikkel. Even without a husband, women can still manage their 
land…” 

New sources of 
income 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Grizelle: “I can’t farm so I make bags. I was born in 
Wasuponda in 1976. I married a man from here, a Karonsi’e 
Paipai man. When I was married, I came back here. My 
mother also came back here with me. Karonsi’e Dongi 
families were forced to go to different places during the DI/TII 
Rebellion. My mother, Rima Mananta, the late Karonsi’e 
Dongi community leader, was born in Karonsi’e Dongi 
Village in 1949. I am her first child and I was born in Palu like 
other Karonsi’e Dongi children of my generation who were 
born in different locations where their parents fled. When I 
came here, my mother asked her older sister to show her where 
the community used to live. Her sister took her to Kurate Lawa 
and there she saw the community’s coconut trees and the old 
irrigation system that the community used. Around the year 
2000, her sister and others began building a settlement here.” 
 
Danika: “… This is the 777 truck that transports rocks 
containing nickel. Now women workers can drive the 777 
truck.”  
 
Zaskia: “This is Vale’s dump, place where I can collect plastic 
bottles and glass to sell and get money. Very early in the 
morning, I do domestic chores for a Vale worker until 10am. 
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Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
in the common 
themes) 

Excerpts from photo-stories 

2. How people 
resist 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

New sources of 
income 

Then I leave for the dump, looking for bottles, plastic and 
glass to sell for my family’s income. I can sell one kilogram of 
plastic bottles for Rp. 100. At five in the afternoon, I return 
home.” 
Zaskia: “Many women work at the dump. My situation is 
better than my friend. She is a widow and has five children. 
She looks for rice that is dumped by the Vale workers to 
recook into a porridge. Sometimes we get fish, we wash it and 
recook it… This is a hard way to make a living but it is better 
than stealing or begging...” 
 
Sorowako 
 
Siti: “This family obtains income by opening a store near 
where the houses on Lake Matano were destroyed by fire 
several months ago.” 

Cooperation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Grizelle: “I am cooking with my child and neighbour. Even 
though the food is little, we share. This is our cooperation and 
it is one of our strengths in facing all of our life problems.” 
 
Kaila: “… There are three families that live at my parents’ 
house, 12 people…” 
 
Vicki: “I am cooking. I am a mother of five children. There are 
three families that live in my house, 11 people…” 
 
Danika: “…My family moved to Bumper, where there is a 
Karonsi’e Dongi settlement. I am not a Karonsi’e Dongi 
person. My uncle is Karonsi’e Dongi. There are two families 
that live in one house. We are 11 people in my parents’ 
house.” 
 
Sorowako 
 
Khadijah: “The men take the rice from the barn and women 
dry the rice. This one example of cooperation between women 
and men in Desa Nikkel...” 
 
Siti: “This car that transports children is not free. It cost Rp. 
100,000 per month to rent the vehicle to transport the children 
to the school in Samusong that is about 50 kilometres away. 
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2. How people 
resist 

Cooperation There have been many motorcycle accidents and this has made 
the parents agree to rent a car even though you see that the 
kids are moving around. They are seated in the baggage area.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Working multiple 
jobs and long 
hours 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Vicki: “…I wake up at 4 or 5 am and I cook before going to 
work. After I come home from work at around 12 pm, I take a 
rest. Later at 3pm, I cook vegetables from my garden…” 
 
Vicki: “I am leaving for work in Salonsa, place where Vale’s 
upper level workforce lives, at 8am. I walk for almost 1 hour. I 
do household chores, wash clothes, iron and wash dishes. I 
also assist the husband. He works as a contractor at the mining 
operation. I work there for two hours then come home. I return 
home around 12 or 1pm.” 
 
Tantri: “This is my house in Bumper, in the Karonsi’e Dongi 
settlement. I have been here for several years. There are people 
who say I should improve my house, but I am prioritizing the 
education of my children before improving my house.” 
 
Danika: “My brother works in blasting at the mine. He works 
from morning to afternoon. In the evening, he looks for fish 
along the shore of Lake Matano. This fish is eaten by our 
family. He makes the fish net himself. He just had a child…” 

Facing 
harassment from 
authorities 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Vicki: “We are accused of stealing electricity…. Vale uses the 
electricity to light up streets and washrooms that are not in use 
while the Karonsi’e Dongi needs the electricity more.” 
 
