Cobalt: The Mineral Inside the Future

Today, we celebrate electrification. Electric vehicles. Renewable energy storage. Smartphones.
Laptops. Batteries that power the clean transition. The rhetoric is forward-looking: sustainability,
decarbonization, technological salvation. At the center of this transformation sits a mineral most
consumers never see. Cobalt. The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) produces roughly 70%
of the world’s cobalt supply. It is critical for lithium-ion batteries. Without it, modern electronics
and green energy infrastructure stall. Inside the DRC, two parallel systems operate:

1. Industrial mining by multinational corporations.
2. Artisanal mining — informal, often dangerous hand-dug operations.

Reports from Amnesty International, UNICEF, and other organizations have documented child
labor in artisanal mines, hazardous conditions, tunnel collapses, lack of protective equipment,
and informal trading networks feeding global supply chains. Not every cobalt atom is mined by
children. Not every mine is lawless. But the structural tension is undeniable: the global clean
energy transition rests partly on extraction from one of the poorest regions on Earth. The
parallels to rubber are not poetic. They are economic. Global industrial demand surges.
Resource-rich, politically fragile region bears the extraction burden. Wealth concentrates
elsewhere. Consumers remain insulated from conditions of origin. The difference is narrative.
Rubber was framed as progress. Cobalt is framed as salvation. But salvation without scrutiny is
simply modernized extraction. This does not mean electric vehicles are evil. It means supply
chains are moral ecosystems. When extraction zones remain unstable, when child labor persists,
when safety oversight lags, the future rests on unresolved contradictions. Cobalt mining exposes
the paradox of progress: We may decarbonize our energy while still externalizing human cost.
Dystopia evolves. It rarely announces itself as brutality. It presents as advancement. The question
is not whether technology is good or bad. The question is whether transparency and
accountability scale as fast as demand. If not, the pattern repeats. Rubber became tire tracks
across the Congo. Cobalt becomes battery charge in our pockets. The distance between those two
is not as large as we would like to believe.



