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It seems to me I am trying to tell you a dream—making a 

vain attempt, because no relation of a dream can convey the 

dream-sensation, that commingling of absurdity, surprise, 

and bewilderment . . . that notion of being captured by the 

incredible which is of the very essence of dreams.

Marlow, in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness
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1

 I N T R O D U C T I O N

Fantastical Materializations

Dreams are transformed into reality with the Citizens’ Revolution.

Roadside billboard, Ecuadorian Amazon, 2015

The Aguarico River cascades out of the Ecuadorian Andes before 

snaking slowly eastward through the Amazon toward the border with 

Peru. We traveled downstream for over three hours from the end of the 

last road, past endless tangled foliage, occasional thatched huts, and the 

discrete port of the Pañacocha oil fi eld. As the canoe rounded a long 

curve in the river, a different reality emerged. Beneath towering storm 

clouds, set against the dark green jungle, a white city glowed in the 

evening sun. This was Playas de Cuyabeno, the fi rst of two hundred 

Millennium Cities that would be built throughout the Ecuadorian 

Amazon to ensure that its indigenous population would fi nally benefi t 

from the oil beneath their territories. In stark contrast to the poverty 

and abandonment that had long been the fate of the region, the Mil-

lennium Cities appeared as magical embodiments of modernity. Each 

house was fi lled with plush furnishings and gleaming appliances, and 

the orderly streets were set around schools, health centers, and sports 

facilities. In the words of President Rafael Correa Delgado, at the inau-

guration of the second Millennium City in 2014, “This is a dream in 

the heart of the jungle . . . where beforehand there was nothing.”1
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Correa had been elected in 2006 on a radical economic platform, 

which promised an end to the deepening poverty, widening inequality, 

and unbridled ecological destruction that had characterized the disas-

trous neoliberal experiment of the previous twenty-fi ve years. His elec-

tion marked a further victory for a wave of post-neoliberal governments 

sweeping to power across South America in response to the continental 

crisis of free market capitalism, which included the regimes of Hugo 

Chávez in Venezuela, Evo Morales in Bolivia, Néstor Kirchner in 

Argentina, and Luis Inácio Lula da Silva in Brazil. Following his elec-

tion, Correa joined Chávez and Morales in the construction of a 

“twenty-fi rst-century socialism,” which would not only overcome neo-

liberalism, but also challenge the very structures of the global capitalist 

system. A new constitution was ratifi ed in 2008, becoming the fi rst in 

the world to enshrine the rights of nature. The constitution was centered 

on the Kichwa indigenous principle of sumak kawsay, or buen vivir—
good living—which rejected capitalist development as a neocolonial im-

position inconsistent with indigenous practices and cosmologies.

Over the course of the following decade, these principles would 

inspire an economic project that aimed to overcome the nation’s so-

cially and environmentally catastrophic dependence on Amazonian oil 

reserves. By reclaiming control of its natural resources from transna-

tional corporations, Ecuador would mobilize the bonanza of a global 

commodities boom to catalyze a transition from the “fi nite resources” 

of the oil industry to the “infi nite resources” of a collective knowledge 

economy, based on the unparalleled biodiversity and genetic wealth of 

the country’s Amazonian ecosystems. Cities were planned throughout 

the region to incorporate the local population into this “Citizens’ Rev-

olution.” A state-of-the-art university would be constructed in the 

depths of the rain forest to research the genetic diversity of the Amazon 

and develop its biotechnological applications. And an interoceanic 

transport corridor would integrate the region into a brave new world 
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of global production networks. To quote Correa again: “There is a 

radical transformation under way in our Amazon.”2

The grand scale and transformative vision of these projects re-

called the era of heroic modernism eulogized by Marshall Berman, 

which was based on “immense construction projects . . . bridges and 

highways . . . new towns and cities” and devoted to the “long-range 

development of the productive forces.”3 These epic schemes were em-

blematic of the “construction of mass utopia,” which Susan Buck-

Morss has described as “the dream of the twentieth century.”4 This 

dream had long since been consigned to a time before the fall of com-

munism and the “end of history.” According to Jacques Rancière, un-

der conditions of neoliberal hegemony, such dreams had been 

replaced with “the theme of objective necessity, identifi ed with the 

constraints and caprices of the world market.”5 As Fredric Jameson 

has concluded, our political horizon was now defi ned by “our consti-

tutional inability to imagine utopia itself . . . as the result of the sys-

temic cultural and ideological closure of which we are all prisoners.”6

Within this desert of shattered dreams and empty futures, the 

Citizens’ Revolution shimmered on the horizon like a utopian oasis. 

According to one of its architects, “The socialism of buen vivir is the 

most beautiful utopia possible in the twenty-fi rst century.”7 The na-

tional development plan envisaged “the execution of a project, of a 

dream: the society of buen vivir.” This dream was cast against the 

nightmare of “capitalism . . . which destroys everything in its path, 

generating poverty and inequality . . . and the accelerated deteriora-

tion of the environment.” In contrast to this dystopian scenario, the 

socialism of buen vivir was envisioned by the Correa administration as 

“the utopia that allows us to walk . . . in an emancipatory direction 

toward the transformation of existing social relations,” including “the 

dismantling of the bourgeois state,” “the egalitarian redistribution of 

resources,” and the inclusive participation of the indigenous peoples 
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of Ecuador, who would fi nally cease to be “objects of ‘civilization,’ 

indoctrination, and colonial subordination.”8

But what appears as an oasis is sometimes a mirage. After round-

ing the long curve of the Aguarico, we began to cut across the river 

toward the Millennium City of Playas de Cuyabeno. Seen from a dis-

tance, the city sparkled with all the promise of a post-neoliberal uto-

pia. But as the canoe neared the dock, I could see that the iron 

retaining wall had been grotesquely distorted by the weight of the 

rushing water. Huge sandbags had been heaped onto the exposed 

bank but were collapsing into the river. I scrambled ashore and was 

confronted not with a thriving modern city, but with the eerie empti-

ness of a ghost town. As I wandered the streets in the following days, 

it became clear that this “dream in the heart of the jungle” was not the 

material embodiment of a socialist revolution. In reality, it was a mere 

facade of modernity—schools without teachers, clinics without doc-

tors, roads without cars—which was being abandoned by its inhabit-

ants and consumed by the ravenous encroaching vegetation.

This book is about the reality of dreams, in two senses of the 

term. It explores the role of utopian dreams in the production of so-

cial space, as constitutive dimensions of material reality. And it traces 

the ways in which such dreams are distorted and inverted in the pro-

cess of their implementation, through which their reality emerges as 

something very different from their utopian vision. Tales of failed 

utopias, of course, are nothing new. In Seeing Like a State, James C. 

Scott has dissected the multiple hubristic follies of “authoritarian high 

modernism” in socialist and postcolonial regimes.9 According to 

Scott, spatial utopias such as those of the Citizens’ Revolution are 

driven by the state’s desire for territorial legibility and social control, 

abstracting from the multiple complexities of living places in the pro-

duction of reductive plans that are then projected back onto these 

places, which results in the destruction of preexisting lifeworlds and 
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the ruination of the plans themselves. Scott’s anarchist analysis has 

much in common with Henri Lefebvre’s Marxian critique of capitalist 

spatial planning, according to which technocratic representations of 

space are concretized on the representational spaces of everyday life, 

which generates the alienated dominion of an “abstract space.”10 And 

James Ferguson adopts a similar position from a Foucauldian perspec-

tive, arguing that development—in both its capitalist and socialist 

variants—functions as an “anti-politics machine” that systematically 

misrepresents its objects of intervention in ways that fail to achieve 

their stated objectives while simultaneously functioning to enhance 

the bureaucratic power of the state.11

Despite their diverse theoretical inspirations, these critiques of 

utopian social engineering share a vision of totalizing master plans, 

which are subverted by their violent collision with complex lived re-

alities that they fail to comprehend. My experience of the deserted 

Millennium City seemed to correspond to this vision. Like the ill-

fated utopian city of Brasília in James Holston’s seminal analysis, The 
Modernist City, the Millennium City would appear to provide yet an-

other example of “the delirium of power in master planning, which 

itself creates conditions over which the planners stumble and conse-

quently conditions for its own subversion.”12 Reluctantly, I aban-

doned my initial faith in the radical vision of the Citizens’ Revolution 

and began to approach its transformation of the Amazon in these 

more jaded terms. But as my research progressed, it became increas-

ingly evident that something else was going on. Like Playas de Cuy-

abeno, the second Millennium City that I visited resembled an 

abandoned movie set, in which the water didn’t work and raw sewage 

ran down the road. The fl uvial section of the interoceanic corridor 

turned out to be unnavigable, and the corridor was not a technocratic 

master plan, but the half-baked scheme of a silver-tongued con man 

on the run from trouble downriver in Brazil. A new airport had been 
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built in the middle of the jungle. It was maintained in immaculate 

condition but received no fl ights. An enormous suspension bridge 

had been erected across a mighty river, but the road on the other side 

remained a single-lane death trap. And the state-of-the-art biotech 

university had international scientists but no laboratories. Mean-

while, the oil frontier was rapidly expanding, and mining concessions 

were being granted to transnational capital. And all along the over-

grown roadsides, between the tangled oil pipelines and the blackened 

gas fl ares, the tattered billboards repeated the same utopian promise: 

“Dreams are transformed into reality with the Citizens’ Revolution.”

This perplexing situation presented me with an unanticipated 

theoretical challenge: how to make sense of things that don’t make sense. 
According to the dominant critical approaches to social engineering 

exemplifi ed by Scott, Ferguson, and Lefebvre, such grandiose state 

plans invariably fail both despite and because of the scale of their ambi-

tion. But in the case of the Citizens’ Revolution, there was no plan. The 

Millennium Cities were delivered to their inhabitants without a devel-

opment plan or a management structure, and the biotech university 

had been launched in the absence of a national technology strategy or 

a local territorial plan. A team of technocrats at the planning ministry 

was supposedly working on a master plan for the Amazon. But when I 

asked them about the fl uvial port that would complete the Ecuadorian 

section of the interoceanic corridor, and that was under construction 

at the time, they looked at each other blankly. They had never heard of 
the project. These apparently monolithic plans weren’t failing because 

of their totalizing abstraction from local particularities, as the critical 

literature on such projects had led me to assume. They weren’t really 

plans at all. And the cities and highways produced in their name 

weren’t strategies of top-down domination. They were modernist mi-

rages, spectacular fakeries, absurdist incongruences grafted onto the 

overwhelming material dynamics of the Amazon.
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This book documents my attempts to come to grips with this baf-

fl ing scenario. What could explain this immense surge of utopian vi-

sions and projects? How could I make sense of the farcical extent of 

their failure? What lessons did this hold for the possibility of post-

neoliberal and post-capitalist transformation? And what might all this 

tell us about the relationship between dreams and reality in the capi-

talist production of space? These remain the central questions that 

animate the book. But as my perplexity increased over the course of 

my research, I gradually concluded that the quest to get a grip on a 

nonsensical reality, and to make sense of the senseless, was precisely 

the temptation to be resisted. Too often, in our eagerness to explain 

the world, we set aside the most incongruous elements of our fi ndings 

and emphasize those that fi t our frameworks. We make sense, in other 

words, of things that don’t make sense. In doing so, we unwittingly 

perform the task of the ideological state apparatus by retroactively 

projecting greater coherence onto social reality than it in fact pos-

sesses. In this book, I have ended up taking a different approach, by 

seeking to make sense of the fact that things don’t make sense, and by at-

tempting to make room for the fantastical and nonsensical within the 

space of explanation. As Michael Taussig has argued, we need to “re-

ject the familiar fantasy of a reassuringly real and motivated order,” 

which is nurtured by the state and “its strange facility of seeming to 

make sense,” and commit ourselves to the alternative project of re-

vealing “the massive degree of uncertainty, deception, bluff, and igno-

rance on which such gargantuan enterprises as the ship of state rest.”13

This task demands a theoretical approach that is attentive to the 

phantasmatic and absurd dimensions of the transformation of social 

reality under conditions of global capitalism. Such an approach, as 

Rosemary Jackson has noted, “subverts dominant philosophical as-

sumptions, which uphold ‘reality’ as a coherent entity,” and cuts 

against the grain of critical theories that hold that “fantasy . . . is not 
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serious, not material, too flighty and hence not worth bothering 

about.”14 The Marxian tradition, in particular, has tended to dismiss 

fantasy as an ideological irrelevance in comparison to the stern mate-

riality of the dialectical process. But a handful of errant Marxists have 

challenged this assumption. China Miéville has pointed out that 

“‘real” life under capitalism is a fantasy . . . an absurdity which is true, 

but no less absurd for that.”15 And David McNally has similarly ar-

gued that “invisible powers—market forces—are . . . fantastically 
real,” and that critical theory accordingly requires “an armory of de-

familiarizing techniques, a set of critical-dialectical procedures, that 

throw into relief its fantastic and mysterious processes.”16

The remainder of this introduction draws together a set of tech-

niques and procedures of this kind, in sketching the outline of a fan-
tastical materialism, which is developed over the course of the 

subsequent chapters. It introduces three related concepts, phantasma-
goria, social fantasy, and the fantastic, before concluding with some 

thoughts on form and method.

Toward a Fantastical Materialism

Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project can be regarded as a pioneering 

work of fantastical materialism. A vivid compendium of notes and 

quotations compiled between 1927 and 1940, it explores the arcades of 

nineteenth-century Paris as an embodiment of the fantasy space of an 

emergent consumer capitalism in which “a new dream-fi lled sleep 

came over Europe.”17 The conceptual inspiration for the Arcades Proj-
ect was provided by the phantasmagoria—a technology of illusions 

invented in the late eighteenth century that conjured spectral pres-

ences for the terrifi ed delight of Parisian elites.18 In contrast to the 

traditional Marxist depiction of ideology as a camera obscura that 

projected inverted images of the external world onto the walls of a 

darkened room, the alternative metaphor of the phantasmagoria sug-
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gested an understanding of ideology not as the distortion of an objec-

tive material reality, but as a constitutive element of reality itself.19

In developing his concept of the phantasmagoria, Benjamin fused 

Marx’s theory of the fetishism of commodities with the surrealist the-

ory of dreams. According to Marx, under capitalist social relations, 

the value of a commodity is abstracted from its use value and deter-

mined solely by the socially necessary labor time expended in its pro-

duction. In the production of commodities, workers are paid the full 

value of their labor power—the cost of its reproduction—in the form 

of wages. But the equality of this monetary transaction conceals the 

fact that their labor power is put to work for longer than is necessary 

to cover this cost. The resulting surplus value is then realized as an 

ostensibly miraculous profi t in the exchange of the commodities pro-

duced for money in the market. The origin of profi t in exploitation is 

thus obscured, and value acquires an apparently autonomous power 

in the form of money, which seems to make the world go round.20 As 

Marx observed, the social relations between people involved in the 

production of use values throughout the global economy thus assume 

“the fantastical form of relations between things.”21

From this perspective, capitalist social reality is both phantas-

matic and absurd: phantasmatic because its social relations systemati-

cally produce their own misrepresentation; and absurd because its 

agents remain in thrall to their own powers as if they were an external 

force. This understanding of capitalism resonates with the Freudian 

understanding of the dream as a displaced expression of a repressed 

wish, which is phantasmatic in its illusory wish fulfi llment and absurd 

in its distorted form.22 The close relationship between reality and 

dreams was noted by the early surrealists. In the 1924 Manifesto of Sur-
realism, André Breton claimed that Freud’s identifi cation of the un-

conscious as a repressed dimension permeating both dreams and 

waking life demanded the conceptual fusion of “dream and reality, 
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which are seemingly so contradictory, into a kind of absolute reality, a 

surreality.”23 Benjamin sought to apply this principle to the study of 

social phenomena, noting that “it is one of the tacit suppositions of 

psychoanalysis that the clear-cut antithesis of sleeping and waking has 

no value,” and suggesting that this principle “need only be transferred 

from the individual to the collective.”24 This led him to interpret the 

world of commodity fetishism as a domain of utopian dreams that 

fulfi lled the emancipatory desires of the proletarian masses in the dis-

placed form of commodity-fi lled arcades and modern urban infra-

structures—spaces in which “the phantasmagoria was rendered in 

stone.”25 As the organizer of such “spatial phantasmagorias,” the state 

was endowed with the magical capacity to stage a collective dream of 

social progress and mass abundance without the need for revolution.26

Benjamin’s concept of the phantasmagoria can be combined with 

Slavoj Žižek’s concept of social fantasy, which likewise draws on psy-

choanalytic theory in developing a critique of ideology that replaces 

the division between appearance and reality with a materiality perme-

ated by fantastical elements. Žižek’s approach is based on the concep-

tual schema of Jacques Lacan, who took inspiration from 

surrealism in his reinterpretation of Freudian theory. According to 

Lacan, our experience of reality is composed of three registers: the 

Symbolic—a differential network of signifiers; the Imaginary—a 

compendium of phantasmatic images of wholeness and order; and 

the Real—an unsymbolized dimension of repressed drives and unre-

solved antagonisms. The phenomenal world of everyday life is woven 

together of Symbolic and Imaginary elements and structured to ex-

clude the Real, the presence of which is nonetheless discernable in the 

distorted form imposed on this structure by the weight of its exclu-

sion and in traumatic moments of the return of the repressed.27

According to Žižek, under conditions of global capitalism, the 

Real excluded from our spontaneous experience of social reality is pri-
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marily the Real of capital itself. Capitalism, of course, is very much a 

part of symbolically structured reality, appearing in the form of indi-

viduals and institutions, discourses and practices, images and things. 

But capital is absent from this symbolic universe, existing only as 

value-in-motion—a process of constant metamorphosis that imper-

ceptibly animates the objects through which it circulates in pursuit of 

its own expanded reproduction, as the surplus value realized as profi t 

in commodity exchange is repeatedly thrown into the production of 

still more surplus value. It is here, Žižek argues, that “we encounter 

the Lacanian difference between reality and the Real: ‘reality’ is the 

social reality of the actual people involved in . . . the productive pro-

cess, while the Real is the inexorable “abstract” spectral logic of capital 

that determines what goes on in social reality.”28

The exclusion of the Real of capital from our symbolic universe is 

ensured not only by the enchantment inherent in the fetishism of com-

modities, but also by the ideological production of a symbolic order 

structured by a web of social fantasies, through which the constitutive 

antagonisms of capitalist society are erased from our spontaneous expe-

rience of social reality and replaced with reassuring visions of social 

harmony and natural order. Utopian socialism can be regarded as a 

fantasy of this kind, which was derided by Marx and Engels for paint-

ing “fantastical pictures of future society” and for expecting “histori-

cally created conditions of emancipation to [yield to] fantastical 

ones.”29 Utopian socialists seek to eradicate the symptomatic expres-

sions of capitalist dynamics—poverty, inequality, economic crises, en-

vironmental destruction, and so on—while “leaving intact the essence 

of capital,” which “through the play of its internal determinations, 

continues to produce . . . the very phenomena they had claimed to 

eliminate.”30 Just as fantasy structures reality to exclude the Real, so 

utopian socialism stages a reproduction of capitalist reality that has ap-

parently been cleansed of its internal contradictions. As such, it is just 
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one of multiple utopian fantasies, through which the Real of capital is 

not confronted but occluded by a vision of society that, in Žižek’s 

terms, is “not split by an antagonistic division, a society in which the 

relation between its parts is organic, complementary.”31

But that which is repressed is destined to return. This brings us to 

the fantastic, as a further conceptual dimension of fantastical materi-

alism. In diametrical opposition to phantasmagoria and social fantasy, 

the meaning of the fantastic is “to make visible or manifest.”32 In his 

infl uential work on the subject, the literary critic Tzvetan Todorov has 

defi ned the fantastic as the experience of a situation in which everyday 

reality is radically disrupted by traumatic or seemingly impossible 

events, and we are confronted with the question: “Reality or dream? 

Truth or illusion?”33 This defi nition of the fantastic resonates with 

Žižek’s attention to those rare moments in which the Real disrupts a 

reality structured by fantasy and “the immanent social antagonism 

. . . erupts on the social surface.”34 Such apparently unintelligible 

events should not be ignored or explained away in the rush to make 

sense of things that don’t make sense. On the contrary, as Mladen 

Dolar has argued, “the retroactive imposition of sense on what didn’t 

make sense . . . is precisely the moment of obfuscation.”35 This convic-

tion was shared by Marx, for whom moments of economic crisis and 

systemic breakdown were not “simple deviations, contingent defor-

mations and degenerations of the ‘normal’ functioning of society 

[but] the points at which the ‘truth,’ the immanent antagonistic char-

acter of the system, erupts.”36

Benjamin captured the political signifi cance of such moments 

with his concept of awakening, which he contrasted to the phantas-

magorical dreamworld of everyday life in capitalist modernity. Aban-

doning the traditional Marxist faith in progress, which he regarded as 

ideologically complicit with the productivist logic of capital, Benja-

min sought to reformulate historical materialism, not as a theory of 
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the dynamic overcoming of a social order by the progressive forces 

contained within it, but as a theory of rupture, which unearths those 

fl eeting moments in which a social order trapped in a nightmare of 

endless repetition is torn open by an act or event that brings it to a 

sudden stop. For Benjamin, such moments constitute “the now of 

recognizability . . . the moment of awakening.”37

Žižek locates an insurgent utopian kernel in such moments of 

awakening, which is radically opposed to the wishful dreams and op-

timistic plans of utopian socialism, and which “is not an exercise in 

free imagination. . . . It’s something to be immediately enacted when 

there is no other way.”38 An insurgent utopia surges up from below 

rather than being imposed from above, and it is rooted in the urgency 

of immediate necessity rather than in fantasies of perfect social order. 

In contrast to utopian fantasies, insurgent utopias embody “a politics 
of traversing the fantasy: a politics which does not obfuscate social an-

tagonisms but confronts them, a politics which aims not just to ‘real-

ize an impossible dream’ but . . . which touches/disturbs the Real.”39 

Through their violation of the phantasmatic coordinates of social re-

ality, insurgent utopias acquire an incandescent dimension that 

Miguel Abensour has called “the utopian fantastic.”40 Like the medi-

eval carnival celebrated by Mikhail Bakhtin, the utopian fantastic di-

rectly realizes a carnivalesque inversion of the established order, in 

which “life [comes] out of its usual, legalized and consecrated furrows 

and enter[s] the sphere of utopian freedom.”41

Fantastical Materialism as Form and Method

Fantastical materialism approaches global capitalism as a world 

saturated with phantasmagorias, sutured by social fantasies, and shat-

tered by the fantastic, in an attempt to make sense of the fact that 

things don’t make sense and to bring the phantasmatic and the absurd 
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within the horizon of materialist critique. But this way of looking at 

the world poses certain challenges when it comes to writing about it. 

How can a fantastical materiality be conveyed in words? How can un-

seen dimensions of reality be represented? And how can such an ap-

proach circumvent the abstraction of academic discourse without 

becoming complicit in the fantasies and fetishes it seeks to deconstruct?

The progenitors of fantastical materialism have developed a vari-

ety of strategies in response to such questions. The surrealists took in-

spiration from Freud’s method of free association in advocating the 

technique of automatic writing to give direct expression to uncon-

scious processes.42 Benjamin deployed the method of montage—as-

sembling a kaleidoscope of dissociated fragments “to effect ‘the 

cracking open of natural teleology.’”43 Taussig has developed a meth-

odology that he calls “fi ctocriticism”—a combination of documentary 

and fi ction through which he seeks to convey “how truly strange is our 

own reality.”44 And Marx appealed to gothic metaphors to capture the 

Real of capital as an apparently autonomous force, describing it as “an 

animated monster” with a “werewolf-like hunger,” which “lives only 

by sucking living labor, and lives the more, the more labor it sucks.”45

These methods all seek to express what Jameson has called “the 

content of the form.”46 According to Jameson: “A work has content. It 

has raw material. . . . And the content already has a form inside it. . . . 

The writer does not impose a form on it. The writer draws the form 

out of the very content itself.”47 In attempting to draw the form of 

this book from its material content, I have again taken inspiration 

from The Arcades Project, in which Benjamin combined “Marxist 

method with a heightened sensuous emergence of presence.”48 I have 

sought to synthesize this approach with one of the key elements of the 

fantastic as a literary genre, which Todorov has identifi ed as “an am-

biguous perception shared by the reader and one of the characters,” 

who “is himself amazed by the extraordinary phenomena that sur-
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round him.”49 The narrative deconstructs the utopian fantasies of the 

Citizens’ Revolution and unearths the insurgent utopias that they 

conceal. But rather than immediately dismantling the elaborate reti-

nue of spatial phantasmagorias explored in the book—the Millen-

nium Cities, the biotech university, the interoceanic corridor—I have 

tried to capture the enchantment of their immediate appearances, to 

convey my bewilderment when confronted with their farcical dimen-

sions, and to unfold the contorted process of their failure in ways that 

trace the path of my own perplexed investigations.

This approach inverts the standard structure of academic argu-

mentation, in which conclusions are set out in advance, illusions are 

immediately debunked, incongruencies are swept under the carpet, 

and the confusions of the research process are replaced by a rational 

sequence of events reported by an objective observer in neutral scien-

tific prose. As such, it has much in common with the “nonfiction 

novel” pioneered by Hunter S. Thompson, who developed gonzo jour-

nalism on the principle that “reality itself is too twisted” to be accu-

rately captured by putatively objective research methods.50 From 

Thompson’s perspective, the relentless sense making of “journalistic 

[and academic] order is a farce . . . the signature of complicity in a des-

perate plot to maintain the social superstructure in spite of the crum-

bling foundation.”51 Fantastical materialism, by contrast, shares 

Thompson’s commitment to “infuse his prose with the characteristics 

of the . . . ‘truer reality’ he senses: chaos, violence, disintegration, prolif-

eration of inhuman proportions, absurdity.”52

Gonzo journalism demands direct involvement in the events being 

reported and requires “going out and getting into the weirdness of real-

ity.”53 The research for this book was undertaken in something approach-

ing a gonzo style in this regard. Most of it was conducted from within the 

institutional machinery of the Citizens’ Revolution, and I was therefore 

directly involved in the reality that I was investigating. From September 
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2014 to December 2015, I worked for the National Center of Strategies 

for the Right to Territory (CENEDET), a state-funded research institute 

directed by the Marxist geographer David Harvey, which was established 

by members of the Correa administration with the stated aim of provid-

ing policy advice to the planning ministry, training civil servants in radi-

cal social theory, and contributing to the construction of the “socialism 

of buen vivir.” My location within the ideological state apparatus ensured 

unprecedented access to politicians, bureaucrats, and planners, as well as 

internal reports, memos, and plans, and facilitated my exploration of the 

“weirdness of reality” in the remote spatial utopias and militarized extrac-

tion zones of the Ecuadorian Amazon.