Zaskia: “Really this place is off limits to growing black 
pepper. People from outside have black pepper gardens above 
here. But if we want to plant pepper, we’re not allowed. Pak 
Yadin, a leader of the Karonsi’e Dongi community, was 
brought to the police station in 2015 over this. We have been 
detained by the police if we entered this area but now the area 
is only off limits to the Karonsi’e Dongi people.”  
 
Zaskia: “… This is a hard way to make a living but it is better 
than stealing or begging. But we must come here early before 
the dump trucks come or else we must scramble away like the 
cows.” 



 
 

420 

Common theme Sub-themes 
(Similar and 
different 
messages found 
in the common 
themes) 
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3. Home is 
beautiful and 
special, 
including nature, 
vistas and 
traditions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nature  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Danika: “Sorowako is really beautiful but…” 
 
Sorowako 
 
Beina: “Ide Beach at Lake Matano is a public space and 
personal place of inspiration. In the morning, I routinely bike 
here. Even though I am tired, it is far, when I get here I don’t 
feel it. Here you can see the sun and swim. Many people from 
Sorowako and outside come here on the weekends.”  
 
Beina: “Sorowako is very rich. It could be a tourism 
area…This is Lake Matano in front of Matano Village, that 
has the potential for tourism because the lake is still clean, 
good and beautiful…” 
 
Kamila: “Lake Matano must be protected. This is the second 
largest lake in Indonesia. We can travel around and enjoy 
recreation here…” 
 
Tya: “My friend said I must take a photo of the mountains 
around Sorowako before they are mined...” 
 
Tya: “These small shrimp are called Kolame, a special catch in 
Lake Matano. Before this shrimp was easy to find but it is 
becoming harder and harder to find them now…” 
 
Solia: “This is a dengen tree. There are various fruits that grow 
in Sorowako. A juice can be made with this fruit. Dengen is 
only grown in this area. There are those who say that this fruit 
will not grow anywhere else.” 
 
Solia: “Life in Sorowako cannot be separated from the lakes. 
This is activity to clean up Lake Matano on Ide Beach on 
Sunday by church youth group. This is a very good activity 
because they care.” 

Traditions 
 
 
 
 
 

Karonsi’e Dongi 
 
Tantri: “The roof of the traditional Karonsi'e Dongi house is 
made of sagu leaves. The walls are made with bamboo. The 
legs of the house were called Karonsi'e, where we get our 
name, Karonsi'e Dongi.” 
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3. Home is 
beautiful and 
special, 
including nature, 
vistas and 
traditions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Traditions Sorowako 
 
Khadijah: “There are still many women in Desa Nikkel who 
obtain a livelihood through farming . . .”  
 
Khadijah: “Independence Day is one of the events anticipated 
by the Sorowako community. After Indonesia’s Independence, 
there was the DI/TII Rebellion here. Now, on Independence 
Day, everyone is together in Sorowako and participates in the 
ceremonies, marches on the street and festivals.”  
 
Tya: “…Planting of rice in Sorowako is still done with 
traditional methods. Rice farmers usually grow more than one 
variety. Ciherang and Cinta Nur are new varieties of rice that 
have been promoted by the local government department of 
agriculture. Before the community grew Pae buri-buri, Pau 
pulu mantarone, Pae pulu moupute and moito.” 
 
Tya: “… These fish are still caught using the traditional 
trawl…” 
 
Siti: “Before the bamboo that was used to make Mompuri was 
easy to come by. This bamboo is now harder to find. A special 
kind of bamboo is needed to make these musical instruments. 
If you look at who is playing these instruments, it’s mostly 
people with white hair. This music is almost extinct without 
regeneration. I hope Mompuri will not die…” 
 
Wanina: “I hope we can continue the enthusiasm of 
Independence Day...” 
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Glynn, Tracy and Zachary Bourque. 2017. "New Brunswick Forest Report Card: A 
Stakeholder Survey of Opinions and Recommendations for Crown Forest Management in 
New Brunswick in 2017." Conservation Council of New Brunswick.  
 
