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A B S T R A C T   

After Maria, “el desastre es la colonia” became a popular hashtag in social media and was observed in graffiti and 
art in different parts of the country, and abroad. Yarimar Bonilla’s paper continues emerging conversations 
amongst scholars and activists on how the colonial matrix of power is linked to the social production of disasters, 
and indeed, is itself a disaster. Engaging with these conversations, in this commentary I want to highlight six 
aspects that I consider central to a coloniality of disasters research project: necropolis and permanent war and 
exception; development as biocidal disaster; differential colonial vulnerabilities; climate colonialism and debt; 
disaster capitalism; and decolonial disaster subjectivities.   

1. Necropolis, permanent war, and the permanent state of 
exception 

A coloniality of disasters departs from the observation that colo-
nialism –and the enduring coloniality of global capitalism– has itself 
been a disaster for many indigenous, racialized peoples across the globe, 
a major producer of ‘vulnerabilities,’ suffering and death. It is a system 
that divides populations and territories according to zones of human and 
subhuman, and “turns a potential world of human relations into one of 
permanent forms of conquest, colonialism, and war,” beginning with the 
genocide of indigenous peoples and continuing to this day through both 
extreme and less-visible forms of violence (Maldonado Torres, 2016, p. 
12). The colony is thus characterized by not only neglect and dispos-
ability, but an intentionality of exploiting, of letting die and of killing, 
both slowly and fast. Indeed, the structural neglect (rather criminal 
negligence) observed in the Puerto Rican and US governments’ and 
private corporate responses to hurricane Maria can also be observed in 
previous hurricanes in Puerto Rico (e.g. Cab�an, 2017; Schwartz, 2016). 

This is situated within larger colonial dynamics to experiment with, 
control and shrink indigenous population, considered as too ‘brown,’ 
‘lazy,’ ‘backward,’ and/or ‘rebellious:’ the massacres and persecution of 
nationalist movements, the experimentation with women birth control 
and the removal of ovaries, the promotion of mass migration in the 
1930s to alleviate our “overpopulation”, the experiments with Agent 

Orange and other toxic substances, and, as I discuss in the next section, 
the violence of ‘development’ and its toxic disasters. A coloniality of 
disasters therefore also engages with the reality of colonial zones 
becoming necropolis – spaces-regimes governing life and death where 
life is expendable, slowly killed through forms of toxic accumulation 
(Llor�ens & Stanchich, 2019). These dynamics of governing life-death are 
part of the structural conditions that make (non)natural disaster events 
such as hurricanes, floods and earthquakes, much more damaging to 
those colonized-racialized subjects. 

Finally, a coloniality of disasters needs to link this necropolitics and 
permanent war with the practices of the permanence of a “colonial state 
of exception” (Atiles Osorio, 2016) or “state of emergency” (Torres 
Asencio, 2017), through which economies, populations, and disaster 
events and the ‘recovery’ from them, are managed, usually to ‘fast-track’ 
the ‘efficient’ implementation of ‘development’ and neoliberal austerity 
initiatives that further inflict violence and deepen vulnerabilities. 

2. Development as disaster and biocide 

Bonilla correctly stresses the need for longer historical perspectives 
on the slow violence of colonial extractive logics and their links to di-
sasters. Paralleling other recent analyses (e.g. Klein, 2018; Tormos-A-
ponte & Ciro-Martínez, 2017), she focuses on the history of financial 
capital and neoliberal policies that deepened our economic crisis and 
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debt while impoverishing our population and our public services and 
infrastructure. A coloniality of disasters, however, also needs to engage 
with the coloniality of development as a material and ideological force 
destroying different forms of (non-capitalist) living-being –and life in 
general: the manifestation of the colonial-capitalist logic of infinite 
accumulation of capital as the main goal above all else, including life. 
The coloniality of disasters project should consider how development as 
a “primitive accumulation” and “accumulation by dispossession,” cen-
tral to old and new forms of imperialist capitalism (Harvey, 2003), as 
remix of settler colonialism (Grande & Ormiston, 2016), generates 
patterns of highly unequal socioeconomic and infrastructural develop-
ment, along with toxic-disaster “sacrifice zones” (Lerner, 2010) –zones 
of exception, zones of death– and ‘disastered’ bodies, that make us (or 
rather, some of us) more ‘vulnerable,’ while killing us slowly. The wait of 
disasters is thus also the wait of a “slow violence” (Nixon, 2011). 