Much of this research was conducted in collaboration with my 

comrade at CENEDET, Manuel Bayón. We must have made a 

strange sight for the unsuspecting inhabitants of municipal offi ces 

and indigenous communities. Two scruffy, bearded foreigners show-

ing up in a chauffeur-driven SUV with government plates was odd 

enough. Then, in contrast to other representatives of the state, we 

wanted to hear the truth about the Citizens’ Revolution, instead of 

expecting them to conspire in simulations of its success. But any ini-

tial suspicions were invariably replaced by an avalanche of informa-

tion from people eager to fi nally tell their side of the story. In the 

following chapters, whenever I speak in the fi rst-person plural, I am 

referring to experiences that Manu and I shared.

My position at CENEDET provided a unique perspective on the 

unfolding of a utopian experiment, which I have sought to capture 

through close attention to the quotidian complexities of the dialecti-

cal process. My objective throughout the book has been to allow the-

ory to breathe through the narration of events, rather than forcing the 

empirical material into a framework that has been established in ad-

vance. Theoretical refl ections are scattered across the text, arguments 

are often ambiguous, and conclusions are not always clear. From the 
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perspective of a fantastical materialism, it is through intricate descrip-

tive detail, rather than dense theoretical argumentation, that the 

phantasmatic and absurd dimensions of capitalist social reality can 

most effectively be expressed.

This approach has less in common with conventional academic 

writing than with the literary tradition of fantastic realism, which is 

defi ned by the conviction that “real life is more singular and more 

fantastic than anything else, and all a writer can do is present it as ‘in 

a glass, darkly.’”54 Fantastic realism is exemplifi ed by Joseph Conrad’s 

account of colonial brutality and illusion in Heart of Darkness, in 

which “the insistence on the details” serves not to faithfully reproduce 

a familiar reality but, rather, to disrupt the self-evidence of reality it-

self.55 Werner Herzog’s Fitzcarraldo tells a comparable tale of colonial 

fantasy and farce, which was fi lmed on the principle of “trusting your 

eyes, trusting what you see there. I knew that by doing this, things 

would emerge, and reality would set in the strangest way.”56 J. G. Bal-

lard composed fi ne-grained descriptions of abstract urban landscapes 

as a means of drawing out their surreal dimensions, on the basis of the 

premise that “Freud’s classic distinction between the manifest and la-

tent content [of the dream] now has to be applied to the outer world 

of reality.”57 And Joshua Oppenheimer’s The Act of Killing deploys 

intense documentary detail to bring a hidden entanglement of fantasy 

and violence to the surface of everyday reality, in the creation of “a 

kind of nonfi ction fever dream. It’s nonfi ction in the sense that every-

thing in it is real. But much of what is real are the fantasies through 

which the characters, and the whole political regime understands 

itself. . . . And these real fantasies have terribly real consequences.”58

This book is a dream of this kind.
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Enchanted Forest

The whole landscape was compounded of illusion, the 
hulks of fabulous dreams drifting across it like derelict galleons.

J. G. Ballard, Vermilion Sands

The Amazon has long been a land of fever dreams and a place 

where utopias come to die. The river itself was fi rst “discovered” by 

Spanish conquistadors in search of the fi ctitious realm of El Dorado, 

and since then the region has inspired countless quixotic escapades by 

knights and scientists, priests and criminals, states and corporations. 

The jungle is littered with the ruins of hubristic modern follies, such 

as the Madeira-Mamoré railway, constructed with Brazilian capital to 

access Bolivian rubber reserves, and fi nally abandoned in 1912 after 

ruining great fortunes and costing thousands of lives.1 Werner Her-

zog’s fi lm Fitzcarraldo depicts a nineteenth-century Peruvian rubber 

baron who drags a steamship over an Amazonian mountain in a futile 

attempt to exploit an inaccessible rubber reserve, and Herzog himself 

was driven to attempt this feat in his own elaborate and destructive 

“conquest of the useless.”2 Even Henry Ford, the very personifi cation 

of rational industrial capitalism, was inspired to build the utopian city 

of Fordlandia, a doomed re-creation of small-town USA, which was 

constructed in the 1920s to house the workers on his rubber planta-

tions in the Brazilian Amazon. In his study of Fordlandia, Greg Gran-
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din has noted: “The Amazon is a temptress . . . a metaphysical testing 

ground, a place that seduces man to impose his will only to expose 

that will as impotent.”3

What explains the persistent framing of the Amazon as a fantasy 

space in the modern colonial imaginary? The sheer physical extent 

and biological exuberance of the region are enough to establish it as a 

place apart. It is, after all, “the largest river in the world, running 

through the largest forest,” covering over three million square miles 

and containing a quarter of all the freshwater on the planet.4 It is a 

place of unparalleled biodiversity and extraordinary vitality, which 

Herzog experienced as “the harmony of overwhelming collective mur-

der, . . . overwhelming fornication, overwhelming growth, and over-

whelming lack of order.”5 The landscape is constantly remade by the 

shifting courses of its immense rivers, forming huge islands, washing 

entire communities away, and fl ooding vast extensions of forest in a 

ceaseless process of creative destruction. Writing in the early twenti-

eth century, the Brazilian explorer Euclides da Cunha described the 

Amazon as “ever disorganized, turbulent, vacillating, tearing down, 

building up, rebuilding and levelling, devastating in an hour what it 

spent decades building.”6 In the words of another adventurer, the 

Amazon is “an orgy of forms, an unimaginable surfeit of climbing 

plants, a tragic disorder of trunks, of branches, of carpets of greenery 

and parasites, of mortal combat among trees and species. In the South 

American forests, one sees man imprisoned in a labyrinth of de-

mented vegetation.”7

The original colonial name of the Amazon was Marañon, which 

means “entanglement or plot.”8 The name referred to the dense net-

work of rivers and forests of the region. But it is also refl ected in the 

overgrowth of dreams that the Amazon has provoked. These dreams 

have been inspired less by the poetry of the landscape than by the in-

fi nite profi ts that it seems to promise to those who might seize control 
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of its resources. A nineteenth-century promotional campaign for the 

region depicted vast reserves of “silver, iron, coal, copper, quicksilver, 

zinc, tin, gold, diamonds and precious stones, . . . drugs of virtues 

most rare, spices of aroma most exquisite, gums and resins of the most 

useful properties, dyes of hues the most brilliant, with cabinet and 

building woods of fi nest polish and most enduring texture.”9 Such 

visions have always fi red the utopian imagination. Gold inspired the 

conquistadors in their search for El Dorado, while Fordlandia, the 

Madeira-Mamoré railway, and the story that inspired Fitzcarraldo 

were all driven by the “hypnotic effect” of the rubber boom.10

The endless accumulation of capital depends on the constant 

opening of new frontiers,11 and the utopian fantasies that frame the 

Amazon as a space of impossible wish fulfi llment are profoundly en-

tangled with this material dynamic, which repeatedly reinvents the 

region as a primary commodity frontier, and thus as a potential source 

of incredible instant wealth. This chapter explores this entanglement 

in the case of the Ecuadorian Amazon. Focusing on three subaltern 

utopias that fl ourished in the context of the discovery of oil, it traces 

the ways in which these fantasies unconsciously produced a space of 

unbridled capital accumulation that shattered the dreams themselves, 

sowing the seeds of an insurgent utopia that would contribute to the 

emergence of the Citizens’ Revolution.

Land of Beasts and Savages

The role of utopian fantasies in the production of the Ecuadorian 

Amazon began with the myth of El Dorado. The conquest of the In-

can Empire in 1533 had provided the Spanish Crown with immense 

quantities of gold. By the end of that decade, however, the riches of 

the Incas had been plundered, and further discoveries were demanded 

from the pioneers of the New World. Tantalizing rumors began to 

circulate of an indigenous king who dwelt in the unexplored conti-
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nental interior that lay to the east of the Andes. This king’s name was 

El Dorado—The Gilded One—and his wealth of gold was said to be 

so great that he dressed in nothing but a coating of gold dust, which 

was applied anew each day.12 In February 1541 the conquistadors Gon-

zalo Pizarro and Francisco de Orellana embarked on an expedition in 

search of the kingdom of El Dorado. The expedition included two 

hundred Spaniards accompanied by four thousand indígenas and 

departed from the Andean city of Quito, which would later become 

the capital of Ecuador. It took them ten months to reach the foot of 

the densely forested mountains, by which time their supplies had 

been exhausted, death and disease were rife, and El Dorado was still 

nowhere to be found. In desperation, Pizarro sent Orellana down the 

Coca River with a small party in search of supplies. Soon their raft 

reached the mighty Napo, the main Ecuadorian tributary of the Ama-

zon. After traveling for several days downriver Orellana resolved not 

to return. Instead, he forged on for over 2,000 miles, reaching the 

Atlantic coast in August 1542.

Following the discovery of the Amazon, the exploration of the 

region focused on the Spanish territories of what is now Peru and the 

Portuguese territories of what is now Brazil, while the Spanish Crown’s 

pursuit of precious metals shifted to the silver mines of Potosí in the 

Bolivian highlands. Meanwhile, the Ecuadorian Amazon returned to 

its earlier condition of colonial abandonment. Following its establish-

ment as an independent republic in 1830, Ecuador was too weak to 

contemplate the integration of its Amazonian territories, and apart 

from its territorial designation on maps of the continent, the region 

was excluded from the new Ecuadorian nation. In the cities of the si-

erra and the coast, the “Oriente” was known only as a perilous and 

inaccessible realm of “fi eras y aucas”—beasts and savages.13

This began to change with the rubber boom that got under way 

in the late 1870s. Rubber had been discovered during a scientifi c expe-

dition to the Amazon in the eighteenth century. It was now a crucial 
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component of the rapidly expanding automobile industry, and the 

Amazon was its main source. The rubber boom led to the amassing of 

vast fortunes by international rubber barons, who developed exten-

sive networks of wild latex extraction along the Amazon and its tribu-

taries, radiating from the jungle cities of Manaus in Brazil and Iquitos 

in Peru. Rubber was collected by indígenas, who were hunted in 

jungle raids and held in appalling conditions under a system of debt 

slavery, in which they were forced to work indefi nitely to pay off false 

debts that were never cleared.14

At the time of the rubber boom, the Ecuadorian Amazon re-

mained entirely isolated from the rest of the nation. The region was 

therefore incorporated into the rubber trade not via the Ecuadorian 

coast, but as the outer periphery of a vast fl uvial system stretching 

westward from Iquitos in Peru. This peripheral location, and the rela-

tively small quantities of wild latex in the region, led it to be ignored 

by the larger rubber barons. Instead, its riverbanks were settled by 

smaller traders originating from Peru, Colombia, and Brazil, as well as 

European countries, including Spain, Italy, and Portugal. These rub-

ber traders were heavily indebted to the trading houses in Iquitos, and 

many sold slaves as well as rubber to cover their debts. The search for 

both these commodities was undertaken on excursions into the jungle 

interior, in which indígenas were either seized or murdered, which re-

sulted in the decimation and fragmentation of the indigenous peoples 

of the region.15

Reports of the foreign rubber trade being freely conducted in the 

Ecuadorian Amazon eventually reached the major highland and 

coastal cities of Quito and Guayaquil. “The rubber fever reactivated 

the imaginary of the great riches of the Oriente” among national 

elites, leading to the incipient colonization of the southern Amazon.16 

The more extensive and inaccessible northern Amazon, however, re-

mained entirely isolated, despite numerous governmental plans for its 
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colonization.17 These included a utopian proposal made in 1876, in 

which the fantasy of El Dorado was rekindled, and the Amazon was 

framed once again as a promised land of infi nite wealth:

The doors of this Eden have remained closed, and its trea-

sures hidden. Our adventurous future lies in the opening of a 

road to the Oriente. In these rich and vast expanses, we will 

improvise towns that will soon become capitals of the fi rst 

order that will catch the attention of the world. . . . There can 

be no doubt that these regions abound with gold mines as 

rich as the renowned mines of California. . . . In this enchant-

ing paradise we will establish numerous towns . . . and along 

the riverbanks we will construct great factories that will be 

visited by ships from around the world.18

Like the other state proposals for the region inspired by the rub-

ber boom, this vision was eventually revealed as nothing more than “a 

bubble of vibrant discourses, a castle of dreams that collapsed.”19 An 

assessment of the progress of various schemes for the development of 

the northern Ecuadorian Amazon, issued in 1928 by the Ministry of 

Public Works, concluded, “In this immense region, there are no roads 

or communications, and the only offi cial reports deform reality with 

their defi ciency, inaccuracies, and fantasies.”20 By this time, the rub-

ber boom was over, and the region had been abandoned once again. 

The few remaining rubber traders retained the system of debt slavery 

developed during the boom, but they shifted from rubber extraction 

to the production of sugar, rice, and cattle on remote riverside hacien-

das, from which these commodities were fl oated downstream on rafts 

and sold at the Peruvian border to steamships coming upriver from 

Iquitos. The most lasting effect of the rubber trade on the region was 

infl icted on its indigenous peoples. Some had been sold as slaves in 
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Iquitos to pay off the debts of the ruined rubber traders, and the rest 

either worked as peons on the haciendas or survived in small, dis-

persed groups hidden in the depths of the jungle.

Meanwhile, however, a new dream was emerging of another El 

Dorado. Oil had been discovered in small quantities on the Ecuador-

ian coast in the 1920s, and in 1937 a 25-million-acre concession was 

issued to the Anglo-Dutch multinational Royal Dutch Shell for the 

exploration of the northern Ecuadorian Amazon. The American cor-

poration Standard Oil had been granted a similar concession in Peru. 

In 1941 Peru took advantage of the effective absence of the Ecuadorian 

state from its Amazonian region to launch an invasion of this con-

tested territory, advancing up the Napo virtually unchallenged and 

seizing large stretches of the Ecuadorian Amazon. A peace agreement 

was signed in 1942, which ceded almost half of Ecuador’s entire terri-

tory to Peru. Peru then granted a large concession to Standard Oil in 

the land that it had gained from Ecuador, fueling suspicions that the 

confl ict had been a proxy war between Standard Oil and Royal Dutch 

Shell over control of prospective Amazonian oil reserves.21

Following the war with Peru, an incipient colonization program 

was developed for the northern Ecuadorian Amazon to create “living 

frontiers” that could repulse any future invasion. But this was a very 

limited exercise, and the region continued to be physically isolated 

from the rest of the country. The decline of the region that had fol-

lowed the end of the rubber boom was deepened by a further loss of 

trade downriver with Peru, and in 1949 Royal Dutch Shell abandoned 

what remained of its concession, claiming that its explorations had 

revealed that there was no oil in the region. The Ecuadorian president, 

Galo Plaza Lasso, reported this apparently conclusive discovery in a 

somber address to the nation, announcing, “It has been defi nitively 

established that there is no oil in the Oriente.” He concluded his ad-

dress with a weary rejection of the utopian fantasies that had haunted 
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the region for over four centuries and that had never amounted to 

anything: “El Oriente es un mito”—“The Amazon is a myth.”22

The Discovery of El Dorado

In 1963 the dream of El Dorado was ignited once again when the 

American oil consortium Texaco-Gulf was granted a forty-year conces-

sion for the exploration and potential exploitation of 7.5 million acres 

of the northern Ecuadorian Amazon. Two years later, Jorge Viteri Toro, 

an unemployed man from the impoverished lowland province of Los 

Rios, arrived in the capital city of Quito in search of work. Perusing the 

classifi ed section of the local newspaper, Viteri saw an advertisement 

for the post of administrative assistant for Geophysical Service Incor-

porated (GSI), the exploration company contracted by Texaco-Gulf to 

hunt for oil in the Amazon. He had always been captivated by “the 

marvelous bewitchment and enchantment” of this unknown region, 

and he was convinced that the job was his destiny, deciding at that mo-

ment: “I had to enter the Oriente! It became such a great obsession that 

it was like a magnet for me.”23 Viteri got the job and was put on a mili-

tary fl ight to Santa Cecilia, the site of the fi rst exploration camp, in the 

depths of the Texaco concession. It was a beautiful day, and he recalls: 

“I could admire, entranced and absorbed, all the majesty and beauty of 

the jungle that never ended, and the rivers that I spied like fi ne white 

threads, one after the other.”24 Then, at last, “for the fi rst time in the 

long path of my life, my feet touched the blessed and ancient land of 

God they call the Oriente, fi lled with fantasies and mysteries.”25

The exploration led by GSI was far more extensive than the op-

eration previously conducted by Royal Dutch Shell. There was still no 

road access to the Ecuadorian highlands; construction materials and 

heavy machinery had to be brought by river from Colombia, and 

groups of workers were dropped by helicopter into isolated reaches of 

the jungle. They would set up camp before cutting geometrical grids 
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through the dense foliage, along which explosive charges were deto-

nated; teams of engineers analyzed seismographs for signs of oil bur-

ied as much as two miles underground. Exploratory wells would then 

be drilled at promising sites. This was dangerous and exhausting 

work, undertaken in extremely inhospitable terrain and involving fre-

quent accidents and illnesses. But the workers were motivated not 

only by their individual need for wages, but also by a collective vision 

of national salvation, according to which the discovery of oil would 

end the poverty and suffering of the Ecuadorian people. In Viteri’s 

words, “We were fi ghting for a single cause and dreaming of a shared 

ideal . . . a more dignifi ed and sovereign nation, in which one day the 

sun of justice would shine on everyone.”26

The initial results were promising, and the fi rst exploratory wells 

were soon being drilled. On March 29, 1967, a siren wailed at Santa 

Cecilia, confi rming that oil had been struck. Over the two-way radio, 

Viteri was told that the workers were bathing in the oil, embracing 

each other, and singing the national anthem. He rushed to join them, 

and he later recalled the ecstasy of the moment: “The miracle had 

been granted. The blessed Lord had heeded the supplications of the 

entire pueblo. ‘Oil! Oil!’ we shouted, and lost ourselves in a single em-

brace. . . . Those hours that I lived and that I felt so deeply in my soul, 

together with a handful of Ecuadorians, were something indescrib-

able, one of the most beautiful things that could happen to anyone.”27

The Amazon was a myth no longer. As Michael Watts observes, 

“El Dorado had been located, and it was in an oil well.”28 According 

to Viteri, “Now everyone had only one thought, and everyone’s gaze 

was fixed in a single direction: toward the Oriente, where the oil 

fl owed that would provide work, money, well-being . . . the solution 

to their problems.”29

Oil was struck again and again. All but one of the thirty-seven 

wells drilled in 1967 proved positive, and similar results were achieved 
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in the following years.30 A region that had been abandoned for centu-

ries was suddenly transformed into a vast construction site. The rivers 

were fi lled with barges carrying vehicles, building materials, and drill-

ing equipment; the sky teemed with helicopters fl ying to oil wells and 

exploration sites; the ground was shaken by dynamite; the forest was 

torn down for oil platforms, stations, pipelines, and camps; the air 

reverberated with the constant snarl of chainsaws and the steady beat 

of rotor blades; and a road was rapidly constructed through the 

mountains from Quito, along which a 300-mile pipeline was assem-

bled, which would transport 250,000 barrels of oil per day over the 

Andes and down to the Pacifi c coast at the port of Esmeraldas.

The Trans-Ecuadorian Pipeline (SOTE) was completed on June 

26, 1972, and the beginning of its operation was marked by an offi cial 

state ceremony. A newsreel reporting on the festivities, shown in cine-

mas around the country, conveys the phantasmagorical power of oil in 

the national imaginary of the time. Footage of the SOTE and the oil 

installations on the coast is accompanied by a voiceover describing the 

pipeline as a “titanic work,” rising from “the guts of the Oriente,” cross-

ing “the imposing Andes, . . . overcoming rivers and abysses,” deploy-

ing “the most modern engineering techniques and vast financial 

resources” and “representing a signifi cant and decisive contribution to 

the accelerated economic and social development of Ecuador. All 

thanks to the oil that arrives today.” The Ecuadorian president then 

turns a spigot, from which thick black crude fl ows luxuriantly into 

“the fi rst barrel of oil”—a ceremonial wooden barrel bound with iron 

straps, which is surrounded by excited local people who plunge their 

hands into the oil and wave them at the camera, while the narrator an-

nounces that “the people cannot contain their emotion. Their hands 

hardened by labor are stained with the black gold of their dreams.” 

The scene then shifts to Quito, where the little wooden barrel arrives 

in a grand procession, mounted on the back of a tank surrounded by a 
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motorcycle escort, which drives sedately through thronging crowds, 

followed by military top brass in full regalia. Behind them comes a 

parade of “beautiful ladies” dressed in white and waving Ecuadorian 

fl ags to the rhythm of a marching band. They are followed by groups 

of workers, students, and highland indígenas in traditional clothing. 

People are covering their hands and clothes in the “black gold” dis-

pensed from a military vehicle and waving joyfully at the camera. The 

little wooden barrel, sitting on a sumptuously cushioned chair, is car-

ried by four guardsmen to the middle of a red carpet, where it is sa-

luted by a line of army generals. It remains seated there alone, presiding 

over the parade that marches in its honor.31

At the end of this collective veneration of the commodity fetish, 

the minister of defense solemnly places the fi rst barrel of oil “in the 

custody of the military,” and the barrel is escorted into the army head-

quarters, to mark “the beginning of a new era of prosperity in our 

country.” In February 1972, just four months before the oil began to 

fl ow, a coup had deposed President José María Velasco Ibarra and in-

stalled a “revolutionary” military junta led by Guillermo Rodríguez 

Lara, which pledged to manage the oil for the benefi t of all Ecuador-

ians. Claiming to represent popular aspirations for national develop-

ment, such as those that had inspired Viteri and his fellow oil workers, 

the military regime renegotiated oil contracts, joined the Organiza-

tion of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), and expanded 

the operations of the state oil company. These actions coincided with 

the “oil shock” of the early 1970s, when OPEC engineered an unprec-

edented spike in international oil prices. Ecuador suddenly became an 

“oil nation,” in which oil rents consistently constituted at least 50 per-

cent of state revenues.32 These rents were channeled into the construc-

tion of roads, dams, schools, and hospitals and the promotion of 

national industrial development. Annual GDP growth averaged over 

6 percent from 1972 to 1980, compared to an average of 2 percent over 
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the previous two decades. Economic output more than doubled dur-

ing this period, and government expenditure increased at an average 

of 12 percent per year.33 The Amazon may no longer have been the 

myth dismissed by Galo Plaza Lasso. But amid this booming indus-

trial economy, fueled by a bonanza of magical petrodollars, “a new 

myth emerged, that of the virtually never-ending oil fi elds of the Ori-
ente.”34 Ecuador was now fatefully immersed in the fantastical materi-

ality of oil wealth described by Ryszard Kapuściński: “Oil kindles 

extraordinary emotions and hopes. . . . It is a fi lthy, foul-smelling liq-

uid that squirts obligingly up into the air and falls back to earth as a 

rustling shower of money. . . . Oil creates the illusion of a completely 

changed life, life without work, life for free. . . . The concept of oil 

expresses perfectly the eternal human dream of wealth achieved 

through lucky accident, through a kiss of fortune. . . . In this sense oil 

is a fairy tale and, like every fairy tale, a bit of a lie.”35

The Conquest of the Promised Land

Jorge Añazco Castillo was listening to the news on the radio when 

he heard the fi rst reports of the discovery of oil. He was running a small 

business in Quito at the time, producing brooms in a family workshop 

and selling them in the coastal lowlands. But the news rekindled old 

ambitions. As a young man, Añazco had served in the Ecuadorian mili-

tary and had been dispatched to the Amazon to build “living frontiers” 

after the war with Peru. Ever since that time, he had been obsessed with 

the notion of creating a city in the depths of the jungle. As his son re-

calls: “He had the idea of founding a pueblo in his head for his entire 

life. . . . He was one of those men who dream.”36 This dream had been 

reawakened by the reports on the radio. Añazco foresaw that, with the 

discovery of oil in the Amazon, a system of roads would be opened 

through the jungle, connecting Quito, the new oil fi elds, and the near-

est riverports and border crossings. He believed he could predict the 
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point at which these roads would intersect. This point, he reasoned, 

would inevitably become a new population center. There, before the 

roads arrived, he resolved to found his city.

Añazco was born in Loja, an agricultural region in the highlands 

of southern Ecuador. In the late 1960s, the region was affl icted with a 

severe drought that forced many of its peasant farmers to migrate to 

the coastal lowlands in search of work. The drought, however, coin-

cided with the collapse of the banana boom that had sustained the 

coastal economy throughout the 1950s. Work was scarce, and condi-

tions on the lowland haciendas were highly exploitative. During his 

frequent journeys to the lowlands to sell his brooms, Añazco got to 

know many of his fellow Lojanos, and he saw that “the destiny or fu-

ture of every family appeared opaque and hopeless.”37 One evening he 

called a group of them together. By candlelight, and over many cups 

of aguardiente, he told them of his utopian vision of forging a new life 

together in the Amazon: “I told them about the Ecuadorian Oriente, 
which for them was an unknown and distant world. And so it was 

that, one drink after another, a project emerged for the colonization 

of the northeast, where oil had been found, and where there were mil-

lions of acres of unclaimed lands, with room for thousands of landless 

peasants.”38 Drawing on his old military connections, Añazco ar-

ranged a meeting with a high-ranking offi cer of the armed forces, 

whom he convinced to support his project as part of the ongoing 

campaign to reinforce the national presence in the region. The offi cer 

agreed to provide the impoverished colonos (colonizers) with free mil-

itary fl ights to the Santa Cecilia oil camp, from which they would 

have to make their own way to the site that Añazco had identifi ed, 

several miles deeper into the jungle.