Glynn, Tracy. 2017. “The Creeping Privatization of Health Care in New Brunswick.” NB 
Health Coalition. 
 
Glynn, Tracy. 2014. “A Snapshot of Women and Poverty in New Brunswick in 2014.” 
Common Front for Social Justice.  
 
Gagnon, Chantal and Tracy Glynn. 2009. "Traditional Ecological Knowledge and New 
Brunswick’s Forest: A Conversation." Conservation Council of New Brunswick.  
 
Glynn, Tracy. 2006. "Small is Beautiful in New Brunswick." Footprints: The 
Environment and the Way We Live Series. National Film Board.  
 
Glynn, Tracy. 2004. “Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA): A Guide for Reviewers.”  
International Network on Export Credit Agencies.  
 
Glynn, Tracy. 2004. “Mining in the New Millennium.” Jakarta: Mining Advocacy 
Network (JATAM).  
 
Siti Maimunah, Hasanuddin, Aminuddin Kirom, Glynn, Tracy. 2002. “Rio+10: 
Pertambangan dan Penghancuran Berkelanjutan.” (Rio+10: Mining and Sustainable 



Destruction). Jakarta: Mining Advocacy Network (JATAM).  
 
Mining Watch Canada, Project Underground. 2002. “Minahasa & Nusa Tenggara Case 
Studies. Submarine Tailings Disposal Toolkit.” Berkeley: Project Underground. 
 
Global Mining Campaign. 2002. “Poboya-Paneki Forest Park, Indonesia. Digging Deep.” 
Washington, D.C.: Mineral Policy Center. 
 
Conferences 
 
Presentations at Academic Conferences, Professional Meetings 
 
Co-presenter with Amy Savile.“Environmental activism in a monopoly news media 
setting: Social movement media in a rural Canadian province.”Panel: Environmental 
Movements and Counter-Movements. Canadian Sociological Association Conference. 
Congress of the Social Sciences and Humanities, University of British Columbia, 
Vancouver, BC. June 2019. 
 
Presenter. “Women in a Mine’s World: A Photovoice Study of the Resistance of Women 
to Mining in Indonesia.” Corporate Entanglements: Citizenship, Governance and 
Transnational Companies at Key Sites of Neoliberal Globalization Conference. Utrecht 
University, the Netherlands. December 2018.  
 
Presenter. "'Berta Caceres didn't die, she multiplied:' Honouring the resistance to Project 
Canada." Society for Socialist Studies, Congress of the Social Sciences and Humanities, 
Ryerson University, Toronto, ON. June 2017.  
 
Presenter. "Women in a mine’s world: A photovoice study of perspectives of women at a 
mining town in Indonesia." Atlantic Political Science Association, Mount Saint Vincent 
University, Halifax, NS. September 2015.  
 
Presenter with Josephine Savarese. "Sex workers' guide to the capitalist universe." 
Society for Socialist Studies, Congress of the Social Sciences and Humanities, University 
of Ottawa, Ottawa, ON. June 2015.  
 
Presenter/Panel Organizer/Chair. "Women in a mine's world: capitalist barbarism and 
indigenous oppression as experienced by women resisting mining and shale gas in 
Indonesia, Guatemala and Canada." Panel: "Mining capitalism: the barbarism of and 
resistance to resource imperialism." Society for Socialist Studies, Congress of the Social 
Sciences and Humanities, Brock University, St. Catharines, ON. May 2014.  
 
Presenter. "Women in a Mine's World." Women's Worlds Congress, University of 
Ottawa, Ottawa, ON. July 2011.  
 
Presenter. "The role of independent media and activist journalism in covering the untold 
stories of poverty, human rights, and environmental justice." Human Security Forum IV – 



A Forum Celebrating Resistance and Change. Centre for International Studies, Cape 
Breton University, Sydney, NS. March 2010.  
 
Presenter. "Community-Based Research of the Environmental and Health Impacts of 
Laterite Nickel Mine and Smelter in Indonesia." Atlantic Provinces Council for the 
Sciences (APICS) Environmental Studies Conference, St. Francis Xavier University, 
Antigonish, NS. March 2008.  
 