“Operation Bootstrap” (Manos a la Obra in Spanish), carried out from 
the 1940s onward to ‘modernize’ and ‘develop’ Puerto Rico through an 
experimental intensive industrialization and large-scale (sub)urbaniza-
tion, was the historical manifestation of what some Puerto Rican envi-
ronmental activists call ‘disasterment.’ (desastrollo, combining the 
Spanish words for disaster and development). Bonilla mentions it in 
passing, yet Bootstrap had significant influence on the disaster pre and 
post-Maria (see also Berman Santana, 1996; Dinzey-Flores, 2018; 
Llor�ens, 2018). Bootstrap colonized our indigenous peasant-jibaros and 
their agrarian lifeworlds, making us dependent on imported toxic junk 
(McCune, Perfecto, Vandermeer, & Aviles V�asquez, 2018), and our en-
ergy, making us dependent on fossil fuels (these turned out to be crucial 
in Maria; see De Onís, 2018; Massol Dey�a, 2019). What better example of 
this disasterment than the toxic legacy of those abandoned petrochemical 
complexes which killed large areas of land, or the slow killing carried 
out by the “assassin” AES coal company (as the activists there refer to it) 
across all Puerto Rico and all the way to the Dominican Republic and 
now Florida’s Puerto Rican community, and by the US military in the 
island of Vieques (decimated by the toxic legacy of 60 year of military 
bombings and now by vulture tourism). The patterns repeat themselves 
today, hence why Puerto Rican environmental activists today usually 
label ‘development’ projects –such as fossil fuel infrastructure, trans-
genic seed camps, waste incinerators, and large-scale tourist-residential 
complexes– as ‘projects of death’ (García L�opez, 2020), while those 
fighting the waste mafia-capital-state in Italy talk of a biocidio –the 
deliberate killing of life for profit in certain racialized-classed geo-
graphies– through a permanent state of exception (De Rosa, 2015). 

A coloniality of disasters also needs to consider how these develop-
ment processes have served as the basis for the emergence of the debt 
crisis. Indeed it is only through debt that countries can keep artificial 
‘economic’ growth rates – the measure of ‘development’ (Kallis, 
Martinez-Alier, & Norgaard, 2009). In Puerto Rico, Bootstrap’s huge 
industrial incentives and deregulated zones decimated not only the 
environment and its indigenous peoples, but the public finances. Those 
incentives are still in place, despite the end of Section 936 that Bonilla 
ties to the economic crisis: the local government provides hundreds of 
millions of dollars in subsidies to disaster industries, such as pharma-
ceuticals, and transgenic seed companies, ‘advisors’, lawyers and lob-
byists, and ‘disaster recovery’ corporations. 

Finally, the coloniality of disasters should illuminate development as 
a colonial ideological force that destroys alternative visions of ways of 
life, further deepening vulnerabilities. In Puerto Rico, Bootstrap 
cemented an ideology of dependency to the US while ‘living the Amer-
ican dream.’ These are linked to the vulnerability and response to 
Maria,– both through the state and from below: a “colonial blackmail” 
that persists in many ways, even after the Maria disaster. 

3. Differential colonialities, differential vulnerabilities 

There is a risk in reading Bonilla’s “affective map” of the coloniality 
of disasters as happening across a homogeneously racialized colonial 

zone. Indeed, we are treated as such by imperialist-white-supremacy 
stools like ‘Agent Orange’ Trump. Yet a coloniality of disasters also 
needs to consider how class, gender, local partisan affiliations, and other 
categories of difference within the colonized populations, intersect and 
generate differential vulnerabilities, as is the case across Caribbean 
islands (Lopez-Marrero & Wisner, 2012; Smith & Rhiney, 2016). These 
differences are crucial for, as Godreau Aubert (2016) reminds us, ‘if the 
colony is everything, it becomes nothing,’ and political sovereignty 
cannot be a precondition for attending the stark inequalities within the 
colony. The coloniality of disasters, in short, is also cognizant of the 
south within the south. In my own “affective map” of Maria, I saw the 
layers of super-privilege that some Puerto Ricans were enjoying after the 
hurricane – those who never lost electricity or got it before those in need, 
or who received the diesel every week (García L�opez, 2018). This was a 
parallel reality to those without water or electricity, dying because of the 
lack of these services, or making the long lines. The epitome of this was 
the central command of the government in the PR Convention Center, 
where they served lobster under centralized air conditioning while 
people protested outside for their dead. 