The fi rst group of twenty-fi ve men, women, and children fl ew to 

Santa Cecilia on December 3, 1969. Most of them had no idea what to 

expect from the Oriente, which they knew only as a mythical land of 
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“beasts and savages.” In his memoir, Añazco recalls the moment: “I 

could see the excitement of my friends, who from this point were enter-

ing the unknown. As the airplane devoured the horizon, they could con-

template for the fi rst time the breadth of the jungle and the quantity of 

virgin lands where they would have their own plot, to secure the survival 

of their family. They knew, as well, that they were the fi rst group of orga-

nized colonos prepared to found a pueblo in the oil sector of the north-

east. . . . So far everything was rosy [Hasta aquí todo color de rosa].”39

On their arrival in Santa Cecilia, the group rented a canoe and 

headed down the wild Aguarico. They pitched camp on the riverbank, 

before cutting their way through the jungle to the place designated by 

Añazco. Over the following months they cleared the land and planted 

their fi rst crops, setting aside fi ve hundred acres for the construction 

of their city and plotting the location of the “avenues, streets, church, 

plaza, schools, etc. Dreaming costs nothing . . . and so we kept our 

fantasy alive, pestered by our empty guts.”40

The group called their city Nueva Loja, in memory of the region 

from which they all originated. In February 1970 a second group of 

thirty colonos arrived, and further groups followed over the course of 

that year. Small shops began opening to cater to the oil workers, and 

the construction of the town accelerated, as weekend mingas (days of 

collective labor) soon attracted over a hundred people at a time. In 

1971 the road from Quito reached Nueva Loja. Añazco’s prediction 

had proven correct—the town was located at the center of the new 

road network, and now it began to boom.

Meanwhile, the Ecuadorian government began to promote the 

Oriente as “a land without people for a people without land.” In 1964, 

faced with agrarian tensions and threatened by the Cuban Revolution 

and the growing power of the communist movement throughout Latin 

America, the government had created the Ecuadorian Institute of Col-

onization and Agrarian Reform (IERAC) to implement a process of 
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land reform. A new law designated the majority of the Ecuadorian 

Amazon as tierras baldias—state lands that were regarded as uninhab-

ited and that could be claimed by landless peasants from the highlands 

and the coast. The opening of the region by the oil roads was now seen 

as a convenient means of avoiding social confl ict without engaging in 

the redistribution of land and power in other parts of the country.41 

This strategy proved successful, and the new Amazonian roadsides 

were quickly settled by thousands of colonos from the sierra and the 

coast—“landless peasants and itinerant laborers . . . who had accepted 

the challenge of life and were waging their battles in the northeast.”42

Despite being encouraged by the government, the colonization of 

the region took the form of a chaotic land grab. The colonos, however, 

ensured that they were operating within the legislative framework of 

the state, forming cooperatives of between fi fty and one hundred 

members in advance, and constructing their fi ncas (farms) to conform 

with IERAC regulations: each family would claim a 124-acre (50-hect-

are) parcel measuring 800 by 6,600 feet (250 by 2,000 meters), with 

the narrow side facing the road. Provided these conditions were met, 

and 80 percent of the land on the fi nca was cleared, their titles would 

be granted retroactively by IERAC. Subsequent “lines” of fi ncas were 

often built behind the initial parcels, sometimes reaching as many as 

ten lines—over twelve miles—from the roadside into the jungle, and 

each cooperative would designate a space for a primary school and a 

community meetinghouse. Through this process, the wild reaches of 

the northern Ecuadorian Amazon were rapidly transformed into a 

patchwork of thriving settlements, driven by a collective vision of the 

future described by Añazco as “the conquest of the vital space needed 

for human survival . . . the promised land of the Oriente, equipped 

only with machete, axe, and hope.”43

The utopian dimension of this process is evident in the names 

that the colonos gave to their new towns, through which they inscribed 
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their hopes, dreams, and struggles into the daunting landscape of the 

Oriente: Nuevo Paraíso (New Paradise); Nuevo Mundo (New World); 

Luz y Vida (Light and Life); El Porvenir (The Future); Bella Esperanza 

(Beautiful Hope); Pioneros del Oriente (Pioneers of the East); Luz de 
América (Light of America); Nuevos Horizontes (New Horizons); 

Tierra y Libertad (Land and Freedom); Trabajadores Libres (Free Work-

ers); El Triunfo (Triumph); Nueva Libertad (New Freedom); Nueva 
Delicia (New Delight); El Esfuerzo (The Endeavor); El Sudor (Sweat); 

El Progreso (Progress); Nueva Esperanza (New Hope); Selva Alegre (Joy-

ful Jungle); Nueva Vida (New Life); Unidos Venceremos (United We 

Shall Overcome); Sol Naciente (Rising Sun); and, of course, El Dorado.

In the early years of colonization, the dreams captured by these 

names must have seemed to have been realized for many of the colonos 
who had followed the new roads into the Oriente. They had escaped 

drought, hunger, and relations of domination on the haciendas; their 

lands were abundant and fi lled with precious timber; the jungle soils 

were initially highly productive; market prices for export crops such as 

coffee were rising; and trade and employment opportunities were 

plentiful in the booming oil industry. As one colono recalls of his ar-

rival in the region as a landless peasant in 1978: “At fi rst it was a beauti-

ful abundance. There was a lot of forest, an incredible biodiversity of 

every kind. . . . It was a marvel.”44 In the words of a Carmelite mis-

sionary: “To arrive here from Loja, after a drought that had lasted so 

many years, and to see so much green, so much rain, so much water—

it was a paradise. They had fi sh, they had wild game, everything that 

they planted grew. So it was marvelous for them. Everything was new. 

Everything was virgin.”45

In 1979 a new canton called Lago Agrio was created in the region, 

named after the fi rst oil fi eld, and Nueva Loja was designated its mu-

nicipal capital. For Jorge Añazco, “the fi ction had been converted into 

a reality.”46 In the space of ten years he had gone from making brooms 
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in Quito to completing the city he had always dreamed of building in 

the depths of the jungle. Not only that, but the entire northern Ama-

zon was now being rapidly colonized. Surveying this radically altered 

reality, Añazco paid tribute to “the struggle of the colonos who . . . are 

overcoming all barriers to create a new society, more just and humane, 

produced by a combination of the popular cultures of every province 

of Ecuador.”47 At the inauguration of the new municipal capital, he 

delivered a triumphant speech in which he declared the historical ful-

fi llment of the colonizing mission that had been launched by the con-

quistadors with the discovery of the Amazon: “The establishment of 

the canton of Lago Agrio as the governing center of the new pueblos 
consolidates the task of Orellana and constitutes the civilized van-

guard of the occupation of our frontiers. . . . Nature and geography 

favor us. We are at the geographical center of a vast fi eld of minerals, 

forests, and agriculture, served by a network of roads that converge on 

Nueva Loja. . . . Thousands of years of continental solitude have fi -

nally come to an end.”48

The Creation of Edén

In 1971 a young Catholic priest called José Miguel Goldáraz ar-

rived at the confl uence of the Coca and the Napo—the fateful point 

that Orellana had passed before deciding to forge on to the Atlantic. 

He had come to work at a Capuchin mission in the town of Francisco 

de Orellana, which had been named in honor of the conquistador, 

although everyone called it Coca. From this point, the Napo ran east 

for 140 miles to the border with Peru, through a region still controlled 

by the handful of hacendados who had survived the demise of the rub-

ber trade and the Peruvian invasion, and who continued to dominate 

the local Kichwa population through the system of debt slavery devel-

oped during the rubber boom. On the far side of the Napo, the jungle 

was inhabited by the Huaorani, who had escaped enslavement by the 
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rubber traders and had since survived in “voluntary isolation.” In 

Coca, the Huaorani were known and feared by the colono population 

as aucas—savages—and were notorious for living naked and for mur-

dering those who threatened their territory.49

Like so many others before him, Goldáraz had come to the Ama-

zon driven by a dream. He came from the Basque Country in northern 

Spain, where he had been inspired by the region’s long struggle for au-

tonomy. Goldáraz’s dream was to liberate the Kichwa people of the 

Napo from slavery on the haciendas and to create an autonomous in-

digenous nation in the Oriente. In his words, “The dream of construct-

ing a nation of free, independent indígenas—that was the utopia.”50

Coca had been founded by the mission in 1958 as a handful of 

thatched huts built around a school, a clinic, and a general store. But 

by the time that Goldáraz arrived, this remote settlement had ex-

ploded into an oil city. Oil had recently been struck on the far side of 

the Napo, and Coca was now the new boom town, located at the cut-

ting edge of the petroleum frontier. A trader who had left the town in 

1969 and returned in 1974 recalls the seemingly miraculous nature of 

this transformation: “They had built a road from Quito. They had 

built a bridge [across the Napo] where beforehand there was nothing. 

And now there were buses transporting people from here to Quito. It 

was an incredible thing. I couldn’t believe it. Lots of colonos were grab-

bing land, creating fi ncas, lots of people were coming and going, do-

ing business. It seemed incredible to me, impossible that it could have 

happened. But that’s the power of oil. Everything was completely dif-

ferent. Unrecognizable.”51

These radical transformations posed an imminent threat to Gold-

áraz’s dream of an autonomous indigenous nation. The utopias of the 

oil workers and the colonos were both expressive of the desires of some 

of the poorest members of Ecuadorian society. But these utopias were 

also profoundly racist, in the sense that their visions of this society 
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excluded the indigenous population of the Oriente. From their per-

spective, the Amazon was just the “jungle guts” from which the wealth 

of the nation would be removed, and a “land without people” to be 

claimed by a people without land. In fact, the region was inhabited by 

no fewer than eight indigenous peoples: the Achuar, Cofán, Huaorani, 
Kichwa, Secoya, Shuar, Siona, and Zápara. To the extent that their ex-

istence was acknowledged at all, these peoples were crudely divided 

into aucas—the “savages” who had escaped enslavement during the 

rubber boom by fl eeing deeper into the jungle and who were seen as 

little more than wild beasts—and indios—the supposedly “domesti-

cated” peons of the haciendas. None of them were national citizens, 

and none possessed any legal rights over the land they occupied or the 

resources beneath the soil.52

The dreams of the oil workers and the colonos were therefore be-

ing materialized through the dispossession and displacement of the 

indigenous population.53 Rather than attempting to oppose this pro-

cess directly, however, Goldáraz decided that its internal contradic-

tions could be harnessed in the realization of his own utopia of 

indigenous liberation and territorial autonomy. He had heard that an 

oil exploration company was looking for a site on the Napo to station 

a new base camp. Instead of resisting this incursion, Goldáraz invited 

the company to make use of the mission’s facilities seventy miles east 

of Coca, in the tiny settlement of Pañacocha. He did so, however, on 

condition that the company employ Kichwa men from the nearby 

haciendas for the cutting of the seismic grids. The loss of their work-

force quickly pushed the last surviving hacendados into ruin, and by 

the end of the 1970s, debt slavery on the Napo had fi nally been abol-

ished. As Goldáraz himself wryly observes, “The economic liberation 

of the indígenas was achieved by the oil companies.”54

Goldáraz combined this strategic alliance with the oil industry 

with a campaign to incorporate the indigenous population into the 
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process of land reform under way in the region. In 1937 the Ecuador-

ian government had passed a law that sought to regulate indigenous 

land claims in the highlands through the establishment of comunas 
(communes)—territories held in common by a given indigenous 

community, in which land could not be divided, bought, or sold.55 

Goldáraz saw that the colonization of the Amazon under the auspices 

of IERAC had opened the possibility for the indigenous communities 

of the region to legally constitute themselves as comunas. Throughout 

the 1970s and early 1980s, he traveled the rivers and oil roads, encour-

aging these communities to organize comunas on the abandoned haci-

endas and on the lands designated by the state as tierras baldias. One 

of his Kichwa allies of the time recalls their struggle: “Together we 

began to organize my brothers to defend the land. . . . We had to de-

fend ourselves from the colonos, the companies, the roads. . . . Father 

José Miguel and I went from house to house, talking to our compan-

ions, convincing them. . . . That’s how we began, on foot, sleeping 

wherever night fell . . . exhausted and hungry. . . . Putting heart and 

soul into the struggle. Those were diffi cult times. But I was convinced 

that we had to organize ourselves or we would lose everything.”56

The most utopian of these comunas was called Edén. Goldáraz 

remembers visiting Pañacocha in the early 1970s with some of his 

Kichwa companions and discussing the jungle that stood on the far 

side of the Napo: “I told them that those were great lands, that it was 

like an Eden, because it was a beautiful region over there.”57 The deci-

sion was made to create a comuna in those lands, and to call it Edén. 

Other comunas along the Napo had been formed by small groups of 

liberated slaves on the grounds of the ruined haciendas in which they 

had been exploited. But the jungle opposite Pañacocha would form 

the basis for a more universal community of the dispossessed, com-

posed of all the ex-slaves of the region who still remained landless, and 

conceived as a society of “self-management . . . based on their own 
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aspirations.”58 The comuna was established in 1975 and was granted 

57,000 acres of land by IERAC in 1982.59 As one of the founders of 

Edén later recalled, “At that moment we were no longer tied to the 

landowners, and it was we ourselves who now determined how each 

of us would control his destiny.”60

By the time that Edén was granted its land, Goldáraz had orga-

nized the legalization of over twenty comunas in the Napo region, and 

he was now focused on the construction of a broader movement for 

indigenous autonomy.61 In 1978 the Native Union of the Ecuadorian 

Amazon (UNAE) was formed to advance the territorial claims of the 

indigenous communities of the northern Oriente. In 1979 the election 

of Jaime Roldós as president of Ecuador signaled the end of the mili-

tary dictatorship and the return of representative democracy, which 

led to a fl ourishing of social movements and political organizations. 

In 1980 the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of the Ecua-

dorian Amazon (CONFENIAE) was formed, incorporating all the 

indigenous peoples of the region, who now defi ned themselves as “na-

tions,” refl ecting an increased emphasis on political rights and territo-

rial autonomy.62 And in 1984 the UNAE was transformed into a larger 

and more formal organization, the Federation of United Native Com-

munes of the Ecuadorian Amazon (FCUNAE), which was created to 

“defend indigenous territories and promote the autonomous eco-

nomic development of its comunas.”63

Goldáraz could now claim that his project was complete. Since his 

arrival in the Amazon thirteen years previously, he had led the defeat 

of a system of debt slavery that had lasted for almost a century and had 

helped the liberated indigenous population create a network of comu-
nas with political and territorial rights, organized in a confederation of 

autonomous “nations.” He recalls the establishment of the FCUNAE 

as the conclusion of a struggle in which he had “borne witness to a 

vertiginous transition from a state of servitude and slavery to . . . the 
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organization and constitution of comunas and cooperatives under a 

regime of territorial self-management [autogestión].”64 Like Viteri’s vi-

sion of a black gold El Dorado, and Añazco’s dream of a city in the 

jungle, Goldáraz’s seemingly impossible utopia had apparently been 

realized.

Bonfi re of the Fantasies

This chapter has narrated the colonization of the northern Ecua-

dorian Amazon as a process infused with powerful utopian visions, 

each of which was committed to the liberation or deliverance of a sec-

tor of the poor and dispossessed: the utopia of the oil workers was 

devoted to discovering the oil that would end the poverty of the Ecua-

dorian majority; the utopia of the colonos was based on claiming the 

land and building the cities that would feed and house the landless 

workers of the sierra and the coast; and the utopia of the missionaries 

was founded on the rupture of master-slave relations and the con-

struction of indigenous territorial autonomy. Unlike the broken 

dreams and wild chimeras for which the Amazon is notorious, these 

utopias met with remarkable initial success. El Dorado was discovered 

in an oil well, and the nation was propelled into industrial modernity; 

great cities were constructed in the jungle, and there was land enough 

for every landless peasant; and the indigenous population was liber-

ated from slavery and granted territorial autonomy.

None of these utopias was conceived in terms of the establishment 

of capitalist social relations or the expanded reproduction of capital. 

Yet all were animated by the dynamics of transnational capital accumu-

lation unleashed by the discovery of oil, and all functioned to deepen 

these dynamics. The developmentalist utopia of the oil workers was 

made possible by multinational corporations and opened the Ecuador-

ian Amazon to foreign exploitation. The frontier utopia of the colonos 
was enabled by the opening of oil roads and served to reinforce the 
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structures of agrarian capitalism by creating a vast new land market 

and displacing rebellious peasantries from the rest of the country. And 

the territorial utopia of the missionaries was facilitated by the oil indus-

try’s demand for cheap labor and functioned to proletarianize the in-

digenous population of the region, while incorporating them into the 

juridical frameworks and territorial delimitations of the capitalist state.

This demonstrates the profoundly dialectical relationship be-

tween utopian fantasies and the Real of capital, in which fantasy not 

only conceals the Real, but is unconsciously animated by it, while si-

multaneously “creating what it purports to conceal, its own ‘repressed’ 

point of reference.”65 The capitalist production of space tends to be 

conceptualized as a top-down process imposed on subaltern popula-

tions, which Lefebvre has described as “a product of administrative 

and repressive controls, a product of relations of domination and 

strategies decided at the summit of the state.”66 In the case of the Ec-

uadorian Amazon, however, this space was largely a product of the 

utopian fantasies of the subaltern populations themselves, who un-

consciously enacted the logic of capital. It is through obscure, un-

planned, and unintentional processes such as these, as much as 

through the meticulous technocratic machinations of state power, 

that capital “comes to represent itself in the form of a physical land-

scape created in its own image, created as use values to enhance the 

progressive accumulation of capital on an expanding scale.”67

The outcome in this case, however, was not an abstract space of 

geometrical networks and regulated flows, but what Karl Polanyi 

would have described as a “stark utopia” of totally unbridled capital 

accumulation, which “could not exist for any extended period of time 

without annihilating the human and natural essences of society.”68 By 

the early 1980s, the northern Ecuadorian Amazon had been trans-

formed into an apocalyptic labyrinth of seismic grids, oil platforms, 

and rusted pipelines. Oil comes to the surface mixed with water and 
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gas, which are then separated from the crude. In the absence of regula-

tion, millions of gallons of highly toxic “formation waters” were dis-

charged into streams and rivers from hundreds of unlined waste pits, 

and billions of cubic feet of gas were burned off by grimy gas fl ares. An 

estimated 17 million gallons of oil were spilled in the region between 

1972 and 1990.69 The toxic muds that lubricated the drilling rigs were 

released directly into the environment, and waste pits would some-

times catch fi re, raging for days and producing towering clouds of 

smoke that fell back to earth as “black rain.” During the dry season, 

the oil companies would spread thick waste crude on the dusty gravel 

roads. Rain turned these roads into treacherous oil slicks, causing hor-

rifi c accidents and washing the oil into the rivers in which the people 

bathed and from which they took their water. One colono recalls: “Peo-

ple had no idea of the dangers of oil. They didn’t know because the oil 

companies and their functionaries devoted themselves to telling them 

that oil was good, that oil was fertilizer for plants, that oil was medicine 

for rheumatism, [that it was good] for your hair. The workers who 

joined the industry were even [thrown] in a pit of oil. You came out 

totally covered, and now you had been baptized as a petrolero.”70

The opening of the oil roads soon led to the establishment of a 

network of illegal logging mafi as and the concession of vast palm oil 

plantations to agroindustrial companies. These factors, combined 

with the frenzied expansion of the oil industry and the equally rapid 

colonization of the region, resulted in the highest deforestation rate in 

Latin America. Contamination of the soil, air, and rivers accelerated 

the disappearance of wildlife and led to increased rates of miscar-

riages, skin diseases, respiratory ailments, nerve damage, birth defects 

and multiple forms of cancer.71 The social landscape has been de-

scribed “a distinctly Creole version of the epic conquest of the North 

American West,” in which thousands of itinerant oil workers mixed 

with peasant adventurers, displaced indígenas, opportunistic con 
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men, and fugitive criminals.72 Violent crime was widespread in the 

unlit streets of the new frontier cities, and the near-total absence of 

schools and clinics stood in contrast to the greatest concentration of 

brothels in the country.73 At night, thieves would steal redundant oil 

pipes, cutting them loose under the dark glow of the gas fl ares. Some-

times they would cut through a live pipe by mistake, and the pipe 

would whip and fl ail like a snake, killing anyone in its path.

This catastrophic panorama gradually eroded the utopian fanta-

sies of the oil workers, landless peasants, and radical missionaries. The 

oil workers had been convinced that they were “forging a bright future 

for the nation,” but they had produced a space dominated by foreign 

corporations, in which the gringo managers and engineers lived in 

luxury in their oil camps, while the workers lived in miserable condi-

tions and risked their lives in the oil fi elds.74 Texaco was deploying 

obsolete technology with few safety controls, and accidents were fre-

quent and often fatal. The jungle also claimed lives, as workers were 

sucked into whirlpools and consumed by anacondas. And tensions 

with the “aucas” intensifi ed, as the exploration teams were forced to 

push ever deeper into Huaorani territory in search of new oil fi elds. 

Most of the Huaorani were gradually assimilated into the “Wild West” 

society, and the men were soon working for the oil companies, getting 

drunk, and visiting the local brothels. But two subgroups, the Tagaeri 
and the Taromenane, refused all contact and continued to resist. In 

1977 an attack was launched by the Tagaeri, in which three oil workers 

were killed. Jorge Viteri organized the mission to retrieve their corpses. 

In his words, “The oil that they extracted was mixed with the blood of 

our workers. We always asked God to help us fi nd oil. That was our 

wish as Ecuadorians. But it was tough. The oil had its cost in blood.”75

Furthermore, the discovery of oil had not produced the national 

salvation that Viteri and his fellow workers had anticipated. Inequal-

ity increased dramatically during the oil boom, and industrialization 
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ground to a halt when the boom came to an end in the early 1980s.76 

Over the course of the 1970s, oil rents had proven increasingly inade-

quate to fi nance the development of the country, and the gap had 

been covered by foreign debt, which increased from $209 million in 

1970 to $4,167 million in 1980.77 Now, in the absence of these rents, 

the debt could no longer be sustained. In 1981, following the suspi-

ciously convenient death of the progressive president Jaime Roldós in 

an airplane accident,78 his replacement, Osvaldo Hurtado, immedi-

ately declared: “We neither can nor should continue to resort to eter-

nal indebtedness. . . . The age of petroleum prosperity has come to an 

end. It is necessary to begin an age of austerity.”79 He soon announced 

the first of several structural adjustment programs that Ecuador 

would be obliged to sign with the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) over the following decades, and neoliberal reforms began, in-

cluding the further privatization of the oil industry.80

The oil price continued to fall throughout the 1980s. Growth 

rates collapsed, poverty increased, and transnational capital strength-

ened its control over national oil rents through the liberalization of oil 

contracts and in the form of debt repayments. The developmentalist 

utopia of Viteri and his fellow oil workers lay in ruins. In his memoir, 

Viteri refl ects on the ecstatic moment when oil had fi rst been struck, 

and he and his comrades had bathed in black gold and sung the na-

tional anthem: “How far I was, at that moment, from imagining that 

this discovery in our Amazon, which we received as a gift from heaven, 

would later cost tears, sorrows, and disappointments, mixed with the 

blood of the workers, pilots, and engineers who left their lives there. I 

feel a bitter taste in my mouth when I remember [that moment], be-

cause it shames me to see how our people, once bewitched by that 

magic word oil, are now trapped in poverty and misery.”81

The great expectations of the colonos had also been dashed by sub-

sequent events. Despite being founded on a collective vision of land 
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and freedom, their settlements were organized not on the basis of 

communal landholdings, but in the form of individual parcels. The 

establishment of private property rights throughout the Amazon un-

leashed the dynamics of an unregulated land market, including vio-

lent dispossessions, the fragmentation and concentration of 

landholdings, and the extensive “traffi cking” of land, in which false 

titles were sold to landless peasants who would arrive in the Amazon 

to discover that their dream had been a lie. Those who did fi nd land 

were confronted with the pollution caused by oil spills and forced to 

“drink contaminated water and breathe air poisoned by the gases 

burned in hundreds of oil wells.”82 The coffee market collapsed in the 

1980s, and despite their initial fertility, the thin soils of the Amazon 

were rapidly exhausted, which resulted in high levels of poverty and 

malnutrition and led many colonos to return to their places of origin. 

Meanwhile, the autonomous urbanization of the region was con-

fronting severe limitations. Electricity was scarce and intermittent, 

water and sewage systems were nonexistent, and the minimal health 

and education services of the missions, which had been designed to 

attend to the sparse indigenous population of the region, had been 

utterly overwhelmed by the sudden arrival of over 200,000 impover-

ished peasants. As Jorge Añazco was forced to conclude: “To possess 

land with abundant water, and to live surrounded by infi nite hori-

zons, was not suffi cient to weave the web of happiness [tejer la felici-
dad]. Despite everything that had been achieved, we lacked . . . the 

integral development of society.”83

In March 1987 an earthquake destroyed the SOTE oil pipeline 

and the road from Quito, spilling vast quantities of crude into the 

Amazonian ecosystem and cutting communications between the 

northern Oriente and the rest of the country. The earthquake also 

blocked the fl ow of the Coca and Aguarico rivers, and “all that de-

scended was a gelatinous mass of thick mud that . . . slid like an im-
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mense, injured boa. Huge fi sh and cattle came down with it, dead and 

rolling in the clay.”84 No offi cial records exist, but it is estimated that 

one thousand colonos lost their lives in this disaster, and twenty thou-

sand had their homes destroyed.85 Rather than attending to the needs 

of the population, however, the state focused its resources on the oil 

infrastructure. Oil began to be pumped again in May of the same 

year, but the road remained unrepaired for months, and the increas-

ingly destitute population continued to be ignored.

The pressure to increase oil output intensifi ed in the aftermath of 

the earthquake. The killing of the oil workers in 1977 had not halted 

the advance of the frontier into auca territory, and this process now 

accelerated. Fearing another deadly confrontation with the Tagaeri, 
Jorge Viteri requested the assistance of the bishop of the Capuchin 

mission, Alejandro Labaka, who had previously mediated between 

the oil companies and the Huaorani. In July 1987 Labaka and the Ca-

puchin nun Inés Arango attempted to establish contact with the 

Tagaeri. It did not go well. They were murdered at the moment of 

their initial encounter, and José Miguel Goldáraz participated in the 

recovery of their bodies.86 The incident further illustrated the ambig-

uous relationship between the mission and the oil companies. Like 

Goldáraz, Labaka had been committed to a utopian vision of indige-

nous autonomy, which he had sought to achieve through constructive 

engagement with the oil industry. Commenting on the killings, a rep-

resentative of CONFENIAE now argued that the missionaries had 

been “criminally used by the oil transnationals . . . that are mining 

our territory.”87

Goldáraz had also cooperated with the oil companies in his strug-

gle against the hacendados. But now the relationship that he had es-

tablished between the companies and the Kichwas was undermining 

his own utopia of indigenous autonomy. In the early 1980s, the oil 

companies responded to increasing levels of indigenous organization 
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by forming teams of “community relations offi cers,” whose objective 

was to “facilitate the operations of the companies . . . through the 

anticipation and mitigation of local confl icts.”88 Their strategies in-

cluded the bribing of community leaders to sign exploration and ex-

ploitation agreements; the division of communities through the 

selective distribution of employment opportunities; and the delivery 

of symbolic development projects that littered indigenous communi-

ties with absurdist pastiches of modernity: classrooms without teach-

ers, toilets without water, refrigerators without electricity.