Poster Presenter. "Community-Based Research of the Environmental and Health Impacts 
of Laterite Nickel Mine and Smelter in Indonesia." Joint Meeting of the Geological 
Association of Canada, Mineralogical Association of Canada, Canadian Society of 
Petroleum Geologists and the Canadian Society of Soil Sciences, Halifax, NS. May 2005. 
 
 
Presentations at Public Events, Roundtables, Seminars and Workshops 
 
Poster Presenter. “Women in a Mine’s World: A Photovoice Project on Women and 
Mining in Indonesia.” The Art of Sustainability: Education Through Arts-Based 
Methods. Sustainable Education Alliance Annual Conference. Moncton, NB. October 
2018.  
 
Presenter. "Borderless Solidarities." Common Cause Symposium by the Atlantic Council 
for International Cooperation, Sackville, NB, June 2017.  
 
Presenter. "Quelques Arpents de Neige:" Environment, History, Activism, Education, and 
Governance," Sackville, NB, March 2017. 
 
Presenter. "Women in a mine’s world: A photovoice study of perspectives of women at a 
mining town in Indonesia." Saint Mary's University International Development Studies 
Lecture Series, Halifax, NS, September 2016.  
 
Poster presenter. “Women in a Mine’s World: A Photovoice Project on Women and 
Mining in Indonesia.” International Articulation of Vale Impacted Peoples, Rio de 
Janeiro, Brazil, January 2016. 
 
Presenter. St. Thomas University Human Rights Week, Fredericton, NB. October 2008.  
 
Presenter. "Environmental Racism and Colombian Coal." New Brunswick Social Forum, 
Fredericton. September 2008.  
 
Presenter. “Mining and Sustainable Development: Two Apparently Contradictory 
Concepts, Challenges for the WSSD.” Hosted by Third World Network. PrepComm IV, 
World Summit for Sustainable Development, Bali, Indonesia. June 2002.  
 
 
 



Participation at Conferences and Workshops 
 
Participant. Western Mine Action Network Conference, Kamloops, British Columbia, 
September 2018. 
 
Participant. Ktuhkelokepon – An awakening in the search for truth and reconciliation: A 
land-based workshop for the development of a Wabanaki Land-based Leadership 
Institute at the University of New Brunswick. Fredericton, NB. June 2018.  
 
Participant. Western Mine Action Network Conference, San Carlos Apache Reservation, 
Arizona, Nov. 2016.  
 
Participant, International People's Conference on Mining, Manila, the Philippines. July 
2015.  
 
Participant. "Sustainable Mining, International Law, and the Rights of Women and Girls" 
Workshop. Faculty of Law, Western University, London, Ontario. September 18, 2015. 
 
Participant. Western Mine Action Network Conference, Rapid City, South Dakota, 
October 2009.  
 
Organizer. Acadian Forest Science Conference, Fredericton, NB. October 2007. 
 
Organizer. International Mining Workshop (on the occasion of Fourth Preparatory 
Committee of the World Summit for Sustainable Development). Hosted by Mining 
Advocacy Network (JATAM).  Bali, Indonesia. May 2002. 
 
Organizer. International Conference on Submarine Tailings Disposal/Drafter, Manado 
Declaration on Submarine Tailings Disposal.  Hosted by Mining Advocacy Network 
(JATAM). Manado, Sulawesi, Indonesia. May 1, 2001. 
 
Scholarships, Awards and Honours 
 
Dr. Nora Ni Chuiv CFUW Fredericton Graduate Scholarship, 2017 
Dr. Vicki Gray Graduate Memorial Scholarship, 2017 
Unsung Hero Community Award, City of Fredericton, 2017 
New Brunswick Innovation Fund Scholarship, 2015 
President's Doctoral Tuition Award, 2011-2014 
Gordon Global Fellowship, 2009-10 
New Brunswick Environmental Network Phoenix Award, 2009 
CIDA/AUCC CanadaCorps Scholarship, 2005 
Province of Newfoundland and Labrador Environmental Award, 2005 
Graduate Student Union Award for Excellence in Community Service, 2005 
 