4. Climate colonialism, the Anthropo-Obscene, and the 
ecological debt 

The coloniality of disasters must be situated in the context of a global 
climate crisis as the example of the global disaster caused by colonial- 
capitalism: the same Global North military-fossil-agro-industrial- 
financial complex that has driven the climate crisis since the industrial 
revolution (a revolution financed through the colonial enterprise), 
appropriating the majority of the global ‘climate sink,’ is the same one 
that historically has disastered colonial “sacrifice zones like Puerto Rico. 
In this “climate colonialism” (Moe-Lobeda, 2016), “the deaths of third 
world inhabitants in disasters are more acceptable, more justifiable, 
than the future potential deaths of first world people” (Cupples, 2012). 
Indeed, the disappearance of small island nations and coastal areas of 
the global South is already becoming a material reality –yet the riches 
countries and their corporations continue to delay meaningful climate 
actions and post-disaster recovery efforts. 

A coloniality of disasters needs to think through this ecological/ 
climate crisis, often referred to as Anthropocene, as the era of global 
capitalism or Capitalocene (Moore, 2017), one with deep racist and 
colonial roots (Pulido, 2018; Whyte, 2017), which “accumulates 
extinction,” necrotizing the entire planet – in the same way that capital 
“was born from extinction” (from the extinction of indigenous peoples 
and environments), “from capital, extinction has flowed” (McBrien, 
2016). It is an Anthropo-obScene, a catastrophe that is already here –and 
certainly felt by the world’s dispossessed– where the obscenity of the 
wealth and power inequalities and infinite accumulation logics of cap-
italism are hidden and deepened through depoliticizing technocratic 
discourses (Swyngedouw & Ernstson, 2018). 

Discussions about climate colonialism also allow the coloniality of 
disasters project to link the debt crisis and debtocracy to the ecological/ 
climate debt (Moe-Lobeda, 2016). The destruction of places like Vieques 
and the entire southern region of Puerto Rico for the military-industrial 
complex raise the issue of ‘who owes who?’ (Massol Dey�a, 2016). This 
strengthens and expands ongoing conversations and social movement 
demands about reparations for the colonial debt – reparations that are 
needed to fund climate adaptation and justice initiatives (Moulton & 
Machado, 2019). 

5. Disaster capitalism 

A coloniality of disasters needs to engage directly with how “disaster 
capitalism” dynamics become enmeshed with colonial logics and re-
gimes. Of course, as we have argued, colonial-capitalism is itself a 
disaster, but it also manifests as a particular force after disaster events, 
where the shock of the event –as well as the multiple accumulated 
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shocks from previous events, crises, the colonial experience itself– is 
used by corporations as new forms of capital accumulation-by- 
dispossession (Klein, 2018; Bonilla & Lebr�on, 2019). As Bonilla ob-
serves in her piece, and as Villanueva and Cobi�an (2019) elaborate, 
disaster capitalism studies do not take into account coloniality and 
colonialism as a particular context and set of infrastructures that greatly 
facilitate this dispossession. This should not be taken to mean that 
disaster capitalism does not apply to those contexts, but rather, as an 
invitation to investigate how the colonial legacies and enduring colonial 
forms mold disaster capitalism in the context of disaster events in 
colonial spaces, while also recognizing the global capitalist patterns of 
the ‘disaster reconstruction’ business, where a few multinational cor-
porations obtain most of the reconstruction contracts, from Puerto Rico 
to Haiti to Iraq. For instance, Fluor –a multinational US construction 
company that was a top contractor in both Iraq after the war and New 
Orleans after Katrina (Klein, 2007)– was given a contract for $1.2 billion 
by the US Corps of Engineers (USACE) for the electric reconstruction 
post-Maria in Puerto Rico. 