In many cases, the autonomous and indivisible nature of the co-
munas, which Goldáraz had imagined as the basis of territorial au-

tonomy, functioned to facilitate the operation of the oil companies. 

In contrast to operating among the fragmented private plots of the 

colonos, which required multiple negotiations, in the comunas the 

companies required only the signing of a single agreement to gain ac-

cess to thousands of acres of land, which could then be turned into a 

privatized, securitized enclave. This is precisely what happened in 

Edén, the most utopian of the comunas founded by Goldáraz. In 1995 

the American corporation Occidental discovered vast oil deposits in 

Edén. The majority of the comuna initially resisted exploitation, hav-

ing witnessed the destruction caused by the oil industry elsewhere. 

The community relations offi cers of Occidental, however, used all 

their powers of persuasion to gain the comuna’s consent, including 

offers of employment and community development projects. Realiz-

ing that an agreement was inevitable, Goldáraz worked with lawyers 

and community members to ensure that the deal was negotiated on 

the best possible terms. The community relations offi cers, however, 

invited the leaders of the comuna to secret negotiations in the bars and 

brothels of Quito, where an alternative agreement was signed behind 

the backs of Goldáraz and the rest of the community. Edén was rap-

idly transformed into a maze of oil roads, pipelines, and processing 
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plants, closed to public access, fi lled with surveillance cameras, and 

patrolled by private security guards. Soon, from a network of over 150 

oil wells, 100,000 barrels a day were being extracted, accompanied by 

frequent oil spills and all the social and ecological consequences of 

contamination. A huge gas fl are was installed in the center of the ter-

ritory; its fi fty-foot fl ame roared for twenty-four hours a day and 

caused black rain to fall on the homes and fi elds of the region. At 

night a demonic glow could sometimes be seen from far away, thrown 

against low, dark clouds by the fi res of Edén.

By the end of the 1980s, the utopian fantasies of the oil workers, 

colonos, and radical missionaries had been destroyed by the Real of capital 

that they had both concealed and enhanced. But these fantasies seemed 

to burn with even greater intensity in the moment of their annihilation. 

In 1989 a new province called Sucumbíos was created in the northern 

Amazon, and Nueva Loja was designated as the provincial capital. By this 

time, the city had come to be known to its inhabitants by the more ap-

propriate name of the local oil fi eld and canton: Lago Agrio—“Bitter 

Lake.” But for Jorge Añazco it would always be Nueva Loja, and this mo-

ment marked the fi nal transformation of his dream into “a vibrant real-

ity: the burnished chalice of a new society.”89 A huge parade was organized 

to mark the occasion, in which “Nueva Loja pulsated [vibraba] with joy 

and emotion.”90 Even the oil companies participated in the festivities by 

spreading a thick coat of waste crude on the dirt streets to keep down the 

dust. The sun shone strongly on the day of the parade. The black roads 

melted, and the delirious city bathed in oil, as one participant recalls: 

“There was still no consciousness in those days. We didn’t have the capac-

ity to assimilate what was happening. . . . We paraded with bands and 

music, marching through the city and stomping in petroleum. Our trou-

sers were soaked in oil up to our knees. . . . That afternoon there was a 

rainstorm and by the end of the day our trousers were black, and our 

shirts were ruined. But that is how the people lived.”91
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The Politics of Awakening

Dreams are the guardians of sleep, and not its disturbers.

Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams

For Donald Moncayo, it was a day like any other. He was a peas-

ant farmer, eking out a living in the stark surroundings of the Lago 

Agrio oil fi eld. He had taken the afternoon off and was cycling to the 

local volleyball court, which had been constructed by an oil company 

as a token of modernity to gain acceptance from his community for 

the extraction of the oil beneath their lands. Moncayo was content 

with this arrangement. “I wasn’t interested in struggles, in what was 

going on,” he recalls. “I lived a quiet life, I didn’t have any conscious-

ness.”1 Suddenly, he awoke:

It was in 2000 that my way of thinking was shaken. There was 

an oil spill. I was on my way to play volleyball. We had ar-

ranged to meet at the court at 4 p.m. I set out about 3 p.m. And 

the river was black with oil. The ducks and chickens were 

catching the fi sh. Because with the oil, it’s like the fi sh went 

crazy. They started jumping, and the ducks became like bears 

catching salmon, like you see on TV. And at that moment 

someone showed up from [the oil company] to compensate the 

family [for livestock lost to the oil spill]. . . . There were loads 
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of chickens in the yard. Some of them were already dead. Oth-

ers were still moving, but they were covered in oil. [The man 

from the company] said, “Hey, this one is alive.” Then [the 

mother of the family] said, “But no, they’re all going to die.” 

Then he said, “Of course they’re not going to die! Wash them 

with a bit of soap and they’ll be fi ne.” Damn it, and that’s when 

it struck me. Like, “This son of a bitch, what’s his problem? 

They come here and contaminate your rivers, they kill your 

animals, and then they tell you to go to hell over the ones that 

haven’t died yet.” It struck me. And it’s like it’s still rooted in me 

now. It’s like something that shakes you. And that shook me.

This was not an awakening from sleep into a familiar everyday reality. 

Instead, it was an awakening from everyday reality into a fantastic 

world in which things had ceased to make sense, where death could 

be washed off with soap, and ducks hunted fi sh like bears in a river 

running thick and black with oil. The experience changed everything 

for Moncayo. “I didn’t know anything at that time,” he recalls, “but 

afterwards I kept thinking, ‘This is bad, this is bad. I have to do some-

thing. Because this is bad, this is not okay.’ So I started talking with 

people to see what we could do, because what happened was . . . well, 

it really hit me, it moved me.”2 Over the following years he would 

come to play a leading role in a wave of insurrectional struggles 

spreading like wildfi re throughout the northern Ecuadorian Amazon, 

fueled by many similar moments of awakening, in which the colono 

fantasy of abundant agriculture and petroleum prosperity fi nally dis-

integrated into the apocalyptic wastelands of an oil-ravaged Amazon. 

In the words of three leaders of this emergent movement: “The peo-

ple were desperate, and they couldn’t take it anymore”; “The situation 

was brought to the point of total rupture”; “There were many, many 

problems, and we could see no way out.”3
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This collective awakening was soon followed by a different wake-

up call. In 2006 Rafael Correa launched his presidential campaign by 

calling on the Ecuadorian people to awaken from “the long neoliberal 

night.”4 But his election manifesto promised to build “the nation that 

we dream of,”5 and his campaign song was titled “Dreams.”6 This se-

ductive invitation to awaken into a dream contrasted with the more 

radical awakening already under way in the Amazon. The tension be-

tween these two forms of awakening is the focus of this chapter, which 

traces the relationship between utopian fantasies and insurgent uto-

pias in the emergence of post-neoliberalism in the Ecuadorian Ama-

zon and the subsequent rise of the Citizens’ Revolution.

An Immense Unease

Donald Moncayo’s situation was not unusual. Like countless 

other colonos, his family had come to the Amazon with great hopes, 

which had been gradually undermined by the socioecological conse-

quences of an unregulated oil industry in the context of a deepening 

national crisis exacerbated by a seemingly endless barrage of neolib-

eral reforms. Following the collapse of the oil price in the early 1980s, 

the IMF had imposed a series of structural adjustment programs in-

volving the withdrawal of subsidies, the reduction of the public sec-

tor, and the liberalization of trade and investment, in exchange for 

balance of payments support in the context of soaring debt obliga-

tions. In 1990 the resulting impoverishment and instability led the 

indigenous social movements of the highlands and the Amazon to 

form the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador 

(CONAIE), which began organizing a national campaign of marches 

and blockades to demand the abandonment of neoliberalism. Further 

reforms, however, continued throughout the 1990s. In 1998 President 

Jamil Mahuad responded to the failure of four private banks by trans-

ferring $6 billion to the banking sector—23 percent of the annual 
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GDP. The bailout was fi nanced by further cuts in social spending, 

which was reduced by 50 percent in 1999 alone. Mahuad then an-

nounced the replacement of the national currency with the U.S. dol-

lar. This symbolic capitulation to imperial power provoked a national 

uprising led by the CONAIE, which forced Mahuad out of offi ce on 

January 21, 2000. But Vice President Gustavo Noboa then assumed 

the presidency and completed the dollarization of the Ecuadorian 

economy, while maintaining the neoliberal reform program, in ex-

change for a further loan package from the IMF.7

The entire period of economic crisis and neoliberal reform 

was underpinned by a persistently low oil price. And yet throughout 

this period, the oil extracted from the northern Amazon continued 

to contribute between 45 and 50 percent of the national budget, while 

only 2–3 percent of that budget was reinvested in the region.8 In 2000 

the poverty rate in the province of Sucumbíos stood at 84 percent, 

compared to 55 percent at the national scale.9 This inequality was 

thrown into sharp relief by the proximity of the squalid Amazonian 

cities to the luxurious oil camps. As one colono recalls, the oil camps 

had “bowling alleys, telephone services, a menu with fi ve options, 

huge modern installations, daily flights to Quito. The shock of 

the contrast was constant. As the population [of the cities] grew, 

people began to ask: ‘Why do they have everything, and we have 

nothing?’”10

For the indigenous communities of the region, this question was 

being posed in equally stark terms. Their dream of territorial auton-

omy had been destroyed by the depredations of the oil industry, and 

the CONFENIAE, which had represented the highpoint of indige-

nous organization in the region in the 1980s, had been weakened by 

internal divisions and corruption scandals.11 Lands that had been 

granted to indigenous nationalities were being included in new oil 

blocks, and decades of contamination were beginning to result in a 
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proliferation of cancers and other diseases.12 As Humberto Piaguaje of 

the Secoya recalls:

We watched, without any information, when down the River 

Aguarico, down the River Shushufi ndi, down the River Eno, 

there came huge quantities of oil. We bathed in those rivers. 

We took water from them to cook and to drink. And we 

grabbed the fi sh that died [in the oil spills] as well, to cook 

and to serve at the table. But as time passed, after ten, eleven, 

twelve years, sicknesses like cancer began to appear. First my 

grandfather died of stomach cancer. I had to take him to [the 

hospital in] Quito. We came back and a week later he died. 

Then my thirty-nine-year-old cousin died, also of cancer. His 

daughter died of leukemia. And then my cousin Adelia died 

of cancer at thirty-two years of age. Cancer of the uterus. 

Then my brother-in-law got cancer. It came out of his throat 

and he had terrible tumors all over his body by the time he 

died. And that’s when we started to say: “How is it possible 

that we are living in our sacred lands, and then some compa-

nies come . . . and deceive us and leave us here to die?”13

Like Moncayo, Piaguaje responded to this awakening by taking po-

litical action. The decline of the indigenous movement, and the fail-

ure to maintain their territorial integrity against the advance of the oil 

frontier, led Piaguaje and other indigenous leaders to consider allying 

themselves with the colonos who were beginning to organize against 

the oil industry: “How could we work with our compañeros colonos, 
who were also invaders, who had come here to rob us of our territo-

ries? How could we be comrades? We discussed this, and we decided 

that we could fi nd unity, that it existed. It makes no sense to speak of 

difference, if we are pursuing the same objective of defending our-
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selves against the big companies that have done so much damage to 

human life.”14

The movement that began to emerge in the northern Amazon 

thus combined the forces of the most historically marginalized and 

dispossessed sectors of Ecuadorian society: the landless peasants of the 

sierra and the coast, who represented the majority of the colono popu-

lation of the region, and the indigenous communities of the Amazon 

that the colonos had initially dispossessed. The central strategy of this 

nascent movement was the paralyzation, “el paro.” In its simplest 

form, the paro involved the barricading of a road with rocks, rubble, 

and tree trunks as a means of obstructing the everyday activities of the 

oil industry, to ensure the fulfi llment of an agreement signed with an 

oil company, or to enforce the payment of compensation for an oil 

spill. Ever since the 1970s, the population of the region had launched 

paros to assert their demands. From the early 1990s onward, however, 

these occasional, fragmented paros, spontaneously executed by iso-

lated communities, became increasingly frequent and integrated. As 

one activist later explained: “We managed to convince political and 

religious authorities, communities, and lots of other isolated groups 

from here and there to join up. We were cooking up something that 

was getting really hot! Paro in the municipality! Paro in the parish! 

Paro in the community! Paro on the access road! Paro at the oil well! 

And now the paros would last two days, three days, a week. Now the 

mayors were involved, the communities, the social movements. . . . 

And so, an immense unease began to grip the province.”15

This process culminated with the creation of the Bi-Provincial 

Assembly of Orellana-Sucumbíos (ABP), which combined the two 

provinces of the northern Amazon in a single movement.16 The fi rst 

assembly was held in January 2001. According to a self-published his-

tory of the ABP, the meeting concluded that the desperate conditions 

of the two provinces “left us with only one option: to fi ght. And so we 
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decided to embark on the fi rst bi-provincial paralyzation.”17 The scale 

of the struggle, the experience acquired over decades of paros, and the 

increasing radicalization of the population led to a paro of unprece-

dented strength, which forced the government to enter negotiations 

with the ABP. The resulting accords committed the government to a 

list of projects, including the construction of a paved road across the 

northern Amazon, the incorporation of the region into the national 

grid, and the construction of state schools and public hospitals.18

In the words of the ABP, the fi rst paro biprovincial had demon-

strated “that no government will attend to our needs unless we make 

them hear our voice, and that this can be achieved only through the 

paralyzation of petroleum production.”19 Yet following the signing of 

the accords, and the resumption of oil production, the abandonment 

of the region continued. Further paros were organized by the ABP in 

2002 and 2004, resulting in further accords that also remained largely 

unfulfi lled.20 Meanwhile, a new oil pipeline was constructed, and the 

oil price fi nally began to recuperate after a twenty-year slump. But the 

neoliberalization of the oil industry implied that the vast majority of 

profi ts were now claimed by foreign companies, and IMF condition-

alities ensured that most of the public revenues fl owing along the pipe-

line were diverted to the payment of the external debt.21 The restive 

inhabitants of the northern Amazon were thus confronted with an in-

creasingly stark discrepancy between their own abjection and the glut 

of petrodollars being funneled from their territories into the coffers of 

foreign banks and oil companies. One leading member of the ABP 

recalls: “We could see that the entire neoliberal project had served to 

rob us of our oil. And the oil price kept rising. And the private oil com-

panies were taking everything and were leaving us with nothing.”22

It was under these circumstances that the ABP resolved to launch 

a fourth paro biprovincial, which was scheduled for June 21, 2005. The 

announcement was made in the context of a deepening crisis of the 
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neoliberal project at the national scale. Just two months previously 

the Ecuadorian president, Lucio Gutiérrez, had been forced out of 

offi ce by another popular revolt. Elected in 2003 on a left-populist 

platform that promised an end to neoliberalism, Gutiérrez had subse-

quently agreed to a further structural adjustment program with the 

IMF and had opened negotiations for a free trade agreement with the 

United States, which provoked a spontaneous uprising that became 

known as the Outlaw Rebellion.23 Gutiérrez had been replaced by his 

vice president, Alfredo Palacio. The weakness of the new government 

led Palacio to open negotiations with the ABP on June 18, just before 

the paro, in an attempt to prevent its taking place.24 The chief nego-

tiator for the government was the newly appointed minister of econ-

omy and finance, a charismatic young economist named Rafael 

Correa. In stark contrast to previous fi nance ministers, Correa was 

fi ercely opposed to neoliberalism. Before joining the government, he 

had participated alongside members of the ABP in a series of meet-

ings on energy sovereignty and was regarded by them as a uniquely 

honest broker. According to Donald Moncayo, who was present at 

the negotiations, Correa ensured that things “went smoothly. He was 

very intelligent and willing to negotiate.”25 As another member of the 

ABP, although other ministers resisted their demands, “Correa guar-

anteed that all our petitions were met.”26

The paro was postponed, pending the outcome of a further meet-

ing between the government, the foreign oil companies, and the ABP, 

scheduled for August 2. The oil companies, however, did not show up 

to the meeting.27 Instead, they published a full-page statement in the 

national press, which complained that “the oil industry is being un-

justifi ably harassed [by] the Eastern provinces,” while reminding the 

Ecuadorian government of its responsibility “to guarantee the estab-

lished order [and] ensure the public tranquility required for the oil 

companies to execute their activities.”28
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The ABP responded to this betrayal of the negotiations by declar-

ing that the paro would now indeed take place. This announcement 

was accompanied by a bold new set of demands that went far beyond 

those of all previous accords, including the redirection of 25 percent 

of the corporate income tax paid by all foreign oil companies to the 

provincial governments of Orellana and Sucumbíos; the presence of 

ABP delegates at the signing of all contracts with foreign oil compa-

nies; and the reform of the Hydrocarbons Law to ensure that “the re-

sources that are now exported abroad with impunity serve instead to 

construct schools and hospitals.”29 These new demands marked a rad-

ical shift in the political horizon of the ABP. As one leader observes: 

“Now we were fi ghting not only for ourselves, but for all Ecuadorians. 

And now the battle was explicitly over the oil.”30

The ABP prohibited further negotiations before the planned 

launch of the paro on August 15, to ensure that, this time, the paro 

would go ahead. As Donald Moncayo recalls: “Now it was out of the 

government’s control. No government could have prevented it. . . . 

The pueblo couldn’t take it anymore. They had reached their 

limit. Absolutely everyone was mobilized.”31 In the words of the self-

published history of the ABP: “The grievances felt by the masses . . . 

brought about a massive and overwhelming paralyzation. . . . The 
paro was converted into a popular uprising!”32

Carnival of Rage

The fourth paro biprovincial began one day earlier than sched-

uled, in order to get a jump on the security forces that had been 

steadily amassing in the region. On the night of August 14, the roads 

leading into Coca were blocked with tree trunks, rubble, earth, and 

vehicles. The bridges over the Napo and Payamino rivers were closed, 

several oil wells were seized by protesters, and hundreds of people 

occupied the Coca airport.33 The next morning, the Lago Agrio air-
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port was taken over by a handful of demonstrators led by Donald 

Moncayo:

When we arrived at the airport, a group of soldiers was al-

ready there. Once seventy or so people had arrived, I told 

them: “You know what? We declare this airport occupied!” 

. . . And before I knew what was happening there weren’t sev-

enty people anymore. In less than ten minutes, fi ve hundred 

people had arrived. I mean, the soldiers couldn’t do anything. 

There were only about forty soldiers there. . . . And then the 

municipal dump trucks began to arrive, loaded with stones, 

to block the arrival and departure of airplanes, and to block 

the arrival of more soldiers as well.34

Meanwhile, an attempt to occupy the installations of the Ameri-

can oil company Occidental was met with military violence, in which 

a woman was shot. Another group of demonstrators blocked the ac-

cess road to the installations of the Canadian company Encana and 

were also violently dispersed. But the security forces were unable to 

contain the scale of the protests, in which 85 percent of the popula-

tion of the northern Amazon are estimated to have taken part.35 One 

member of the ABP recalls it as a moment of collective awakening: 

“In that moment, an immense solidarity was awakened in the people. 
They prepared food for everyone in the nearest houses [to the barri-

cades]. They provided water. And it was because they had reached 

their limit. They learned to defend their rights. They threw them-

selves into the struggle.”36

By the end of the fi rst day of the paro, the roads and rivers of 

both provinces had been blockaded. Both regional airports were oc-

cupied, dozens of wells had been seized, and pitched battles were un-

der way for control of the infrastructures of transnational capital. The 
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economic impact was immediate and severe: the fl ow of oil out of the 

Amazon fell from 400,000 barrels a day to under 200,000 barrels on 

the fi rst day of the uprising.37 In a press release issued that evening, the 

ABP announced, “We have shut down the majority of the oil produc-

tion of the country.”38

On August 16 more wells were occupied across the region, and the 

Lago Agrio pumping station was seized by protesters. The army at-

tempted to retake the installations, which led to violent confrontations 

that resulted in over sixty injuries and more than one hundred arrests. 

Thousands of people took to the streets. Police vehicles were over-

turned and torched, and two members of the security forces that had 

infi ltrated the protests were taken hostage and exchanged for the re-

lease of twelve demonstrators.39 Running street battles were under way 

in Coca, where the military opened fi re on the headquarters of the 

municipal government, from within which the ABP dispatched a defi -

ant message to the nation: “The army is fi ring on us. . . . Nothing can 

justify the state fi ring on an unarmed population. We repeat: our strug-

gle is to change the oil politics of our country, so that Ecuador will be a 

sovereign nation, instead of puppets in the hands of foreign interests.”40

Despite the intensifying repression, the paro continued to tighten 

its control over the oil installations and transportation infrastructures 

of the region, and national oil production on August 16 was reduced 

to 155,000 barrels. On the following morning, the government agreed 

to open negotiations with the ABP in Lago Agrio. The meeting, how-

ever, was canceled after the oil companies again refused to participate, 

denouncing the paro as “an expression of aggression and intolerance, 

including criminal acts and terrorist tendencies.”41 The people on the 

streets of Lago Agrio responded by attacking the central government 

offi ces, hurling stones and Molotov cocktails, overpowering the police 

guard, and burning the offi ces to the ground.42 Confronted by this 

repudiation of state authority, and with oil production continuing to 



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n

T H E  P O L I T I C S  O F  AWA K E N I N G

59

dwindle, Palacio declared a state of emergency and imposed a curfew 

across the two provinces.43 The population of Lago Agrio responded 

by parading through the city in a motorized caravan as the curfew 

came into force, mocking the state of emergency, and chanting slo-

gans against the government and the oil companies.44

The paro held fi rm, and national oil production was reduced to 

just 23,000 barrels on August 17. The next day, the mayor of Lago 

Agrio and fi fteen other leading fi gures in the ABP were arrested under 

the state of emergency legislation.45 People took to the streets again, 

and “the battle extended to the most far-fl ung barrios of the city. . . . 

No street corner lacked a barricade, a burning tire, the fl ag of the 

province, and the red fl ags of the popular organizations.”46 Lago Agrio 

was “transformed into a battleground between citizens, military, and 

police. Stones, tear gas, and Molotov cocktails fell like rain.”47 By 

2 p.m., however, the army had reestablished control over the city. Ac-

cording to one account, “The atmosphere was heavy. The air had 

been contaminated by hundreds of tear gas canisters . . . and barri-

cades of burning wood and tires smoldered in the suffocating heat.”48 

In Coca the army retook the airport, and all that remained in the 

abandoned streets was “garbage, burning tires, and mountains of 

stones piled on the street corners.”49 But outside the cities, the roads 

and oil wells remained under popular control, causing oil production 

to fall to just 10,500 barrels on August 18. These straitened circum-

stances forced the government to take the unprecedented decision to 

suspend the oil exports on which the economy depended. The follow-

ing day, Palacio claimed that $570 million of revenue had been lost 

because of the paro.50 An article published in the national press stated, 

“Ecuador is experiencing the greatest oil crisis in its history . . . owing 

to the paro biprovincial of Orellana and Sucumbíos.”51

Over the next few days, an eerie calm descended on the Ecuador-

ian Amazon. The cities were under military lockdown, but the wells 
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remained occupied, and the oil was still not fl owing.52 A report issued 

during this hiatus by an American political risk agency emphasized 

the severity of the situation: “If Ecuadorian President Alfredo Palacio 

cannot quell the strike and restart oil production quickly, Ecuador 

will likely suffer a fi nancial crisis . . . that could aggravate social ten-

sions. Provincial strike leaders, however, appear determined to press 

their demands. If neither side makes concessions, the chances are high 

that more clashes between Ecuadorian troops and civilian protesters 

will occur in coming days as the government struggles to regain con-

trol of the oil industry.”53

A truce was fi nally called on August 21, and negotiations were 

opened in Quito. An agreement was signed between the government 

and the ABP four days later, on the understanding that the oil compa-

nies would sign the following day. The paro and the state of emer-

gency were lifted, amnesty was granted to all those involved in the 

uprising, and oil production resumed. The signatures of the oil com-

panies, however, were not forthcoming. Instead, on August 28 they 

presented their own watered-down version of the accords. Effi gies of 

government ministers and oil executives were burned on the streets 

during furious demonstrations in Coca and Lago Agrio, and the ABP 

announced that the paro would be reinstated in forty-eight hours if 

the original agreement was not signed by the companies. Two days 

later, faced with the imminent resumption of the paro, and under 

pressure from a government desperate to avoid economic collapse, the 

companies signed the accords in their entirety.54

The ABP Accords of August 2005 included the fulfi llment of 

many of the seemingly impossible demands issued before the paro, 

including the direct transfer of 16 percent of corporate income tax 

revenues from the foreign oil companies to the two provinces (negoti-

ated down by the government from the original demand of 25 per-

cent); the creation of a fund fi nanced by the oil companies for the 
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paving of 160 miles of roads in the region; the preferential hiring of 

local labor and the purchase of local goods and services; and the pro-

gressive elimination of outsourcing, through which oil companies had 

avoided the legal obligation to pay employees 15 percent of their local 

profi ts. A faded facsimile of the agreement concludes with the scratchy 

signatures of the representatives of ten transnational oil companies, 

including Encana, Petrobras, Perenco, Repsol, and Occidental.55

Unlike previous paros, the August Uprising not only gained 

promises from the national state, but also forced concessions directly 

from transnational capital. And on this occasion many of the agreed-

on reforms were swiftly implemented, resulting in the paving of ma-

jor roads and city centers, the distribution of profi ts to workers in the 

oil sector, and a signifi cant increase in the budgets of the provincial 

governments.56 These achievements demonstrated the possibility of a 

developmental alternative to neoliberalism, in which the oil revenues 

appropriated by capital would be reclaimed by the state. As the ABP 

noted: “Our struggle made the oil transnationals tremble, [because] 

the consciousness of the Ecuadorians was awakened to the necessity of 

nationalizing the oil. . . . It constituted the greatest economic blow 

against imperialism and its oil companies that has yet been achieved 

by the Ecuadorian people.”57

The trajectory of the ABP traced the arc of an insurgent utopia, 

which emerges “when the situation is so without issue, without a way 

to resolve it within the coordinates of the possible, that out of the pure 

urge of survival you have to invent a new space.”58 It began with a pro-

cess of radical awakening in the northern Amazon, in the context of 

the deepening socioecological crisis of the region, which shattered col-

lective fantasies of petroleum prosperity, abundant lands, and indige-

nous autonomy, confronting the population with the violence of 

capital in the form of despoiled landscapes, ruined livelihoods, ram-

pant diseases, and vast disparities of wealth and power. The recognition 
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of a common struggle against seemingly impossible odds transcended 

the differences between the colono and indigenous populations and 

united them in a community of the dispossessed. This unity took the 

material form of the paro, which jammed the gears of capital accumu-

lation and forced the redirection of oil rents to the region. But those 

involved in the uprising do not describe it as a bitter struggle for eco-

nomic justice. Instead, they recall it in terms of “the euphoria of the 

battles and victories of the people,” fi lled with “moments of great joy” 

in which “people learned to confront power, to equalize themselves. To 

speak face-to-face without looking down.”59 Despite the absence of a 

fantasy frame, and in the face of the state violence unleashed upon it, 

an insurgent utopia thus possesses an incandescent dimension—“an 

ecstatic component [that] lives in every revolutionary act.”60

Besieging the Impossible

The August Uprising brought Ecuador to the brink of economic 

breakdown and confi rmed the exhaustion of the neoliberal project. 

Meanwhile, Rafael Correa had resigned as minister of economy and 

fi nance in the Palacio administration. His departure came just two 

days after the refusal of the oil companies to attend the meeting with 

the ABP, which had triggered the uprising. During his brief period in 

offi ce, Correa had challenged neoliberal orthodoxy, calling for the na-

tionalization of the oil industry and the reversal of IMF reforms. The 

World Bank had responded by canceling a $100 million loan to the 

country, which was followed by Correa’s forced departure two weeks 

later.61 The initial demands of the paro had included a call for his im-

mediate reinstatement, on the grounds that he had “valiantly de-

nounced the policy of submission to the interests of the multinationals 

of President Alfredo Palacio.”62 And at a demonstration outside the 

Finance Ministry to protest his removal, the crowd had begun to 

chant, “Correa for president!”63
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The widespread rejection of neoliberalism, combined with the 

popular support for Correa, convinced a group of heterodox Ecua-

dorian economists of the electoral viability of a post-neoliberal project 

built around the charismatic fi gure of Correa himself. The group in-

vited Correa to a series of meetings at the house of the ecological 

economist Alberto Acosta. Huddled around a dining table in a subur-

ban district of Quito, they began to formulate a program to challenge 

neoliberalism and to launch themselves into power.64

These meetings resulted in the publication of a book titled Besieg-
ing the Impossible (Asedios a lo imposible), which served as the “point of 

departure” for their political project.65 The book listed the social and 

economic consequences of Ecuadorian neoliberalism: deindustrializa-

tion, the collapse of the internal market, increasing dependency on 

primary commodity exports, persistent low growth, intensifi ed pov-

erty and inequality, the collapse of public services, a massive increase 

in the foreign debt burden, profound economic instability, and en-

demic corruption.66 Faced with this multidimensional crisis, Besieging 
the Impossible was conceived as a radical call to action, as Acosta later 

explained: “We were laying siege to a city. That was the idea. The im-

possible as a city. We were laying siege to the impossible in order to 

make it possible. . . . The impossible was a free society, a just society, 

an equal society, an economy that serves humanity and respects na-

ture. We believed that it was possible.”67

This belief in the possibility of radical social and economic trans-

formation led those around Acosta’s table to form a party—Alianza 

PAIS (Alliance of the Proud and Sovereign Homeland)—and to put 

Correa forward as a candidate for the presidential elections of No-

vember 2006. Correa traveled the length and breadth of the country, 

campaigning on a post-neoliberal platform based on increased public 

investment in education and health care and the reassertion of state 

control over natural resources. This message was conveyed through 
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the twin discourses of “the neoliberal night” and the “dream” of the 

Citizens’ Revolution. The main campaign poster depicted Correa 

standing in the darkness, with his face turned upward toward the light 

as if awakening from sleep, accompanied by the slogan: “Your deci-

sion is between the dark past and this beautiful democratic revolu-

tion.”68 The election manifesto, on the other hand, was presented as 

“the crystallization of a collective dream.”69 For Acosta, the objective 

of these combined discourses of dreaming and awakening was clear 

and unambiguous: “Our idea was to give a positive message. Negative 

night—positive dream. So that now we were in the midst of a dream.”70

The campaign was successful, and Correa won the second round 

of the election in December 2006. In his inaugural speech in January 

2007, he repeated the invitation to awaken into a dream, declaring 

that “the darkest hour is closest to the dawn,” and calling on the Ec-

uadorian people to join him in “constructing the just and sovereign 

nation that we all dream of.”71 In contrast to Gutiérrez, who had been 

elected on an anti-neoliberal platform that he had immediately be-

trayed, Correa quickly implemented several campaign promises, in-

cluding the drafting of a new constitution. A national referendum for 

the formation of a constituent assembly was approved in April 2007. 

In September 2007 Alianza PAIS won a majority in the Constituent 

Assembly, and Correa then dissolved the conservative Congress, re-

placing it with the Assembly itself, and giving Alianza PAIS control 

over the legislature. The party then took the lead in the drafting of the 

new constitution, which was overwhelmingly approved by a further 

national referendum in September 2008.

The constitution asserted the rights of nature and was framed in 

terms of the Kichwa principle of sumak kawsay, or buen vivir, which 

emphasized harmonious coexistence over economic growth.72 These 

concepts, drawn from the indigenous social movements that had 

played a crucial role in the national struggle against neoliberalism, 
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were combined with an embrace of the Bolivarian Revolution under 

way in Venezuela. In Correa’s words, which again invoked the image 

of awakening into a dream: “This constitutional revolution . . . marks 

a before and an after in the long, sad neoliberal night. We have passed 

from that dreamless night into the shared dream of twenty-fi rst-cen-

tury socialism.”73

But like the utopian fantasies of the oil workers, colonos, and mis-

sionaries through which the initial development of the northern Ec-

uadorian Amazon had been achieved, this dream did not seek to 

disrupt the fl ow of capital. The architects of the Citizens’ Revolution 

were committed to neostructuralist economic theory, which was pre-

mised not on dismantling capitalist social relations, but on “the highly 

seductive notion that international competitiveness, social integra-

tion, and political legitimacy can be attained by swimming along, not 

against, the swift currents unleashed by globalization.”74 The public 

discourse of Alianza PAIS was dominated by appeals to buen vivir, the 

rights of nature, and twenty-fi rst-century socialism. But these subver-

sive concepts were largely absent from their election manifesto, which 

announced, “We dream of a competitive nation, in the framework of 

a systemic competitiveness,” and the new constitution committed the 

Ecuadorian state to pursuing “systemic competitiveness [and a] strate-

gic insertion into international markets.”75 This neostructuralist 

agenda had provided the unspoken coordinates of the project, ever 

since the initial meetings at Acosta’s house in Quito. As Acosta has 

since acknowledged, “In the house we didn’t debate these things 

much, because we were in agreement on them.”76

Notwithstanding its apparently radical aspirations, the Citizens’ 

Revolution would therefore seem to reproduce the tradition of uto-

pian socialism critiqued by Marx and Engels, by promising to resolve 

the contradictions of capitalist society within the framework of capi-

talism itself, and by seeking to replace an “upsurge of anonymous 
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utopian energy” with “the harmonious organization of the polity.”77 

After all, we should not forget that the “besieging of the impossible” 

that its architects had sworn to enact had in fact already taken place—

not in texts but on the streets, and not in the elite suburbs of Quito 

but in the impoverished backwaters of the Amazon. Yet these strug-

gles are strangely absent from the pages of Besieging the Impossible, 
despite the fact that the book had been written in the immediate af-

termath of the August Uprising of the ABP. In his chapter, for exam-

ple, Correa argues that “another agenda is possible . . . that gives 

priority to the poorest and the weakest,” while making no mention of 

the revolt that had just brought the government to its knees.78 In the 

discourse of the Citizens’ Revolution, the supplications of the poor 

and weak thus replaced the ecstatic rage of insurrection. What, then, 

was the “long dark night” from which the people were being called on 

to awaken? Did its darkness symbolize the despair of a defeated popu-

lation, or did it throw a cloak over the vitality of an insurgent utopia? 

Were the people really asleep, or had they already awoken? Did the 

impassioned calls to “awaken into a dream” herald the collective cre-

ation of a radically different future? Or was this dream destined to 

function as a guardian of sleep?

Fever of Hope

In the northern Amazon, Correa was elected by a landslide. His 

campaign message to the region had drawn on knowledge acquired 

during the negotiations he had conducted with the ABP in June 2005 

on behalf of the Palacio administration. One member of the ABP re-

calls that Correa had “managed to sniff out what was happening in 

the two provinces. He grasped what was in the atmosphere, the level 

of tension and conflict.”79 His presidential opponent was Álvaro 

Noboa, a banana tycoon from the coast. Like countless candidates 

before him, Noboa “just showed up [in the Amazon] to hand out a 
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few gifts: blankets, tools, things like that.” But in contrast to the era-

sure of the ABP from the national discourse of Alianza PAIS, Correa 

used the accords signed at the conclusion of the August Uprising as 

the explicit basis for his own detailed proposals for the region. He 

walked the streets and spoke to the people “in a language that we un-

derstood. He spoke of our concerns. He spoke of our problems. He 

said, ‘Bi-Provincial Assembly.’ He spoke to who we really were.”80

Some of the accords had already been implemented by the time of 

Correa’s arrival in the Amazon, and were beginning to bear fruit. But 

the gains had been partial and uneven, and “the central contradiction 

continued to sharpen: a ground rich in natural resources and the ma-

jority of the population in poverty.”81 There was a desperate desire for 

radical change, after decades of suffering and years of violent confron-

tation with the armed forces of a national state from which the region 

had always been excluded. According to Humberto Piaguaje of the 

Secoya: “When [Correa] arrived, it was like receiving a god who had 

come to rescue the region.”82 Another member of the ABP recalls that 

“people wanted a government that could really save the country. Cor-

rea grabbed hold of all those hopes at the right moment.”83 In the 

words of Donald Moncayo, Correa “sowed the fever of hope in the 

people of Orellana and Sucumbíos.”84

Once in power, Correa set about implementing a series of reforms 

demanded by the ABP, including the imposition of a 99 percent 

windfall tax on foreign oil companies; the cancellation of the free-

trade agreement with the United States; the closure of a U.S. military 

base in the coastal city of Manta; the expulsion of the World Bank 

and the IMF from the country; and the formulation of a new hydro-

carbons law, according to which 87 percent of the profi ts of oil fi elds 

operated by foreign companies would be claimed by the state.85 This 

dramatic shift in policy coincided with a continued rise in the oil 

price, which resulted in a vast increase in state revenues. Much of this 
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newfound wealth was invested in an extensive public works program 

under the guidance of the newly created National Secretariat of Plan-

ning and Development (SENPLADES). This project included a 

“Special Territorial Plan for the Amazon,” which promised to over-

come the isolation of the region while meeting the central demands of 

the ABP Accords in spectacular form.86 Among the most urgent of 

these demands was the upgrading of the road network in the region. 

Correa not only agreed to this demand but supplanted it with a far 

more ambitious proposal of his own: the construction of an interoce-

anic corridor, running from Manta on the Pacifi c coast of Ecuador to 

the industrial city of Manaus in Brazil and on to the Atlantic port of 

Belém. During a visit to Coca in June 2007, Correa informed his 

spellbound audience of this remarkable scheme: “If we achieve this 

route, the benefi ts will be enormous. The route will permit us to by-

pass the Panama Canal . . . and save twenty days of travel [from 

China] to the Atlantic coast of Brazil. . . . The cargo will enter [the 

country] at Manta. It will come in trucks to the port of Coca, where 

it will be shipped on barges down the River Napo until it reaches the 

River Amazon. This route, Manta-Manaus, will greatly benefi t Coca. 

It will become the most important river port in the whole of South 

America!”87

During the same event, Correa argued, “Instead of little projects 

here and there, we will dedicate ourselves to macro-projects that have 

a powerful impact.” The ABP Accords addressed education, health 

care, water, sanitation, and sports facilities, but in the form of the 

scattered classrooms, water tanks, and volleyball courts long provided 

by the oil companies. Correa fused these fragmented projects into a 

promise to build entire towns, with “beautiful houses for everyone, 

secure urbanizations with decent housing that will massively improve 

your standards of life!” This vision would later evolve into the planned 

construction of Millennium Cities throughout the Amazon.
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Another of the central demands of the ABP Accords was the es-

tablishment of an Amazonian campus of the main state university. 

The Amazon had no public universities at the time, and the campus 

would offer the possibility of higher education to families who could 

not afford to maintain their children in the distant university cities of 

the highlands and the coast. Again, Correa adopted this demand. But 

he dramatically enhanced the scale of its utopian vision, promising to 

construct a world-leading institution specializing in the unparalleled 

cultural and biological diversity of the region. This university would 

eventually take the form of Ikiam, the Regional University of the Am-

azon. In 2007, during a visit to the Amazonian city of Tena in which 

the campus would be constructed, Correa regaled the delighted crowd 

with his plans for the university:

We can now present the concrete projects that we have for the 

region, which were also campaign promises, like the Univer-

sity of the Amazon. Here we have the biggest and best labora-

tory in the world, in terms of biodiversity, ethnography, an-

thropology, and so on. The idea is to create a public university, 

but to make it international, . . . so that the entire world can 

come here to study biodiversity and give classes and prepare 

the youth of the Amazon. . . . With the Amazon in our 

hearts, this government will repay the historical debt that we 

have to the region!88

The modest demands of the ABP were suddenly being realized on a 

hallucinatory scale. The demand for roads was being met with an in-

teroceanic corridor; the demand for services was being met with the 

construction of entire cities; and the demand for higher education 

was being met with a university specializing in biotechnology 

and staffed with international scientists. This was the state as dream 



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n

T H E  P O L I T I C S  O F  AWA K E N I N G

70

machine, funneling up emancipatory energies and expressions of pop-

ular discontent and transforming them into extravagant “utopias of 

spatial form.”89 These utopias were presented not as the outcome of 

decades of popular struggle, but as manifestations of the magical 

agency of the Citizens’ Revolution, through which “dreams are con-

verted into public works.”90 Ikiam was described as “a dream come 

true”; Manta-Manaus was “a dream that implied the physical integra-

tion of two oceans”; and the Millennium Cities were “a dream . . . 

that we offer to the Amazonian population.”91

For a population radicalized by its abandonment, the sudden ar-

rival of this wave of megaprojects was both bewitching and bewildering 

in the overwhelming scale and immediacy of its symbolic wish fulfi ll-

ment. As Fernando Coronil has argued in his analysis of petroleum-

based development in Venezuela, through the staging of such 

experiences, the resource-rich state assumes the role of a “magnani-

mous sorcerer” and “seizes its subjects by inducing a condition or state 

of being receptive to its illusions.”92 The spatial phantasmagorias of the 

Citizens’ Revolution seized the Amazonian population in precisely this 

way. As the journalist and activist Milagros Aguirre has observed: 

“[Correa] arrived in the Amazon with the attitude that ‘okay, there was 

nothing here, and now we are going to bring development, infrastruc-

ture, big cities.’ . . . It destroyed all forms of social organization. Over 

the course of many years, through many struggles and paros, a very 

strong, unifi ed, and combative civil society had emerged. And I think 

that has been dismantled.”93

“At that point,” Donald Moncayo admits, “the doctrine of con-

tinued struggle within the ABP was lost.”94 The post-neoliberal state 

had arrived, laden with all the development projects that their hearts 

could desire, and the exhausted inhabitants of the northern Amazon 

had embraced its call to awaken into a dream for what it really was: a 

seductive invitation to fi nally get some sleep. As Freud observes, a 
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dream is “a compromise-structure. It has a double function: on the 

one hand . . . it serves the wish to sleep; on the other hand it allows 

. . . the satisfaction that is possible in these circumstances, in the form 

of a hallucinated fulfi lment of a wish.”95

The Savage Road

The Amazon had entered the waking dream of the Citizens’ Rev-

olution. But the cutting edge of the oil frontier remained within the 

space of a more radical awakening. In May 2007 Correa faced the fi rst 

major paro of his administration.96 It was launched along the Vía 

Auca—the “Savage Road,” which starts on the bank of the Napo op-

posite Coca and plunges deep into the jungles once dominated by the 

Huaorani. In February 2006 the concession for Blocks 14 and 17 in 

the remote region of El Pindo had been granted to the Chinese com-

pany PetroOriental, which had made a series of pledges to local com-

munities that it was failing to honor. The paro shut down the oil 

blocks and demanded the fulfi llment of these obligations.97 In doing 

so, it asserted the rights of some of the most marginalized and impov-

erished citizens of Ecuador against the infractions of a transnational 

oil company. It was an ideal opportunity for the Citizens’ Revolution 

to demonstrate its commitment to a new oil politics by intervening in 

defense of the rights of the people and the resources of the nation, led 

by a president who had sworn to uphold the ABP Accords and to 

bring justice and development to the Amazon.

Instead, the military broke the blockade with ruthless brutality, at-

tacking demonstrators with nightsticks and rifl e butts and injuring over 

sixty people. Correa referred to the crackdown a few days later, during 

his weekly address to the nation, which was broadcast on radio stations 

and television channels across the country. But rather than condemning 

the excessively repressive actions of the army, he aggressively endorsed 
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them, announcing “the militarization of the oil installations” in defense 

of “the private goods of the private oil companies,” and warning, “We 

will not permit any more paros, any more law of the jungle in the Ecua-

dorian Amazon.”98

Incensed by this betrayal, the inhabitants of El Pindo ignored 

Correa’s threat and launched another paro six weeks later to protest 

the continued failure of PetroOriental to meet their demands.99 This 

time the military opened fi re on the barricades with live rounds, in-

juring two demonstrators, one of whom was shot in the arm, resulting 

in paralysis, and the other in the jaw, the bullet entering one side of 

his face and tearing out his teeth on its way out of the other. Soldiers 

then invaded the town of Santa Rosa, bombarding it with tear gas, 

forcing their way into the houses, and driving the inhabitants into 

the jungle, where they remained for two days and nights, sheltering 

beneath plastic sheets, fearing for their lives.100

Guadalupe Llori, the prefect of Orellana and a militant member 

of the ABP, responded by accusing Correa of “ordering savage, unjust, 

and unrestrained repression . . . in defense of the interests of a trans-

national company that has not complied with the [ABP] Accords.”101 

In October 2007 Llori called for a new paro biprovinicial. The pro-

posal was blocked by the prefect of Sucumbíos, who was president of 

the ABP but had allied himself with the Correa regime.102 But Da-

yuma, the largest town on the Savage Road, resolved to launch a paro 

alone to demand the paving of the road, which had been part of the 

ABP Accords. The paro began on November 25, 2007, with the sei-

zure of several oil wells and a blockade of the Vía Auca at the entrance 

to the town. All four pumping stations in the Auca oilfi eld were shut 

down, and oil production on the Savage Road ground to a halt.103

Correa retaliated by implementing a state of emergency through-

out Orellana. On the morning of November 30, fi ve hundred heavily 

armed soldiers arrived at the barricade blocking the bridge at the 
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entrance of Dayuma. The barricade was unmanned, as a truce had 

been called the previous evening in preparation for negotiations that 

were due to begin that day. A representative of the parish council was 

summoned to the bridge. When he arrived, he was immediately de-

tained. His hands were tied behind his back, and he was thrown into 

the back of a military truck, where he was beaten and teargassed. At 

that moment, a dynamite charge was detonated under the bridge. 

Shots rang out, and a police offi cer was struck by buckshot in the 

thigh. No protagonists were ever identified for these mysterious 

crimes. But the army took them as a signal to invade Dayuma, fi ring 

rubber bullets and live rounds, smashing doors and windows, dis-

charging tear gas canisters inside the houses, destroying furniture and 

possessions, and beating men, women, and children indiscriminately, 

while military helicopters launched tear gas over the tin rooftops of 

the shattered town.104 By midday, the army had reestablished control 

of the Savage Road, and the oil was fl owing once again. The following 

day, Correa used his weekly television address to the nation to give the 

offi cial version of events in Dayuma: “[Those involved in the paros in 

the Amazon] are terrorists who use dynamite, rifl es, cartridges, shot-

gun shells, et cetera. They have installed a reign of terror. Other gov-

ernments have tolerated it, and they think that my government 

will tolerate it. Don’t fool yourselves! Señores, the anarchy is fi nished! 

The party is over! Law, order, and the interests of all Ecuadorians will 

prevail over the shameless few!”105

Correa paused at this point in his speech to allow the applause to 

gradually die down. He then turned his attention to Guadalupe Llori, 

whom he identifi ed as the ringleader of the criminal elements respon-

sible for the violence in Dayuma, a charlatan who masqueraded as 

“the Mother of Struggle” (Mama Lucha), while secretly treating Orel-

lana as her “mafi a citadel.”106 Llori was arrested at her home in Coca a 

week later, in a military operation streamed live on national television, 
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“as if they were pursuing one of the bloodiest terrorists in history.”107 

She was held on suspicion of sabotage and terrorism, and Correa pre-

dicted, “The magnitude of her network of violence and corruption 

will gradually reveal itself.”108 No charges were ever brought against 

her, but a succession of further accusations kept Llori in prison for 

eleven months and forced her to resign as prefect of Orellana.

By the time of Llori’s arrest, the ABP was in disarray. Most of the 

rebel leaders of the Amazon were already committed supporters of the 

Citizens’ Revolution, and the prefect of Sucumbíos publicly endorsed 

Llori’s imprisonment, on the basis that Correa had pledged to fulfi ll 

the ABP Accords.109 A meeting of Amazonian leaders was convened in 

the presidential palace in Quito a few days later, at which Correa was 

presented with the Order of Amazonian Merit on behalf of the Con-

sortium of Local Amazonian Governments. Correa accepted the 

honor and repeated his message to the region: “The worst way of get-

ting anything from this government is through paros.”110

The crackdown in Dayuma crushed the last remnant of an insur-

gent utopia and consolidated the hegemony of the Citizens’ Revolu-

tion. According to one veteran member of the ABP, the repression had 

been undertaken with the explicit objective of “dismantling the bipro-
vincial. And they went in so hard that they managed to achieve it.”111 

Another militant has since observed:

Dayuma was part of the biprovincial. A bit that got left be-

hind. They tried to reproduce the force of the biprovincial, 
but they couldn’t do it. [The government] seized the prefect 

[of Orellana] and destroyed everything, and that was that. 

Dayuma was the fi nal niche of confrontation . . . they no 

longer had the force of both provinces behind them, and 

they tried to go it alone. They didn’t have the support of 

the masses. The masses were fragmented, divided, confused, 
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distracted. . . . Those were the circumstances in which 

Dayuma threw itself into battle. And that was the last stand 

of the paros.112

But the authoritarian message delivered to the inhabitants of 

Dayuma was very different from the message conveyed to the nation 

by the same events. The great majority of the Ecuadorian population 

knew nothing of this obscure corner of the Amazon. After suffering 

the hardships of two and a half decades of neoliberalism, they were 

eager to side with a government that promised them a utopian fantasy 

of twenty-fi rst-century socialism and buen vivir, and that assured 

them that it would “put an end to the terrorism that was preventing 

thirteen million Ecuadorians from living off the oil.”113

This message was reinforced by a fi lm produced by the govern-

ment and shown at prime time on all national television channels 

three weeks after the military incursion in Dayuma.114 It begins with 

an immense Ecuadorian fl ag, waving in slow motion against a clear 

blue sky. The screen fades to black. Gas fl ares burn in the night. The 

sound of an explosion. “Dayuma, November 25, province of Orel-

lana.” The camera pans a darkened oil platform to the sound of gun-

fi re and further explosions. A stern male voice narrates over menacing 

music: “Three million dollars a day lost to the sabotage of oil produc-

tion. Twelve million fewer dollars for public works.” Indistinct foot-

age of bleeding soldiers, burned-out vehicles, chaos in the streets. The 

voiceover blames the violence on “mafi as who have enriched them-

selves on blackmail and chaos.” Cut to an “oil worker who fears for 

his life.” His face has been blurred to conceal his identity. He accuses 

Guadalupe Llori of masterminding the conspiracy. The narrative re-

sumes, over heroic images of gleaming oil infrastructure: “Confronted 

with this situation, the government had to act in defense of the com-

mon good, because for this government, petroleum means the health, 
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education, and well-being of all Ecuadorians.” Correa appears in full 

presidential regalia and declares: “Oil is for the people, for the con-

struction of roads, education, health care. And we cannot allow thirty 

or forty individuals to blow up our oil wells with dynamite. If I had to 

[repeat the military operation in Dayuma], with pain in my heart, I 

would do so. Because I am committed to fulfi lling my obligations.” 

Fade to black. The voiceover reads the letters that tap out across the 

screen: “Dayuma, Orellana. No more violence. This government will 

not defraud you. The nation now includes everyone.” The words 

“Dayuma, Orellana” disappear into the darkness. Cut to the dawn 

breaking over the Andes. Like the Ecuadorian people, awakening 

from the neoliberal night into the dream of the Citizens’ Revolution, 

a man stands silhouetted in the foreground, greeting the rising sun.
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Amazon Unbound

Only dreamers move mountains.

Molly, in Werner Herzog’s Fitzcarraldo

Carlos Fermín had a dream that would not let him sleep. Like the 

hero of Fitzcarraldo, who tried to open a tract of the Peruvian Ama-

zon to rubber exploitation by dragging a steamship over a mountain, 

Fermín was “planning something geographical.”1 He had spent de-

cades transporting the machinery and materials of the Amazonian oil 

industry along the intricate network of rivers surrounding the Brazil-

ian jungle city of Manaus. In 2001 he was contracted for the Hercu-

lean task of moving a 127-ton generator over 1,500 miles upriver from 

Manaus to the oil fi elds of the Ecuadorian Amazon. No one had ever 

attempted such a feat, and those who knew the Napo—the tributary 

of the Amazon that Fermín would have to enter in Peru—warned 

him that its upper reaches could not be navigated by vessels of that 

size. But Fermín proved them wrong, arriving in Ecuador with his 

cargo after a grueling, monthlong journey.