6. Disaster subjectivities: autogestion as resistance and re- 
existence 

A coloniality of disasters project needs to think through the 
engrained colonial-disaster subjectivities which shape, and may be 
shaped, by ‘disaster events’ such as hurricane Maria. Activists and 
scholars have emphasized that the colonial regime had ‘blinded’ us and 
‘blackmailed’ us, but that Maria ‘laid everything bare’ and ‘took away 
the makeup’ of the colony, showing the disaster it has always been. 
Some have also stressed how it showed the urgent need to act to 
transform our own conditions, and ‘how powerful we are’ when we do 
act. Much of this action has been in the form of autogestion – also dis-
cussed under the banners of mutual aid, solidarity, commoning, and 
grassroots or autonomous organizing and praxis. 

Bonilla expresses frustration about the absence of a national project 
in these initiatives –a frustration many others (including myself) have 
also felt at times (see also Garriga-L�opez, 2019). Indeed, the trans-
formative political potential of autogestion, and the relation between 
such practices from below and states and capitalism, has been amply 
discussed by academics and scholars across the globe, and increasingly 
in Puerto Rico. A coloniality of disasters should engage with these dis-
cussions, considering also the coloniality of our own theoretical and 
methodological lenses we use as ‘researchers’. 

Perhaps the current global and local scenarios suggests we should act 
with a critical hope: a pessimism of the reason and optimism of the spirit, 
as Gramsci famously said. In previous work, we have reflected on how 
autogestion-commoning projects can upend, through a performative 
praxis, hegemonic common senses about “community,” “democracy,” 
and “nature” García L�opez, Velicu, & D’Alisa, 2017. In them, we can see 
a refusal “to passively accept” the “conditions of existence,” a will to 
“not only to understand but to dominate (those) conditions …” (Lefeb-
vre, 2009 [1966]). It is an attempt to regain autonomous control over 
the reproduction of life in the face of a system that extracts and extin-
guishes it. Linking to decolonial practices, they can be seen as ways of 
“undoing, disobeying, delinking” from the colonial power matrix 
through liberatory alternatives (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018, p. 4)). This is a 
project that requires a collective praxis and is based on rage against the 
colonial, but also on love (Maldonado Torres, 2016) – a “love that 
struggles” as evoked in a recent book about the Puerto Rican movement 
against a methane gas pipeline (Massol Dey�a, 2017). It has a NO (no to 
the Junta, no to energy slavery, no to toxic coal, no to debt, no to aus-
terity), and an alternative YES (a yes to decolonization, to energy sov-
ereignty, to agroecology, to a just recovery, to autogestion, to “otro 
acuerdo”). Indeed, activists in the community-environmental move-
ments see in the different forms of autogestion an insurrectionary poli-
tics of freedom and sovereignty, of breaking the specific material links of 
the colonial bondage, by enacting sovereign, decolonial forms of 

being-in-common that are rooted in particular territories. This is very 
clear in, for instance, agroecological and energy transition movements – 
which seek to de-commodify and reproduce in-common basic conditions 
of life (see De Onís, 2018; García L�opez, 2020; Garriga-L�opez, 2019; 
Massol Dey�a, 2019; McCune et al., 2018; Reyes-Cruz, 2018). They are 
forms in which resilience is reframed as resistance against the colonial 
regime of death, through both existence –keeping alive the homeland as 
Casa Pueblo would say– and a re-existence –the organizational, produc-
tive, esthetic, and ritual forms that allow a “dignifying and re-invention 
of life” (Achinte, 2013, p. 455). Finally, in my view, a decolonial 
approach should consider what the nation-state implies, and what its 
rethinking entails. These initiatives are not necessarily abandoning the 
nation-state –even if sometimes they discursively posit so – but rather, 
building “networks of rebellious solidarity that interlace within, against 
and beyond dominant institutions and power structures” (Under-
commoning Collective, 2017), that engage with, but seek to transcend, 
the existing neocolonial, neoliberal state. 
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