On his return to Manaus, Fermín became “preoccupied” with an 

idea. “I couldn’t sleep well,” he recalls. “The belief that the river was 

not navigable was an enormous lie. It was too much for me to bear. 

God had granted everything I had asked for. Good children, a house, 

a farm. I had everything. But now there was something in my head 
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that would not leave me in peace.” Fermín had realized that the navi-

gability of the Napo opened the possibility of an interoceanic corri-

dor, beginning in Manta on the Pacifi c coast of Ecuador, crossing the 

Ecuadorian Andes by road, transferring to river at an Amazonian port 

on the Napo, continuing to Manaus, and concluding in the Atlantic 

port of Belém. He was convinced that the corridor would “commer-

cialize the Amazon,” which he regarded as “a beautiful world of 

wealth.” For Fermín, the implication was clear and unavoidable: “If 

you see the light, and your conscience tells you to do something, you 

must do it. This vision that God has given you is not your own, it is 

God’s, and if you do not follow it, you will not be happy.”2 In 2004 he 

abandoned his life in Brazil and traveled back upriver to Ecuador, 

where he settled in Providencia, an isolated indigenous community 

on a broad curve of the Napo. There he set to work clearing the land 

and began to search for allies in his quest to make Providencia the 

Amazonian port of his interoceanic corridor. He called the corridor 

“Manta-Manaus.”

Ten years later, in January 2015, we visited Fermín in Providencia. 

Outside the dingy oil town of Shushufi ndi, the rough road was sud-

denly replaced by a brand-new highway that cut smoothly through 

twenty-eight miles of jungle. At the end of the highway a sign an-

nounced our arrival at the “International Port of Providencia.” 

Twenty-fi ve acres of rain forest had been leveled, and a grid of iron 

girders had been set into the river in preparation for the construction 

of the dock. In February 2007 the newly elected president of Ecuador, 

Rafael Correa, had designated Manta-Manaus as an emblematic proj-

ect of his administration that would “open a passage from the Pacifi c 

Ocean to the Atlantic Ocean.”3 Since then, the state had invested over 

$1 billion in the infrastructure required for the creation of the inter-

oceanic corridor. Incredibly, it seemed that Fermín’s dream had come 

true. He emerged from the back door of his makeshift home, hastily 
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pulling on a crumpled shirt with his name and “Manta-Manaus” em-

broidered on the back. We sat down to talk on a ramshackle porch 

with views across the wide sweep of the river and the vast rain forest 

beyond. “They used to call me a fat slobbering idiot [gordo baboso]! 

An imbecile!” he told us, laughing. “But now I’m a wise man! ‘Watch 

out for that Brazilian guy,’ they say, ‘He’s a wise man, a genius!’”4

This chapter tells the remarkable story of Manta-Manaus. The 

story reveals the extent to which infrastructural megaprojects are in-

fused with obsessive visions and hubristic ambitions that exceed the 

instrumental rationalities of capitalist calculability and territorial 

domination. But it also illustrates the ways in which such dreams be-

come ensnarled in complex and counterintuitive materializations. 

The chapter traces the knotted plots through which Manta-Manaus 

was conceived, constructed, and brought to ruin. In doing so, it seeks 

to disentangle the relationship between the Real of capital, which 

surges blindly forward in pursuit of its expanded reproduction, and 

the utopian fantasies with which politicians, planners, entrepreneurs, 

and chancers all vainly attempt to harness its wild dynamics.

The El Dorado Project

Manta-Manaus is the latest in a long history of similar schemes. 

Transcontinental missions of various kinds were launched throughout 

the colonial period, and the rubber boom of the late nineteenth cen-

tury inspired numerous attempts to open the Amazonian interior to 

international trade.5 Then in 1958 the Ecuadorian government pro-

posed the construction of the Vía Interoceánica—an “Interoceanic 

Highway” between the Ecuadorian port of San Lorenzo and the Bra-

zilian port of Belém, a route that would use the Putumayo River, 

which marks the border between Ecuador and Colombia. A prelimi-

nary path was cut through the Ecuadorian jungle to the Putumayo, 
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but the project was suspended following the outbreak of the Colom-

bian civil war in 1964 and was further complicated by long-running 

hostilities between Ecuador and Peru, through which the corridor 

would have to pass.6

The two nations fi nally signed a peace treaty in 1998. This historic 

moment inspired a struggling Ecuadorian businessman named Au-

gusto Celís to resurrect the Vía Interoceánica. Celís’s plan would avoid 

the ongoing confl ict in Colombia by cutting out the Putumayo and 

following an alternative route along the Napo, which was no longer 

problematic now that Peru and Ecuador were at peace. This was the 

same path that the conquistadors had taken in their futile hunt for El 

Dorado back in 1541, and Celís named his plan Proyecto El Dorado in 

honor of their mission. We found him seventeen years later in a crum-

bling offi ce building in a down-market area of Quito. He was old and 

sickly, and the walls of his musty offi ce were covered with faded maps 

of the Amazon, on which the route of his fantasy was etched in red 

pen. “We weren’t looking for El Dorado,” he said. “I didn’t do this 

with the aim of making money. I just fell in love with an idea.”7

Before long, Celís had abandoned his other business plans and 

was “knocking on every door” to promote his interoceanic corridor. 

At a trade fair in Manaus he was introduced to Carlos Fermín, who 

was obsessed with the same vision. Together they created the Corpo-

ración Ecuatoriana Amazónica, through which they purchased 

twenty-two acres of riverside land in Providencia for the construction 

of their port. They then formed an alliance with the Manta Port Au-

thority (APM), which managed the Manta port on the Pacifi c coast of 

Ecuador. The director of the APM at the time was Trajano Andrade, 

an infl uential businessman and politician. Fermín recalls striking up a 

friendship with Andrade and deciding together on the name for their 

scheme: “You’re from Manta, I’m from Manaus. Let’s call it Manta-

Manaus!”8
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Andrade invited me to his clifftop mansion outside Manta to dis-

cuss his role in the project.9 Original works by Ecuador’s greatest art-

ists adorned the marble reception hall, and the expansive gardens 

included an infi nity pool with a built-in cocktail bar. In 2005, follow-

ing his meeting with Fermín, Andrade began promoting Manta-

Manaus to the Palacio administration. The idea caught the 

imagination of Rafael Correa, who was minister of economy and fi -

nance at the time. As Correa pointed out, the plan was compatible 

with the Initiative for the Regional Integration of South American 

Infrastructure (IIRSA), a continental development program launched 

in 2000 by the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), which en-

visioned the potential construction of five interoceanic corridors 

along the main tributaries of the Amazon, including the route that 

Andrade was proposing.10

As director of the APM, Andrade used the inclusion of Manta-

Manaus in the IIRSA to market the Manta port to international in-

vestors, promising that the interoceanic corridor would transform 

Ecuador into “the key node of . . . commercial exchange between the 

Amazon basin and the Pacifi c Rim.”11 In September 2006 he secured 

the concession of the port to the Hong Kong–based Hutchison Port 

Holdings, the world’s leading port operator at the time, in a deal that 

committed Hutchison to invest $523 million in the port over a thirty-

year period. Meanwhile, Correa incorporated Manta-Manaus into his 

presidential election campaign, in which he promised to complete the 

corridor by 2011, presenting it as a key component in the radical 

transformation of the nation from an economically dependent oil 

state into a technologically advanced competitor in global production 

networks.12

Following his inauguration in January 2007, Correa appointed 

Andrade as minister of transport and public works and made him re-

sponsible for Manta-Manaus. Andrade presented the project to Brazil’s 
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President Lula da Silva at a summit between the two post-neoliberal 

regimes in April 2007. He argued that Manta-Manaus could provide a 

direct link between China, which was now Brazil’s largest trading part-

ner, and the booming industrial city of Manaus, replacing the con-

gested trade route via the Panama Canal and Belém, and reducing 

transport times between Chinese factories and Brazilian assembly 

plants by up to twenty days. The same route, he claimed, would also 

facilitate the export of soya and other primary commodities from the 

Brazilian Amazon to the vast emerging markets of East Asia. Lula was 

convinced, and he approved a $600 million credit line from Brazil’s 

National Development Bank (BNDES) to fi nance the construction of 

the corridor. Manta, Lula declared, would become “the gateway be-

tween Asia and Brazil.”13

The IIRSA was subsequently incorporated into the Union of 

South American Nations (UNASUR). Formed in 2008, UNASUR 

was the fi rst regional organization to include all twelve South Ameri-

can states, and it was promoted as a model of “post-neoliberal region-

alism,”14 which was not limited to economic exchange but aimed “to 

construct . . . a space of integration and union in the cultural, social, 

economic, and political spheres.”15 As such, it was emblematic of the 

twenty-fi rst-century socialist vision of the patria grande—the “great 

nation” that Venezuela’s President Hugo Chávez saw as the ultimate 

objective of his Bolivarian Revolution against the forces of capitalist 

imperialism.16

But despite being promoted in the revolutionary language of 

twenty-fi rst-century socialism, the IIRSA was consistent with Correa’s 

less radical commitment to the neostructuralist pursuit of “systemic 

competitiveness” and “an intelligent insertion into international mar-

kets,”17 to the extent that it was premised on the assumption that 

“physical infrastructure serves as a platform for growth and competi-

tiveness,” which would enable South America to “take advantage of 
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the opportunities offered by globalization.”18 In promoting his vision 

of infrastructural development, Correa argued that “the attraction of 

private investment requires good roads, electricity systems, effi cient 

ports and airports, [and] state-of-the-art communications sys-

tems. . . . This is precisely what we are doing, and it is called systemic 

competitiveness.”19 This distinctly capitalistic logic was combined 

with a message of national salvation through infrastructure develop-

ment emblazoned on billboards up and down the country: “We have 

great roads! We have a nation!”

As we have seen, however, the origins of Manta-Manaus lay nei-

ther in neostructuralist policy prescriptions, nor in the geopolitical 

strategies of twenty-fi rst-century socialism, but in the singular obses-

sion of a disheveled Brazilian barge operator, who continued to pur-

sue his vision from a hut in the depths of the jungle. In 2008 the patch 

of land that Carlos Fermín had purchased in Providencia was selected 

over Coca as the riverport of Manta-Manaus.20 The minister who 

made the decision had been convinced to do so by Fermín himself, 

whom he recalls as “a visionary who was here in Ecuador without any 

infrastructure or any support from the state, pushing his dream.”21 

Before long, the IIRSA had identifi ed Providencia as one of its “An-

chor Projects,”22 and an American design team was working on an 

ambitious urban plan for the new port city. By 2010 the Ecuadorian 

section of Manta-Manaus had expanded to include five hundred 

miles of new or improved roads; the Manta and Providencia ports; an 

industrial zone in Manta; a “dry port” in the lowland city of Que-

vedo; new airports in Manta, the highland city of Latacunga, and the 

Amazonian city of Tena; and the transformation of the Napo into a 

“hydrovía”—a modernized waterway navigable by container ships, 

which would require extensive dredging.23

The ecological effects of such major geographical upheavals were 

questioned by some indigenous social movements and environmental 
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NGOs.24 But most of those living along the corridor were enthusiastic 

about its promise of progress and prosperity. A colono who lived near 

Providencia recalled being “impressed” and “inspired” by a stranger 

who visited the community with a portable television on which he 

showed them a video with computerized images of “great ships” arriv-

ing at Providencia by river. His aunt awoke him late that night, ex-

plaining that she had just had a “spectacular” dream about 

Manta-Manaus and imploring him to purchase land along the river-

bank in preparation for the arrival of the project.25 The Secoya, whose 

territories were near Providencia, were equally enchanted by the vi-

sion of the transcontinental trade route. In contrast to their historical 

opposition to the oil industry, the president of the Secoya announced 

that they would “take advantage” of Manta-Manaus by converting 

their territories into African palm plantations and creating export 

companies to ship the produce to Manaus. The interoceanic corridor, 

he declared, was “the dream of the Secoya nation.”26

In July 2011, true to his post-election promise, Correa inaugu-

rated Manta-Manaus, embarking on the maiden voyage down the 

Napo in a barge fi lled with Ecuadorian products and draped in an 

enormous national fl ag.27 In a triumphant speech delivered on the 

banks of the Napo a few miles upriver from Providencia, Correa cel-

ebrated the progress and potential of the project and emphasized its 

signifi cance for the Citizens’ Revolution: “Today we are taking a fi rm 

and irreversible step towards the fulfillment of a dream: Manta-

Manaus. This is a great part of the country’s future. . . . And we are 

determined that this dream will be a success. We will overcome all 

obstacles, and Manta-Manaus will become a powerful hub of national 

development!”28 He then boarded the barge and set off downriver. An 

hour or so later he disembarked in Providencia and allowed the 

maiden voyage to continue on its way. Reclining on his porch above 

the Napo in 2015, Fermín recalled how Correa had taken the oppor-
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tunity to visit him and had “left the press stranded” outside his house 

for hours while the two of them talked like old friends. Throughout it 

all, Fermín claimed, Correa had stood by him: “The whole project, 

President Rafael Correa and Carlos Fermín! . . . No one can take this 

project away from me! I’ve never turned away from the decision that I 

made in 2004. I know it’s good, and I know it’s the future. It is a real-

ity that is under way, and nobody can stop it!”29 As we sat with him on 

his porch that evening, surrounded by the cacophonous jungle and 

the silent river, it seemed that Fermín really had been granted his ex-

traordinary wish, and that the Amazon really was a place in which the 

wildest dreams could be materialized in reality.

Lost Highway

The realization of Manta-Manaus demonstrates the constitutive 

role of utopian fantasy in the capitalist production of space. The proj-

ect was premised on the reduction of transportation times between 

East Asian factories and the assembly lines of Manaus, and it was justi-

fi ed in terms of “less time, less cost” in comparison to alternative global 

trade routes.30 As such, it embodied what Marx would call “the annihi-

lation of space by time,”31 through which capital drives toward “the 

equalization of geographical differences and the shrinking of world 

space.”32 But this subordination of social space to the abstract logic of 

capital was infused with seductive images of global integration, conti-

nental unity, and geographical freedom, through which capital’s furi-

ous abolition of spatial limits was dusted with “the glitter of progress, 

the lure of profi t, the promise of circulation, movement and a better 

life.”33 Without this web of fantasies, and their capacity to inspire the 

dreams of politicians, entrepreneurs, and indigenous communities, 

Manta-Manaus would not have come into existence. Such fantasies 

erase the antagonisms of capitalist development and elide the disrup-

tive agency of the nature they seek to transform.34 As Marx argued, 
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however, “From the fact that capital posits every . . . limit as a barrier 

and hence gets ideally beyond it, it does not by any means follow that 

it has really overcome it.”35

Luxuriating in the gardens of his clifftop mansion, Trajano An-

drade paused to refl ect on the story he had just told about the fate of 

Manta-Manaus. Along the radiant coastline, beyond miles of golden 

sand, the port of Manta shimmered in the afternoon heat. “The only 

thing that has no limits in this world,” he concluded at last, “is hu-

man stupidity.”36 Carlos Fermín and Rafael Correa both depicted 

Manta-Manaus as an epic tale of heroic modernization. But by the 

time Correa launched the project with his bombastic speech on the 

banks of the Napo in 2011, an avalanche of crises, errors, and absurdi-

ties had already condemned it to failure.

The problems began in October 2008, when Correa sent troops 

to seize the assets of the Brazilian construction company Odebrecht 

in response to its alleged negligence in the construction of a hydro-

electric dam.37 In doing so, Andrade argued, Correa had “shot himself 

in the foot” by sending a negative signal to international investors, 

including Hutchison, the shipping company to which Andrade had 

granted the concession for the Manta port.38 The expulsion of Ode-

brecht coincided with the collapse of Lehman Brothers and the out-

break of the global fi nancial crisis, which resulted in a signifi cant 

reduction in Pacifi c Ocean trade. Under these conditions, Hutchison 

began to scale back its investments in the port of Manta, leading Cor-

rea to threaten to cancel their contract in January 2009. Fearing a re-

peat of the Odebrecht expropriation, and seeing an opportunity to 

escape a potentially unprofi table venture, Hutchison responded by 

abandoning the concession.39 A report in Business News Americas con-

cluded, “The concession’s failure will prevent Manta from developing 

into a major international container port and a key player in trade 

between South America and the Asia-Pacifi c region,” and noted that 
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the failure was “a setback in the development of the Manta-Manaus 

corridor.”40 Two further bidding processes for the concession of the 

port failed to receive any concrete offers, and container traffi c in and 

out of Manta collapsed, dropping from 38,749 containers a year in 

2005, when Hutchison was bidding for the concession, to just 532 

during the whole of 2014.41

These circumstances led Andrade and the Manta elite to accuse 

Hutchison of taking on the concession in order to sabotage the port. 

At the time, Hutchison was operating the ports at both ends of the 

Panama Canal, as well as Manzanillo in Mexico, which was the port 

of embarkation for much of the container traffi c that entered the 

main Ecuadorian port of Guayaquil.42 From Hutchison’s perspective, 

Manta-Manaus represented a competitive challenge to both the Pan-

ama Canal and the Manzanillo-Guayaquil shipping route, while 

Guayaquil’s elite saw Manta as a threat to their commercial domi-

nance.43 This tangle of competing trade routes and intercapitalist ri-

valries gave credence to the theory that Hutchison and Guayaquil had 

conspired to undermine the Manta port in “a minutely detailed and 

coldly calculated strategy.”44

Meanwhile, Brazil responded to the expropriation of Odebrecht 

by canceling the $600 million credit line that Lula had established for 

the construction of Manta-Manaus and shifting its investment to an 

alternative interoceanic corridor between Manaus and the port of 

Paita on the Pacifi c coast of Peru, which was also part of the IIRSA.45 

The road infrastructure for this corridor was constructed by Odebre-

cht and was completed in 2015. Paita and a port on the Marañon 

River were also being upgraded, and the Marañon was being trans-

formed into a hydrovía that would connect to the Amazon via the 

Peruvian jungle city of Iquitos.46

For Carlos Fermín, the prospect of another interoceanic project 

reaching fulfi llment before his own was “horrible,” and “a catastrophe.”47 
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Though he shared the belief that Hutchison and Guayaquil had sabo-

taged the concession of Manta, he also criticized the Citizens’ Revolu-

tion, arguing that “investments have increased in Peru because it hasn’t 

made all the changes that President Correa has made. The union with 

Chávez, the fi ghts with American and Brazilian companies.” This per-

spective was echoed in the international business press, which noted that 

“Correa’s nationalist policies . . . have given investors cold feet. Compa-

nies once interested in carrying out development initiatives in the coun-

try are now looking to Colombia and Peru, where they are fi nding solid 

investment guarantees and benefi ts for private investors.”48 But Correa’s 

partial default on the national debt in 2008, and his renegotiation of 

foreign oil contracts in 2010, had generated an immense increase in state 

revenues.49 This allowed the Ecuadorian government to replace private 

capital and the BNDES credit line with direct public investment, and by 

the end of 2014, the majority of the road and airport infrastructure for 

Manta-Manaus was in place, at a total cost of over $1 billion.50

The materialization of Manta-Manaus illustrated the power of oil 

rents to produce “dazzling development projects that engender collec-

tive fantasies of progress.”51 But this phantasmagorical projection was 

distorted by its backdrop. State representations depicted the road 

from Manta to Providencia as an electric blue arrow hurtling across 

the national territory in a clean and rigid line. This arrow, however, 

took the concrete form of an interminable series of steep and narrow 

switchbacks bombarded with falling rocks and blocked by landslides, 

which climbed to an altitude of over 13,000 feet from the Pacifi c to 

the Andes, before descending almost all the way back to sea level in 

the Amazon. When we traveled the road in 2015, the fi rst stretch to 

Quevedo was narrow and fi lled with potholes, and the president of 

the local chamber of commerce had never heard of the “dry port” that 

was supposed to be located there.52 Outside the Andean city of Lata-

cunga, the highway petered out in a labyrinth of canyons through 
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which dozens of tunnels would have had to be constructed. The be-

lated realization of the scale of this task had led to the abandonment 

of the project and the rerouting of Manta-Manaus via the decrepit old 

oil road between Quito and Lago Agrio.53 This new route bypassed 

Coca, which had originally been included in Manta-Manaus, and 

which Correa had promised to transform into “the most important 

river port in the whole of South America.”54 According to Carlos Fer-

mín, members of the Coca elite had blamed him for the relocation of 

the port to Providencia, and they had taken their revenge by burning 

his house to the ground.55

Unable to fl ow freely through this contorted landscape, capital 

had moved elsewhere. Almost all container traffi c now entered Ecua-

dor via Guayaquil and ascended the Andes by a different route, ren-

dering the road from Manta redundant. The airport on the outskirts 

of Tena had been built to international standards at a cost of $50 mil-

lion, with the intention of establishing a direct fl ight to Manaus. But 

no commercial airline was interested in the route, and the plan had 

been abandoned. As a representative of the Ministry of Transport and 

Public Works explained, “We have a lot of problems because the air-

lines have told us, ‘We want to go to Ecuador, but we don’t have any-

thing to bring.’”56 An internal government report listed total metric 

tons of cargo handled at Tena in 2014 as “0,”57 and by 2015 the airport 

was receiving only one passenger fl ight a day, which arrived from 

Quito and was being run at a loss by the state airline. The new airport 

in Latacunga was receiving just two fl ights a day, while the Manta 

airport lacked any international cargo traffi c. Its only client, a Chilean 

airline, had been expelled when it was discovered that it had been us-

ing the airport not for transporting Ecuadorian exports, but only to 

fi ll up on subsidized fuel before continuing to Miami.58 In the words 

of a junior minister of planning: “We’ve invested and invested, but 

nobody wants to buy. . . . Nothing has come of Manta-Manaus. 
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None of it is profi table—neither the ports nor the airports nor Manta-

Manaus itself.”59

The diffi culties confronting the maritime, terrestrial, and aerial 

dimensions of the multimodal corridor were further compounded by 

the challenges of its fl uvial section. There was no customs offi ce on 

the Napo, either at the border with Peru or in Providencia, despite the 

makeshift sign that Fermín had erected outside his hut, which desig-

nated Providencia as an “International Port.” In the rare event of 

cross-border trade, customs offi cers had to be fl own to the Amazon, 

or the goods had to be transported over the Andes to the customs of-

fi ce in Manta or Guayaquil. Furthermore, there were no fl uvial regu-

lations in Ecuadorian law, and river transport companies were obliged 

to comply with maritime law instead, which included taking out in-

surance against damaging ocean buoys and undertaking expensive 

stability tests to prove the safety of their barges on the high seas.60

These bureaucratic complications were accompanied by the same 

lack of commercial demand affl icting other sections of the corridor. A 

“Commercial Plan” for Manta-Manaus produced in 2011 observed, 

“Trade between Ecuador and the Brazilian Amazon is almost nonex-

istent,” amounting to $492,000 of Ecuadorian exports to the Brazil-

ian Amazon in 2010, whereas “imports from that region did not 

exist.”61 One ministerial adviser noted: “In Manaus we have held a 

few meetings to see what products we can import. Unfortunately, up 

to now we haven’t had a formal interest in exporting things to Ecua-

dor.”62 An American businessman operating in the Amazon observed: 

“Personally, I don’t see how the numbers work. How many kilometers 

[from Providencia to Manaus]—three thousand? I mean, that’s a long 

way by river! If you could run one product down and come back with 

other products from Brazil, then, yeah, I could see it. But [otherwise] 

it’s a very expensive method of shipping things. . . . It doesn’t seem 

like it’s a viable project. I don’t think it pencils out.”63
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An internal government report on Manta-Manaus, produced in 

2014, concluded, “The fl uvial dimension is totally navigable, taking 
into account that we haven’t arrived in Manaus as yet, not for a lack of 

vessels, or owing to limitations of the river, but rather because there is 

no demand for our products in Brazil.”64 But though this lack of de-

mand certainly helped explain the ongoing failure to “arrive in 

Manaus,” the greater problem was the fact that the Ecuadorian section 

of the Napo was not navigable by ships large enough to make such a 

venture profi table for international commerce. This stretch of the river 

is shallow and meandering, and its course is continually altered by 

silt washed down from the Andes. A study conducted by the Inter-

American Development Bank found that Manta-Manaus would re-

quire constant dredging, involving the annual movement of “over 

15 million metric tons” of sediment, which would be technically com-

plex, environmentally destructive, and “economically unsustainable.”65

In 2015, four years after the launch of Manta-Manaus, the only 

company utilizing the corridor was Amazon Service, which was using 

only one section of the route. The managing director of Amazon Ser-

vice, whose cousin was serving as minister of industry and productiv-

ity at the time, had received a generous grant from the Ecuadorian 

Development Bank to construct two gargantuan barges with which to 

demonstrate the viability of the corridor. Each barge had a capacity of 

1,200 tons—three times greater than the largest barges on the river. 

They were being used to ship cement from the company’s port in 

Providencia to Leticia, on the Colombian border with Brazil (al-

though they were rumored to be smuggling subsidized gasoline and 

other contraband). Their immense size meant that they had to wait 

for heavy rains to raise the water level before they could depart and 

were habitually stranded on sandbanks for days or even weeks on 

end.66 Such circumstances are no doubt highly inconvenient for the 

international cement business. But they would be utterly anathema to 
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the global just-in-time production networks into which Manaus was 

supposed to be integrated. As Carlos Fermín’s son and business part-

ner himself admitted: “The risk is that the captain gets stranded, and 

the investor would have to run that risk. The containers have to arrive 

at a given date and a given hour, and if they don’t then the entire pro-

duction line comes to a standstill.”67

Owners and operators of the local shipping fl eet explained that 

even the smaller barges that worked the Ecuadorian Napo were fre-

quently stranded, fl ipped over by storm surges, or sunk by hidden tree 

trunks. And locals who knew the river mocked the idea that it could be 

navigated by large cargo vessels. One peasant farmer who had lived all 

his life on the banks of the Napo explained: “Fighting nature is impos-

sible! I don’t know what studies and science can hope to achieve. They 

can clean it up and cut a channel if they like, but this river is a total 

rebel [bien bandido]!”68 Others agreed, describing the Napo as “very 

treacherous”69 and “like a woman. If you don’t know her well, you 

won’t get anywhere.”70 The only person who remained convinced of its 

navigability was Carlos Fermín, whose entire interoceanic fantasy had 

been founded on this passionate belief, and who dismissed all argu-

ments to the contrary as the devious work of “an ugly black hand.”71

At the launch of Manta-Manaus, Rafael Correa had channeled 

the spirit of Simón Bolívar, the great liberator of South America, in a 

heroic affi rmation of the capacity for a united humanity to triumph 

over nature. Standing on the banks of the Napo, he insisted: “We 

must all put our backs into it, in order to make this dream succeed. 

And you know, as Bolívar said, that ‘if nature opposes our designs, we 

will fi ght against her and we will win.’”72 But the maiden voyage only 

served to confi rm the project’s intrinsic geographical unviability. A 

member of the presidential entourage reported that the journey 

downriver was “like riding a bicycle. The slowness of the Napo is 

enough to drive you insane!”73 Suddenly a military speedboat came 
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hurtling toward the barge. On board, waving and shouting, was Car-

los Fermín. The owner of Amazon Service was standing with Correa 

at the helm and recalls the scene: “From there he shouted, ‘¡Presi-
dente!’ and [Correa] asked me, ‘Who’s that madman?’ I told him, 

‘That’s the Brazilian guy.’ [Then he asked,] ‘And what’s he doing on a 

military boat?’ And I said, ‘I told you he was a charmer.’”74 When 

Correa disembarked at Providencia, he did not visit Fermín in his 

home, leaving everyone else waiting outside for hours, as Fermín had 

claimed. “Fermín approached him and said, ‘¡Presidente!’ [but Correa] 

just said, ‘How are you?’ and shook his hand and moved on.”75

After Correa had disembarked, the maiden voyage turned the 

next bend in the river and became stranded on a sandbank. According 

to a newspaper report, it remained trapped there for fi ve days. In the 

end it took eighteen days to reach Leticia, at which point the voyage 

was abandoned; Manaus was still 1,000 miles away.76 As for Carlos 

Fermín, his international port had no customs offi ce, his house had 

been burned down by his business rivals, and Rafael Correa—the 

man he considered his closest ally—had no idea who he was. A local 

politician who had dealt with Fermín in the past remarked, “He’s all 

talk, nothing more.” She paused to reconsider: “Or maybe he just had 

a great dream that wasn’t realized.”77 Odebrecht’s expulsion; Hutchi-

son’s departure; capital’s indifference; the obstinate bulk of the Andes; 

the wanton caprices of the Napo . . . Like Fitzcarraldo, who hauled a 

steamship over a mountain only for the river to carry it back to where 

he had started, Fermín’s dream would appear to be “subservient to a 

larger destiny over which he has no ultimate control.”78

The Subtraction Protocol

The fate of Manta-Manaus recalls the words of Ryszard 

Kapuściński: “Development is a treacherous river, as everyone 

who plunges into its current knows. . . . The ship looks as if it is still 
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traveling forward, yet . . . the prow has settled on a sandbar.”79 The 

Bolivarian vision of continental integration had run aground on the 

sandbanks of the Napo, while the grand plans of the post-neoliberal 

state had become entangled in geopolitical tensions and intercapitalist 

competition, confused with the schemes of a silver-tongued dreamer, 

and bamboozled by market complexities and bureaucratic absurdities. 

Meanwhile, however, a radical urban design project was seeking to 

offset the environmental risks associated with Manta-Manaus through 

the sustainable planning of the port in Providencia. When the Citi-

zens’ Revolution came to power in 2007, Santiago del Hierro was 

studying architecture at Yale. A privileged child of the Ecuadorian 

elite, del Hierro had been fascinated by the Amazon ever since a jour-

ney he had made there several years previously, in which he had re-

traced the path of the conquistadors from Quito to the coast of Brazil. 

He therefore followed the progress of Manta-Manaus with great in-

terest. When Providencia was incorporated into the corridor in 2008, 

he began a research project on the design of the port. His project 

caught the attention of one of his professors, the critical urbanist 

Keller Easterling, who regarded the hubristic ambition of Manta-

Manaus as “beyond surpassing irony.”80

At the time, Easterling was developing an approach to architec-

tural activism that she called “the subtraction protocol,” which sought 

to twist the dynamics of large-scale development projects into less 

pathological confi gurations.81 In contrast to architecture’s focus on 

construction as “the customary answer to most problems,” the sub-

traction protocol would operate through the creation of “active forms 

that gradually ratchet or leverage both clearings and concentrations of 

development . . . to change not only the shape, but also the organiza-

tion of space.”82 Activists were encouraged to deploy the same tools 

used by the “political bullies who play dirty,” including “duplicity” 

and “hoax,” on the premise that “it is sneakier when David never 
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bothers to actually kill Goliath, if he can instead use the giant’s large 

size and many multipliers to amplify a change . . . designing a snaking 

chain of moves to work into and generate leverage against an intract-

able politics.”83

Easterling saw Providencia as an opportunity for an intervention of 

precisely this kind—the creation of an “active form” that could operate 

within and against the spatial dynamics of Manta-Manaus, in order to 

transform an environmentally damaging strategy of construction into 

a sustainable strategy of “subtraction,” which would protect instead of 

deplete the rain forest surrounding the port.84 Her vision resonated 

with the work of the South America Project (SAP), a group of archi-

tects and planners based at the Harvard Graduate School of Design 

who feared that the infrastructural projects of the IIRSA would be ac-

companied by “the entropic, spontaneous colonization of fragile ecolo-

gies like the Amazon River Basin.”85 One of the founding members of 

the SAP was Roger Sherman, director of the CityLab think tank at 

UCLA. Sherman was working on a book titled Fast-Forward Urban-
ism: Rethinking Architecture’s Engagement with the City, which included 

a chapter by Easterling,86 and the SAP was assembling “design teams 

throughout the [Amazon] to investigate low impact alternatives capa-

ble of integrating infrastructure with ecology, city and architecture.”87

Easterling’s project was a perfect fi t. Providencia was incorporated 

into the SAP as one of its points of intervention, and Santiago del 

Hierro joined Sherman in the design team for the new port city. Del 

Hierro visited Providencia, where he met with Carlos Fermín, who 

was “very supportive” of the project.88 Indeed, according to Fermín, 

Correa had personally informed him of his desire to see Providencia 

transformed into “a beautiful city” that “preserves nature.”89 Before 

long, del Hierro had also secured funding for the plan from the local 

municipal and provincial governments, which were fl ush with petro-

dollars and closely allied with the Correa administration.
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Through this catalogue of coincidences, the subtraction protocol 

was woven into Manta-Manaus as another thread in its elaborate tap-

estry of fantasies. The subversive potential of Easterling’s approach, 

however, was diluted by its synthesis with Sherman’s fast-forward ur-

banism, which endorsed orthodox market mechanisms, based on the 

conviction that “it is possible for architecture to be both critical and 

commercial, economically driven and political.”90 This conviction was 

evident in Sherman’s decision to invite Greg Lindsay to design the 

economic strategy for Providencia. Lindsay was the coauthor of a 

brash manifesto of neoliberal urbanism titled Aerotropolis: The Way 
We’ll Live Next, which celebrated “the aerotropolis as globalization 

made fl esh” in the form of cities, like Dubai, constructed around air-

ports.91 According to Lindsay, in an era of “frictionless competition” in 

which “humans aren’t bound by distance, but by time,” the prolifera-

tion of integrated transport systems implied that “it’s possible to imag-

ine a world capital in a place that was once an absolute backwater.”92

The radical urban transformation of “an absolute backwater” was 

precisely what the design team had in mind for Providencia. Drafted 

in 2013, their plan was titled “Divining Providencia: Building a Bio-

Cultural Capital for the Amazon.” The plan reproduced the strategy 

of Aerotropolis, but with international airspace replaced by the vast 

fl uvial network of the Amazon. Following the principles of the sub-

traction protocol, “Divining Providencia” was designed to work with 

and against Manta-Manaus, by hijacking its infrastructure for envi-

ronmentally sustainable enterprise and reversing its outward-oriented 

commodity fl ows into a concentration of commodity production in 

Providencia itself. Providencia would be transformed from a container 

port into the “material, scientifi c, and commercial repository for the 

biodiversity of the entire basin . . . establishing a synergy between 

the IIRSA, which will ferry resources there from throughout the 

Amazon, and the knowledge and artisanal skills of local indigenous 
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peoples.”93 The city would be “a new type of trade zone, one that com-

bines the global presence and exposure of free trade zones with . . . the 

more buyer-producer model of Fair Trade,” and would also become a 

research center “devoted to the discovery, cataloguing, conservation 

and commercialization of . . . the entire Amazon basin’s biodiver-

sity.”94 Through this combination of culturally sensitive and ecologi-

cally sustainable economic activities, Sherman argued, Providencia 

would become “a kind of cornucopia of the Amazon.”95

“Divining Providencia” thus deployed Easterling’s strategies of 

subtraction and active form, not in the subversion of the urban status 

quo, but in the reproduction of the fantasy space of the neoliberal eco-

city as “an enclosed, self-contained economic free zone.”96 Meanwhile, 

the strategy of hoax was being mobilized, not as a means of beating 

power at its own game, as Easterling had intended, but as a mecha-

nism for displacing peasant farmers from their land and putting them 

to work in the city. For Sherman, the greatest threat to their plan was 

posed by the colonos who were already opening tracts of land along the 

new highway to Providencia. According to him, “The point [of the 

project] is to get all those people off that land,” and “the town [itself ] 

is a kind of hoax,” functioning to lure the colonos into the city, on the 

promise of employment and the creation of “a large regional market at 

which what they sell could be loaded onto trucks and sent to Asia. . . . 

The concept of this giant market is kind of like the holy grail.”97

The Eco-City That Didn’t Exist

We decided to set out in search of this intriguing eco-city, created 

by some of the most illustrious design schools in the world. But when 

we arrived in Providencia in 2015, the city was nowhere to be found. 

From there we traveled to the municipal government offi ces in the 

nearby town of Shushufi ndi to inquire about the progress of the proj-

ect. A drunken party was in full swing in the main function room. No 
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one seemed to know or care about the “Bio-Cultural Capital of the 

Amazon.” We were redirected to the planning department of the pro-

vincial government of Sucumbíos, which was housed in a brand-new 

black glass building in the center of Lago Agrio, adorned with tech-

nicolor murals of indigenous stereotypes. But its representatives were 

equally nonplussed, and their only suggestion was to ask the munici-

pal government in Shushufi ndi. At the planning ministry in Quito, 

the team charged with drawing up the master plan for the Amazon 

had never heard of Providencia, let alone the experimental eco-city 

that was supposed to be there.98 As we have seen, Providencia was not 

only the fl uvial port of Manta-Manaus, but also one of the Anchor 

Projects of the IIRSA, which was the emblematic development pro-

gram of UNASUR. But when I asked the Ecuadorian representative 

of UNASUR about the new port city, I received the same blank stare. 

“Providencia?” he repeated. “But isn’t Providencia in northern Peru?”99

Sitting in a sleek restaurant in the most exclusive district of Quito, 

Santiago del Hierro sought the right words to express his frustration. 

He had been tasked with the implementation of “Divining Providen-

cia” but had been forced to conclude that the Ecuadorian government 

“have no fucking idea what they are doing [no tienen ni puta idea de lo 
que hacen].”100 But del Hierro’s superiors were no less ignorant of their 

own circumstances. Sherman and Easterling had made only fl eeting 

visits to Ecuador, and Lindsay never visited at all. This led to signifi -

cant confusions. Lindsay claimed that Providencia was located “on 

the banks of the Amazon at its westernmost navigable point,” al-

though the river in question was the Napo, and the point in question 

was unnavigable; Sherman insisted that Providencia must “harness 

the shipping trade,” even though there was no shipping trade; and 

Easterling suggested that “a widened river channel would allow the 

freight to fl ow all the way to the Pacifi c,” despite the uncontrollable 

dynamics of the Napo and the unavoidable presence of the Andes.101
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More fundamentally, the entire design team had failed to appreci-

ate that Manta-Manaus was already an abject failure. “Divining Prov-

idencia” was therefore premised on the “sneaky” appropriation of a 

project that had no effective existence. The biggest hoax of all, in 

other words, had been played on the hoaxers themselves. By the time 

they drafted their plan in 2013, the company developing the Manta 

port had already abandoned its concession; the new highway over the 

Andes was deserted and disintegrating; and the Ecuadorian section of 

the Napo had proven to be unviable for vessels of the size required for 

international commerce. Indeed, ever since the ill-fated maiden voy-

age that became stranded on a sandbank in 2011, Manta-Manaus had 

disappeared from the triumphant discourses of the Correa adminis-

tration, as if in silent acknowledgment of its deserted highways, va-

cant airports, and unnavigable watercourses.

But amid this impenetrable thicket of commercial failures, mate-

rial impossibilities, bureaucratic cul-de-sacs, and institutional chaos, 

the Ministry of Transport and Public Works continued to quietly 

press ahead with the construction of the port at Providencia and the 

highway connecting it to the national road network. At the time of 

the road’s completion in 2014, Providencia was an isolated Kichwa 

community of eighty or so people. The arrival of the road triggered a 

rush of land speculation in the community, and within a year of the 

road’s completion, seven private ports lined the riverbank. This bur-

geoning entrepreneurial activity might have seemed to spell an upturn 

in the fortunes of Manta-Manaus. But with the exception of Amazon 

Service, the shipping company exporting cement to Colombia, the 

new businesses in Providencia were not concerned with international 

trade. They were oil companies. One of the private ports had been 

established by Geolago, a Belorussian company that conducted seis-

mic tests to locate oil reserves in remote territories. Another was oper-

ated by Conduto, a Brazilian company that constructed economic 
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infrastructure in Amazonian oil fi elds. Both companies were involved 

in the development of Block 43, otherwise known as “ITT” (Ishpingo-

Tambococha-Tiputini), a rich and controversial oil fi eld partly located 

within the Yasuni National Park, which has been identifi ed as the 

most biodiverse place on Earth. During his fi rst years in offi ce, Correa 

had promoted the Yasuni-ITT initiative, which sought development 

funding from industrialized nations in exchange for leaving ITT un-

exploited. The funding was not forthcoming, however, and in August 

2013 Correa announced the abandonment of the initiative and the 

exploitation of Block 43 by the state oil company Petroamazonas.102

By the time the announcement was made, the road to Providencia 

was almost complete. Block 43 occupies a vast extension of territory 

adjacent to Peru and is accessible only via the Napo. Providencia was 

now the nearest point on the Napo accessible by road, and the new 

highway, which had been designed for the heavy container traffi c of 

Manta-Manaus, was ideal for the transportation of the materials re-

quired to construct the infrastructure for Block 43. Conduto and Geo-

lago were not the only companies using Providencia for this end. 

Amazon Service had also begun using its huge barges to transport gravel 

to ITT.103 And even the humble port operated by the local community 

was being hired out to companies shipping materials to Block 43. As an 

operator of one of the private ports observed, “Providencia is very much 

a strategic location for future oil production.”104

In stark contrast to the harmonious vision of “Divining Providen-

cia,” this rapid process of spontaneous urbanization was taking place 

in the absence of any territorial planning or state regulation. As such, 

it reproduced the brutal dynamics of unbridled capitalist develop-

ment that had characterized the region since the discovery of oil, and 

that the Citizens’ Revolution was supposed to have brought under 

control. In the words of one local politician, companies “come and 

buy [land], and once they have bought it they do whatever they 
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like.”105 Meanwhile, Providencia remained without piped water or 

sanitation, despite the fact that the increasingly heavy traffi c in and 

out of its private ports had rendered the river water undrinkable. The 

privatization of the riverbank had also excluded the community from 

access to much of the river. Their dugout canoes now picked their 

way between immense diesel-spilling barges, beneath the towering 

steel ramparts of the oil ports, buffeted by the waves cast by speed-

boats carrying oil executives to and from the airport in Coca.

The accelerating pileup of oil capital had shattered the dreams of 

market integration and geographical freedom that Manta-Manaus 

had once inspired in the inhabitants of the region. On the outskirts of 

Providencia, we spoke to a man who was loading a mule with plan-

tains for sale in the local market. I asked him if he had heard of 

Manta-Manaus. “Oh, yes,” he replied, “I’ve heard enough about that 

to send me psychotic! [¡Psicotizado con eso!]. . . . They said it was going 

to be a good project that would bring benefi ts for the community. Of 

course there are benefi ts, but only for people with lots of money who 

have come here to take advantage of it. The people from here can’t 

even enter [the port], even though this is our territory.” He fi nished 

loading the plantains onto his mule and went on his way with a sar-

castic shout of defi ant ambition: “To Manaus!”106

Not everyone, however, was able to laugh at the absurdity of the 

situation. When we arrived at the home of another peasant farmer, he 

came to the gate armed with a shotgun. His nerves had been shredded 

by the oil exploration company that had established its operations on 

the riverbank adjacent to his land. The company was running a huge 

generator for twenty-four hours a day, and we had to raise our voices 

to be heard above its roar. It had also cut an open sewage ditch along 

the side of his land, and the river breeze now infused his home with 

the smell of human shit. “We haven’t benefi ted at all from Manta-

Manaus,” he said. “We just stand here and watch them make their 
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money. And the poor man gets poorer, every day poorer.”107 The in-

digenous leader who had described Manta-Manaus as “the dream of 

the Secoya nation” explained: “There is no room for the [indigenous] 

nationalities, or the colonos, or anyone; we are just the observers of big 

deals between big interests. We have nothing. We are in a total des-

ert.”108 In the terse words of another local leader: “They take all the 

black gold from here and leave us with nothing.”109

Things were not going to plan for the international coalition of 

architects and urbanists who had formulated “Divining Providencia.” 

The Real of capital had surged into this remote corner of the Amazon 

and had obliterated their fantasy of Providencia as “a new model of 

urbanization: one that is formally unique, socially just, and ecologi-

cally progressive . . . leveraging its position in the new export pipeline 

to fi nd an international market [and] capturing transnational capital 

fl ows and recirculating them through the community.”110 Speaking 

from his plush offi ce in Los Angeles, Roger Sherman shook his head 

in horror at the news of the proliferating oil ports. “Oh, God,” he 

said, “that’s not good. I get this looming sense that I’m going to be, 

you know, I’m going to realize that I was like Don Quixote, just kind 

of swinging at, tilting toward windmills.”111

The Soul of Capital

What could account for the persistence of Manta-Manaus, given 

the extensive evidence of its material impossibility? In 2006 the IIRSA 

had commissioned an investigation into the navigability of the Napo 

and the other rivers of its Amazon Hub, which had concluded that 

none was appropriate for a multimodal transport corridor.112 The re-

port questioned the promotion of these transcontinental trade routes, 

noting the infl uence of “interest groups with specifi c objectives and 

without accurate information about the reality of the Amazon,” and 

warning that the Amazon is “a platform for the generation of myths 
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and false expectations, which if related to specifi c projects can gener-

ate ‘white elephants,’ resulting in the frustration of the inhabitants of 

the Amazon when they compare the myths to the realities.”113

The evident unviability of Manta-Manaus, the transformation of 

Providencia into an oil port, and the controversy surrounding the ex-

ploitation of Block 43 led some to question the motives behind the 

project. One of the most vocal critics of Manta-Manaus in this regard 

was Guadalupe Llori, the militant leader of the ABP and prefect of 

Orellana who had been imprisoned by Correa in 2007 in the after-

math of the military crackdown in Dayuma. Following her release 

from prison eleven months later, Llori had been reelected as prefect of 

the province, and she had immediately resumed her confrontation 

with the Correa administration. For her, the strategy of the govern-

ment was obvious: “It’s a camoufl aged way of doing things, in my 

opinion. They say they are going to make the port for Manta-Manaus, 

and instead it is serving to develop the oil industry for the exploita-

tion of Yasuni.”114

Such motives may have existed in the case of Providencia. But 

they cannot easily account for the concession of the port in Manta, 

the construction of a highway over the Andes, or the opening of air-

ports across the national territory, all of which were included in 

Manta-Manaus, and none of which was particularly functional for 

the oil industry. These actions suggest that the Correa administration 

was genuinely committed to the success of the interoceanic corridor. 

From this perspective, the eventual repurposing of Providencia for the 

expansion of the oil frontier can be explained not as a covert strategy, 

but as a material expression of the inability “of state policies to deter-

mine the modality and course of accumulation within each national 

space of valorization,” and their ultimate subordination to the logic of 

capital accumulation at the global scale, which operates as “an ab-

stract form of domination.”115 The Ecuadorian Amazon had been his-
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torically incorporated into global capitalism on the basis of its oil 

reserves, and the transformation of Providencia into an oil port was 

ultimately expressive of the power of capital to dictate the modalities 

of its own expanded reproduction, regardless of governmental fanta-

sies of logistical integration into global production networks. In this 

sense, the state can be said to succeed (in its ultimate function of as-

suring the conditions of capital accumulation) through the very pro-

cess of its failure (to realize its fantasies).

A similar relationship exists between the Real of capital and the 

fantasies of capitalists themselves. The owner of a shipping company 

operating on the Napo had been inspired by the promise of the inter-

oceanic corridor: “I built my barges with that vision, with the vision 

of Manta-Manaus. That was my illusion.”116 But the failure of the 

project had forced him into the oil industry. “It isn’t what we had 

planned to do,” he said, “but there is no alternative. If you don’t invest 

in the oil business, you can’t invest in anything.” Another entrepre-

neur had built a fl oating hotel to transport tourists to Manaus.117 But 

now it was serving the construction workers of ITT and was rumored 

to be a brothel. And several dredging machines were operating on the 

Napo. But instead of clearing channels for interoceanic trade, they 

were digging up sand to make the concrete for Block 43.118

Again, these pragmatic responses to economic necessity do not 

imply that Manta-Manaus was a smokescreen for a conspiratorial 

agenda to exploit the oil beneath Yasuni. Instead, they illustrate the 

extent to which, in Marx’s words, “value, acting with the force of an 

elemental natural process, [ultimately] prevails over the foresight and 

the calculation of the individual capitalist.”119 This would seem to be 

further illustrated by the case of Carlos Fermín, whose dream now lay 

in ruins. In 2014 the Ministry of Transport and Public Works expro-

priated most of his land for the construction of the port. Fermín 

claimed not to have been compensated, while insisting that this was 
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contrary to Correa’s wishes and lamenting the hijacking of Providen-

cia by the oil industry. “It hurts my soul to see this disaster,” he said. 

“No money could make up for their ruining a project that I have 

struggled so hard to make happen. The president shares my vision. 

He’s going to be upset, and I’m going to be upset. . . . Everyone has 

come here to speculate, to make money off the government project. 

[But] I’m not going to sell my soul to the devil. I prefer to be with 

God and sleep in peace.” This conviction had inspired him to create 

an evangelical church in Providencia, in which he and his son 

preached “the marvels of the project and the word of God.” His fam-

ily, he claimed, “supports the community here. We are providing 

medicines, children’s clothes, we are feeding the malnourished. Every-

thing I have I try to share with the rest.”120

This, however, was not how everyone understood Fermín’s role in 

the community. In the words of one inhabitant of Providencia, Fer-

mín “came here promising colleges, a stadium, a sports fi eld, every-

thing. And now [the companies] come and go, and [we] don’t even 

have water, and he denies that he ever [promised] anything of the 

sort.”121 A local councilor noted that “the companies that arrive [in 

Providencia] go straight to [Fermín].”122 This was confi rmed by the 

owner of Amazon Service, who described Fermín as “a snake charmer.” 

According to him, Fermín was using his church to demonstrate his 

support among the community to incoming businesses. “In the Ama-

zon there is a great fear of the [indigenous] communities,” he ex-

plained. “Businesses are scared, oil companies are scared. [Fermín] 

frightens anyone who arrives [in Providencia, saying,] ‘If you don’t do 

this or that [for me], I’ll throw you to the community, and the com-

munity trusts in me.’”123

A local trader told us that he would no longer do business with Fer-

mín, who “owes money to everyone,”124 and the operator of one of the oil 

ports referred to him in English as “Bullshitter Supreme.”125 A consultant 
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at the Ministry of Transport and Public Works confi ded that Fermín had 

been “calling us way too many times,” and that the ministry had decided 

to investigate him.126 According to her, the investigations had revealed 

that Fermín was a fugitive who had fl ed Brazil with “a lot of money” and 

entered Ecuador via the unmanned border on the Napo, without going 

through immigration. This was supported by an associate of Fermín, 

who confi rmed that “he kind of left Manaus under strange circum-

stances. Something went wrong, and he ended up coming here.”127

Fermín was also said to have acquired his plot in Providencia un-

der murky circumstances. The family of the Kichwa man who sold 

him the land accused Fermín of buying it for a pittance, by getting 

the man drunk and making extravagant promises that were never 

kept. We interviewed his family in their hut on the riverbank, which 

was now surrounded by the private oil ports. The man had since suf-

fered an illness that had left him mute and partially paralyzed. He left 

the room by pulling himself along the wall by a makeshift wooden 

rail. It was only then that his daughter told their story, explaining that 

her father blamed himself for the calamity that had befallen the com-

munity as a result of his decision to sell their land, and attributing his 

sickness to this burden of guilt.128

All the indigenous communities along the Napo between Coca 

and Peru had been organized as comunas in the 1970s and 1980s, with 

the sole exception of Providencia, which was therefore the only place 

on the river in which land was privately owned and available for pur-

chase. This led to the suspicion that Fermín had selected the site of 

Providencia out of pure expediency, regardless of its potential as an 

international container port. One local politician insinuated that the 

government had been infl uenced by “someone who infi ltrated them 

and lied about the river—someone interested in their building the 

port.”129 People with experience of navigating the Napo noted that 

some of the most problematic sections of the river were located im-
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mediately downstream from Providencia, and the owner of Amazon 

Service described confronting Fermín and telling him, “You and I 

both know that this port is in the wrong place!”130 Manta-Manaus had 

failed. But it had successfully provided the economic infrastructure 

required for the oil industry. And Providencia was not in the right 

place for a transcontinental corridor. But it was in the perfect place 

to exploit the oil fi elds of the Ecuadorian Amazon. Following the 

completion of the road to Providencia, and the expropriation of his 

land for the construction of the offi cial port, Fermín set up a stone-

crushing factory and began producing the raw materials required for 

the oil infrastructure of Block 43.131 Perhaps, beneath the ruins of his 

interoceanic fantasy, his real dream had come true.

The truth is indiscernible within such a confabulatory morass of 

dreams and nightmares. And there is a sense in which this indiscern-

ibility is more signifi cant than the truth itself. The conspiracy theories 

surrounding the failure of the port of Manta and the construction of 

the road to Providencia, and the rumor and innuendo swirling around 

Carlos Fermín, all contributed to the dense entanglement of fantasy 

and reality through which the spaces of capital are produced, and the 

accumulation of capital is achieved. As in the case of the state’s con-

struction of the road and the port, Fermín’s opportunism requires no 

conspiratorial explanation, and it should come as no surprise. The 

imperative to accumulate is the drive that animates the fantasies of 

the capitalist, and these fantasies must ultimately be sacrifi ced on the 

altar of accumulation itself. To quote Marx once again: “As capitalist, 

he is only capital personifi ed. His soul is the soul of capital.”132

The Gorgeous Road

Over $1 billion was invested in the construction of Manta-

Manaus. The aim was to open a multimodal corridor for the acceler-

ated circulation of commodities between East Asia and Brazil, 
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through which Ecuador would replace its dependency on oil exploita-

tion with technologically advanced participation in globalized net-

works of production and exchange. But the failure to develop the port 

of Manta, the inadequacy of the road across the Andes, and the unvi-

ability of the Napo as a commercial waterway resulted in a stark ab-

sence of international commerce passing through the corridor. 

Meanwhile, Peru was advancing in the construction of its own inter-

oceanic corridor, the Panama Canal was being expanded, and the 

construction of another interoceanic corridor had been announced in 

Nicaragua, backed by $50 billion of Chinese capital.133 Manta-Manaus 

would therefore seem to constitute a classic case of a failed “spatial 

fix,”134 in which overaccumulated petrodollars were speculatively 

channeled into the production of a new economic space that was re-

jected by capital. But this is not the whole story. Capital did not sim-

ply reject the project but repurposed its infrastructures for the 

expansion of the oil frontier. Manta-Manaus therefore functioned to 

reinforce the economic model that it was supposed to be replacing, 

through the staging of a spatial phantasmagoria that was itself a mate-

rialization of massive oil rents.

This chapter has traced the twists of this paradoxical tale, through 

which I have sought to disentangle the complex relationship between 

utopian fantasies and the Real of capital in the production of social 

space. The chapter began by demonstrating the constitutive role of 

fantasy in framing social reality in ways that both conceal and con-

tribute to the underlying dynamics of capitalist development. A strat-

egy shaped by the drive of capital toward the annihilation of space by 

time was promoted by the post-neoliberal state as the fulfi llment of 

subaltern desires for inclusion in an imagined world of market inte-

gration and geographical freedom. Meanwhile, the same destructive 

drive was framed by the architects of “Divining Providencia” as a pro-

cess that could be sneakily inverted into an alternative accumulation 
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strategy, through which the resources of the Amazon would be fash-

ioned into environmentally friendly commodities by the voluntary 

proletarians of a harmonious eco-city.

These dreams captured the imaginations of politicians, entrepre-

neurs, and local populations and functioned to “mutually obfuscate 

. . . the antagonism in question.”135 In practice, however, they were 

shattered by the materiality of this antagonism, which illustrates the 

ways through which such fantasies are undermined by the Real they 

deny. Through the construction of the interoceanic corridor, all the 

repressed contradictions of uneven geographical development came 

to reassert themselves in the forms of intercapitalist competition, geo-

political rivalry, and the recalcitrance of nature. Meanwhile, the im-

perative of endless accumulation drove the expansion of the oil 

frontier and appropriated the infrastructure of Manta-Manaus, while 

triggering a chaotic process of accumulation by dispossession that 

overwhelmed the utopian vision of “Divining Providencia.”

But the entanglement of fantasy and the Real is more twisted still. 

Beyond their dreams of insatiable markets and accelerated modern-

ization, individual capitalists and the capitalist state are ultimately 

subordinated to the imperative of the expanded reproduction of capi-

tal, which is impervious to their intentions. The incorporation of 

Providencia into the economic infrastructures of the oil industry shat-

tered the fantasies of Manta-Manaus and “Divining Providencia.” 

But it also contributed to the economic growth through which the 

Citizens’ Revolution was politically legitimated, while guaranteeing 

the solvency of Carlos Fermín and other entrepreneurs who were ini-

tially inspired to invest in the interoceanic corridor, but who were 

eventually obliged to abandon this dream and adapt their investments 

to the accumulative imperative of the oil boom. The Real of capital 

thus advances through the creative destruction of its own fantasies, 

which are both constitutive of the materiality of global capitalism and 
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crushed within the crucible of its implacable dynamics. This, to quote 

Fitzcarraldo once more, is “the reality of dreams.”136

In telling the tale of Manta-Manaus, I have avoided projecting 

more coherence onto reality than it possesses, in accordance with the 

principle of making sense of the fact that things don’t make sense. Rather 

than editing out the remarkable catalogue of incongruencies and ir-

rationalities that I encountered in my research, the chapter has lin-

gered over the preposterous plans, extraordinary errors, logistical 

impossibilities, byzantine conspiracy theories, and intractable bureau-

cratic labyrinths that constitute the baroque edifi ce of Manta-Manaus. 

This overwhelming accumulation of anomalies serves to disrupt the 

slick self-representations of state and capital. The post-neoliberal state 

is not a gleaming machine of omniscient planning and omnipotent 

territorialization, but a muddy fi eld of congealed resource rents, lit-

tered with ruined fl ights of fancy and ridiculous roads to nowhere. 

And capital does not circulate smoothly through this convoluted in-

stitutional and geographical landscape, but blunders blindly forward, 

staggering from one fuck-up to another and frantically rifl ing through 

an interminable repertoire of bad ideas and ham-fi sted improvisa-

tions.

There is, however, one fi nal twist to this story. We have seen how, 

through a litany of half-baked schemes, absurd oversights, and drastic 

miscalculations, Providencia was rapidly and chaotically transformed 

from an isolated indigenous community into a frontier port of a plan-

etary oil boom, where the unrestrained agglomeration of capital 

threatened to collapse all social structures into a space of absolute dis-

integration. But these forces also gave rise to an insurgent utopia.

Providencia was founded by Kichwa families, whose forefathers 

had been brought from the highlands to the Amazon as slaves during 

the rubber boom and put to work on a nearby hacienda. The haci-

enda was abandoned in the 1970s, and the families were dismissed 
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and left destitute. They moved upriver to an uninhabited tract of jun-

gle, where they worked to clear the land and establish their commu-

nity. Unlike other indigenous communities in the area, they did not 

obtain communal land rights, which facilitated Carlos Fermín’s pur-

chase of their land for the construction of his port. Fermín told them 

about the interoceanic corridor and the riches it would bring. For this 

tiny isolated community, born of a history of slavery and disposses-

sion and persisting on the most distant margins of state and society, 

Fermín’s vision promised a miraculous transformation. But when the 

construction of the road was announced, they began to receive warn-

ings of displacement and threats of expropriation. In 2010 they de-

cided to organize to defend themselves against this eventuality. 

Together they formed an association called Sumak Ñambi—
“Gorgeous Road”—the name of which refl ected the hopes that they 

still invested in Manta-Manaus.

Sumak Ñambi was established on the principle that no members 

could sell their land. But as the construction of the road progressed, 

the pressures of land speculation increased around the port, and in 

2012 the community fragmented into two opposing factions, one of 

which withdrew from the association and began to subdivide their 

land and sell it off to oil companies and other outside interests. This 

division was accompanied by further threats of dispossession; the com-

pletion of the road; the building of the offi cial port and the multiple 

private oil ports; the arrival and departure of huge barges shifting 

materials down to Block 43; and Fermín’s construction of a stone-

crushing factory in what had been the heart of the community. By 

March 2015 the few remaining thatched huts of Sumak Ñambi had 

been engulfed by a churning, roaring vortex of frenzied agglomera-

tion. Confronted with this increasingly desperate situation, the presi-

dent of Sumak Ñambi, Nelson Castillo, called an assembly. Shouting 

over the growling engines, blaring reverse sirens, and crashing 
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rockslides of a constant line of trucks emptying gravel onto barges 

bound for Block 43, Castillo warned of the gravity of their predica-

ment, and he insisted on the urgent need to act: “Look at the machin-

ery they bring here every day, the pollution, the impacts that we suffer 

without compensation. . . . We are peaceful, gullible people, waiting 

for the goodwill of someone who might one day decide to help us, 

when instead we should be demanding our rights. We are going 

to keep being dispossessed little by little, as is already happening. 

[But] our organization is based on never having sold a meter of land to 

anyone. . . . It is time for us to wake up and live in unity!”137

Sumak Ñambi decided that the best way to defend their claim to 

the land would not be to seek to salvage the despoiled fragments of 

the rural space that remained to them, but rather to assert their right 

to the city by creating their own urban project on the land they still 

possessed.138 Unable to afford an urban planner, they invited a local 

topographer to draw up a plan in return for a plot of land in the town. 

The resulting plan located the town in twenty-fi ve acres of rain forest 

along the riverbank to the east of the offi cial port. Five quadrangular 

blocks were divided into sixty lots, each of which had space for a 

house and a large garden. The plan also included a plaza, a cemetery, 

a soccer pitch, a volleyball court, and a communal meetinghouse.

For an impoverished community faced with imminent disposses-

sion, the realization of such an ambitious vision was seemingly impos-

sible. Not long after Castillo’s speech to the assembly, however, a 

shipping company attempted to buy their remaining riverside land 

with the aim of opening another private port. Rather than refusing 

the offer on the basis of the non-alienability of their land, Sumak 

Ñambi made a counterproposal: in exchange for the lease of a space 

for the port, the company would cut and surface the roads for their 

town. Within two months the roads had been sliced through the jun-

gle, and the felled trees provided the wood for the construction of the 
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houses. Every weekend Sumak Ñambi gathered in minga (collective 

community labor), and the town began to take form.

There was nothing overtly utopian about this humble urban proj-

ect. It reproduced the conventional spatial form of oil towns across 

the region and was hacked from the jungle with the same ferocity as 

the private oil ports. It expressed no political ideology and did not 

aspire to transcend or subtract itself from the dynamics of global cap-

ital accumulation. Yet it contained an insurgent utopian kernel—the 

resolute decision of a historically marginalized community to collec-

tively assert its equal right to the very dream that threatened its de-

struction. The construction of this simple settlement materialized the 

presence of those who had been written out of the utopian fantasies of 

Manta-Manaus and “Divining Providencia.” In the words of Alain 

Badiou: “A change of the world is real when an inexistent of the world 

starts to exist in the same world with maximum intensity.”139

The response of the state was swift and uncompromising. As soon 

as it had been informed of the situation, the municipal government 

imposed a legal order that halted construction and prevented any fur-

ther development of the site. The municipality was still fi nancing 

“Divining Providencia,” and Sumak Ñambi’s town was being con-

structed on land that had been designated as a sustainable industrial 

park for the innovative eco-products of the Amazon. The absurdity of 

the situation, of course, was that the Napo was not commercially nav-

igable, Providencia had become a de facto oil port, and Manta-

Manaus and “Divining Providencia” already lay in ruins. A fl ourishing 

insurgent utopia was therefore being extinguished by a utopian fan-

tasy that would never be realized.

The irony ran deeper still. By hijacking the accumulative logic of 

capital for the fi nancing of an autonomous urban project that sub-

verted the schemes of the state, Sumak Ñambi had come to embody 

the very principles on which “Divining Providencia” had been based, 
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demonstrating how, in Keller Easterling’s own words, “the spectacular 

failures and powers of infrastructure space [can] inspire nothing less 

than a different organ of design.”140 Indeed, Sumak Ñambi repre-

sented a far more successful actualization of this project than “Divin-

ing Providencia” itself, which had been reduced to a parody of 

precisely the kind of “self-congratulatory or redemptive master-plan” 

that the subtraction protocol had been designed to undermine.141 

Roger Sherman was now employed by Gensler, the biggest architec-

ture company in the world, which had selected “Divining Providen-

cia” to exhibit at the Venice and Rotterdam biennales of 2016. In a 

blog on the company website, Sherman described Providencia as “a 

new port town . . . that is an innovative model of sustainable develop-

ment. Its design is not just environmentally progressive, but socially 

and economically as well . . . drawing upon indigenous skills and 

knowledge [and] raising the standard of living for those peoples in the 

process.”142 The article went on to explain the layout of the installa-

tions at the two biennales. Like the displacement at work in a dream, 

the fantasy space of “Divining Providencia” was detached from the 

brutal materiality of Providencia and projected onto the alternative 

reality of a table in a luxury restaurant:

At Rotterdam . . . a dining table calls attention to the world-

wide consumption of resources, telling through its place set-

tings, plates, glasses and serving dishes how the design [of 

Providencia] harnesses the shipping trade to instigate local 

means of production and improve living conditions. Chairs at 

the table invite spectators . . . to linger and “digest” the project 

through text, pictures and maps. A tablecloth delineates global 

trade routes . . . as they pass through the Amazon and Provi-

dencia in particular. . . . At Venice, the dining table becomes 

interactive, comprised of fi ve distinct layers of information 
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about the project. . . . Each layer is subdivided into a tiled grid 

of “placemats” available for gallery goers to tear off and take 

with them as souvenirs of their “visit” to Providencia.143

Meanwhile, amid an avalanche of oil infrastructures on the other side 

of the world, an impoverished indigenous community struggled 

against its dispossession in the name of this fictitious scheme. In 

short, “If you’re caught in another’s dream, you’re fucked.”144 
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Cities of Black Gold

With cities it is as with dreams.

Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities

In a delirious dream about an imaginary socialist revolution, the 

labor minister might be called Karl Marx. It was therefore entirely ap-

propriate that one of the original architects of the Citizens’ Revolution 

should be a university professor named Carlos Marx Carrasco, who 

was duly appointed minister of labor of the new revolutionary govern-

ment. Unsurprisingly, Marx Carrasco felt obliged to live up to his 

name. In 2014 he published a series of articles in the national press in 

which he set out a utopian vision for “the original accumulation of 

twenty-fi rst-century socialism.”1 His vision drew on Karl Marx’s the-

ory of primitive accumulation, according to which capitalist social 

relations are founded on the violent separation of the peasantry from 

the land, which creates a class of people who are forced to sell their 

labor power to survive.2 Marx Carrasco affi rmed his namesake’s the-

ory. But he claimed that Ecuador was in the process of replacing prim-

itive accumulation with a socialist alternative. In contrast to capitalism, 

he noted, socialism is a “collective construction” in which “everything 

that is done has a direct relation to the common good.” He went on to 

argue that “seven years of the Citizens’ Revolution have laid the foun-

dations . . . for twenty-fi rst-century socialism.” But “just as capitalist 
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production needs its ‘original sin’—primitive accumulation—so the 

development of socialism necessarily requires . . . ‘the original accu-

mulation of socialism.’” In contrast to the primitive accumulation of 

capital, this socialist form of original accumulation would be achieved 

through “the exploitation of nonrenewable resources” without the dis-

possession of the peasantry.3

Ecuador’s principal “nonrenewable resource,” of course, was oil. 

Before the Citizens’ Revolution, as we have seen, the exploitation of 

this resource had provided a textbook case of the dispossession and 

ecological destruction associated with the primitive accumulation of 

capital. After coming to power in 2007, Correa had taken advantage 

of a boom in petroleum prices to renegotiate oil contracts and 

strengthen the role of the state in the Ecuadorian oil industry. The 

most signifi cant of these reforms was the 2010 Hydrocarbons Law, 

which dramatically increased the government’s share in oil revenues 

from 13 to 87 percent, and companies were obliged to comply or face 

expropriation. Most companies reluctantly agreed to these terms, 

while the newly formed state oil company, Petroamazonas, took over 

the abandoned fi elds of those that did not. These reforms resulted in 

a signifi cant increase in state revenues, which were channeled into 

health, education, welfare, and infrastructural programs across the 

country.4

This transformation was embodied in the planned construction of 

two hundred Millennium Cities throughout the Amazon as iconic spa-

tial symbols of the Citizens’ Revolution, in which the marginalized and 

impoverished indigenous peoples of the region would fi nally reap the 

rewards of the oil extracted from their territories. In October 2013, as 

described in the opening pages of this book, Correa inaugurated the 

fi rst Millennium City of Playas de Cuyabeno. In his speech, he eulo-

gized the modernity of the city and praised “the great dreamers 

and promoters of this marvel that today is a reality.” Celebrating the 
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transformative powers of oil, Correa acknowledged that “the Amazon 

was once a land of abandonment and plunder.” The “curse of the 

Amazon,” however, had not been the hydrocarbon reserves that it con-

tained but “the corruption of the long, sad neoliberal night. . . . When 

managed well, our natural resources can be a blessing . . . they can 

construct the buen vivir of all peoples, and here is the proof!” He 

concluded with a rallying cry for the collective construction of a 

socialist future: “Extractivism does not condemn us to capitalism. . . . 

Everything depends on political power. And the Ecuadorian people 

know that with the Citizens’ Revolution the power is fi nally in their 

hands! . . . This is the new Amazon! . . . Hasta la victoria siempre!”5

Correa’s words expressed the utopian promise of the original ac-

cumulation of twenty-fi rst-century socialism, according to which a 

new mode of accumulation was destined to replace the violent estab-

lishment of capitalist social relations with the rational exploitation 

and collective appropriation of the natural resources of the Amazon. 

The fi rst Millennium City stood as a spectacular materialization of 

this promise and as proof of the post-neoliberal nation that the Citi-

zens’ Revolution was bringing into existence. As such, it seemed to 

continue the modern tradition of the city as the defi nitive spatial ex-

pression of the utopian dream, in which “whole cities are laid out in 

the mind.”6 This tradition has been celebrated by the utopian Marxist 

Ernst Bloch, who praised the “daytime wishful dreams” of “castles in 

the air.”7 But as Freud has pointed out, dreams are very peculiar 

things, whose interpretation must extend beyond the level of their 

symbolic wish fulfi llment to “elucidate the processes which underlie 

[their] strangeness and obscurity.”8 The same is true of cities. As Italo 

Calvino once noted, “Cities, like dreams, are made of desires 

and fears, even if the thread of their discourse is secret, their rules are 

absurd, their perspectives deceitful, and everything conceals some-

thing else.”9
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Like the interpretation of dreams, the exploration of utopian cit-

ies cannot therefore limit itself to the level of their “manifest con-

tent”—their overt ideological messages and administrative ambitions. 

Instead, it must also delve into their “latent content”—a deeper layer 

of desires, confl icts, and antagonisms that give rise to utopian fanta-

sies, and which such fantasies are structured to conceal.10 This chapter 

approaches the Millennium Cities in these terms. It begins at the level 

of their offi cial discourse before descending through the collapsing 

layers of a utopian dream, in which each apparently solid foundation 

is revealed as another fantasy.

Resources That Build Happiness

The 2010 Hydrocarbons Law stipulated that 12 percent of the 

royalties of every barrel of oil extracted from the Amazon would be 

reinvested in the region. In 2011 a public company called Ecuador 

Estratégico (Strategic Ecuador) was created to administer these funds. 

Between 2011 and 2014, Ecuador Estratégico invested over $850 mil-

lion in development projects, including schools, roads, houses, clin-

ics, water systems, telephone lines, and sewage treatment centers 

throughout the Amazon. These projects were promoted in leafl ets, 

magazines, videos, television advertisements, and information stands, 

and on billboards scattered along roadsides across the region. Every 

element of this publicity campaign featured a stylized image of an “e”-

shaped oil spigot spurting a rainbow-colored fl ower, together with the 

company slogans: “Resources that build happiness” and “Dreams are 

transformed into reality with the Citizens’ Revolution.”11

These images and slogans conveyed the phantasmagorical power 

of modern infrastructures on the peripheries of global capitalism, 

where they are the conduits not only of material fl ows, but also of “the 

aestheticized dreams of tomorrow’s utopia.”12 This dimension was fur-

ther evoked in a free magazine called Estratégico, which focused on a 
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different development sector in each of its monthly issues, treating its 

themes not only in terms of their material benefi ts, but also as the ful-

fi llment of utopian dreams. The fi rst issue led with the following edito-

rial message: “It might seem easy to enumerate the achievements of 

our enterprise—easy in terms of kilometers of road, of number of 

schools constructed, of functioning health centers, of housing projects, 

of water and sanitation systems, of computer centers, of electricity 

projects, etc. But what we are doing goes beyond this. It is invaluable, 

because [it] has changed lives, has created opportunities, and, above all 

else, has made it possible to realize an Ecuador that once was only 

a dream.”13 Each issue of Estratégico included a “Literary Pause,” in 

which the infrastructure of the month was romanticized in a poem. 

The fi rst issue featured a poem that represented roads as sentient be-

ings who protect those who travel on them: “And without us knowing 

they care for us / And in a way they have their own life.”14 Another is-

sue, on communications infrastructure, was titled “Connecting 

Dreams” and opened with a poem by Walt Whitman, which included 

the line “Never stop dreaming, because in a dream, man is free.”15

The utopian promise of these spatial phantasmagorias was entan-

gled with the fetish quality of the oil that sprang from the ground be-

neath them, which seemed to transform into money in midair before 

falling back to earth in the shape of the infrastructures themselves. In 

the pages of Estratégico, oil was personifi ed and endowed with agency 

in the form of a drilling rig with waving arms and a smiling face, 

which announced the latest infrastructure projects beneath the slogan 

“Oil constructs and connects.”16 Billboards declared that “oil improves 

your community” and “oil propels buen vivir.” And Correa repeatedly 

invoked the magical powers of oil in his inauguration of infrastruc-

tural projects throughout the Amazon, announcing, “Today, oil is a 

blessing for Amazonian communities: it is oil revenues that allow us to 

free these historically forgotten communities from poverty.”17
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In October 2010 Correa drew the fi rst barrel of oil from the Paña-

cocha fi eld, which was the fi rst extraction project to be undertaken by 

the new state company, Petroamazonas.18 This was a highly signifi cant 

moment in the construction of the new oil politics. The inauguration 

took place in the midst of the renegotiation of foreign oil contracts, 

and Pañacocha was located in a region of the Amazon that had previ-

ously been part of Block 15, the concession for which had been held 

by the American company Occidental before its expulsion in 2006 in 

the aftermath of the August Uprising of the ABP.19 The opening of the 

well therefore embodied the reassertion of sovereign control over the 

natural resources on which the legitimacy of the Citizens’ Revolution 

depended.

Dressed in the hard hat and blue denim of an Ecuadorian oil 

worker, Correa declared that the fi eld would provide $650 million of 

annual income for the Ecuadorian state, and he triumphantly an-

nounced: “We are not just inaugurating an oil fi eld. We are inaugu-

rating a new petroleum era!”20 He then presented the local 

communities of Pañacocha and Playas de Cuyabeno with an enor-

mous symbolic check for $21.2 million, which would be dedicated to 

their development.21 The check seemed to demonstrate his commit-

ment to the original accumulation of twenty-fi rst-century socialism. 

In his words, it confi rmed that “those who used to be in the last place, 

the most forgotten, are now in the fi rst place of the entire country, 

because this is the source of the natural resources that have main-

tained all Ecuadorians for so many years. Congratulations!”22 He 

shook hands with the leaders of the two communities, and the cere-

mony moved toward its conclusion, although we will have cause to 

return to it before the end of the chapter.

Soon after the ceremony, it was announced that the check would 

be invested in the transformation of Pañacocha and Playas de Cuy-

abeno into the fi rst two Millennium Cities.23 Ecuador Estratégico was 
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formed a year later, and the Millennium Cities became its most iconic 

project, in which all the infrastructures romanticized in the pages of 

Estratégico were assembled in a single place, replete with “basic ser-

vices, streetlights, sidewalks, curbs, green spaces, wireless telephones, 

computer centers, and even Millennium Schools.”24 In the Millen-

nium City, a multiplicity of infrastructural enchantments and petro-

leum fetishes were concentrated in the ultimate utopian form of the 

modern city itself.

A Star Fallen from the Sky

The inauguration of the fi rst Millennium City in 2013 coincided 

with the launch of a new National Development Plan. The plan out-

lined “the socialism of buen vivir,” in which the original accumulation 

of twenty-fi rst-century socialism would be combined with a radical 

transformation of everyday life:

The socialism of buen vivir questions the hegemonic accu-

mulation regime, which is to say, the neoliberal form of pro-

ducing, growing, and distributing, and proposes a transition 

to a society in which life itself is the supreme good. . . . This is 

the utopia that guides our path. . . . It is based on an emanci-

patory transformation of existing social relations, which aims 

to rebalance social rhythms, abolish the gendered division of 

labor, and reduce the pressures of work in favor of other di-

mensions of social existence: creative luxury, art, eroticism, 

democratic participation, festive celebration, care for people 

and nature, and participation in community activities.25

The Millennium Cities represented an ideal opportunity to imple-

ment this “emancipatory transformation” in the production of a new 

urban form. But the fi rst Millennium City of Playas de Cuyabeno 
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bore no resemblance to the radical vision of ludic collectivism con-

tained in the National Development Plan. Instead, it took the form of 

a conservative fantasy of twentieth-century American suburbia, magi-

cally transposed into an isolated corner of the Amazon. Neat rows of 

identical white houses were evenly spaced along straight streets and 

centered on the local police station and the community soccer pitch. 

There were green lawns and picnic tables, and a little red fi re hydrant 

stood on every corner. The state newspaper described Playas de Cuy-

abeno as “a modern indigenous community” comprising “71 houses, 

a Millennium School, a market, two laboratories (one for computing 

and the other for science), a health center, an administrative area, 

sports fi elds, and viewpoints.”26 Each house was valued at $60,000 

and equipped with water, electricity, sanitation, an electric cooker, 

pots, pans, a refrigerator, beds, modern furnishings, a telephone, and 

a computer with an internet connection.27

Despite its incongruity with the radical utopian vision of the Na-

tional Development Plan, the mainstream modernity of the Millen-

nium City resonated with Correa’s understanding of economic 

development. As we have seen, notwithstanding his occasional invo-

cations of socialism, Correa was a neostructuralist economist who be-

lieved that “economic policy should explicitly integrate . . . human 

and social capital.”28 From this perspective, as an earlier plan had 

made clear, the task of urban policy was to “guarantee equal access to 

infrastructure, public services, and knowledge. . . . Through this pro-

cess, urban centers can be integrated on an improved social basis into 

the processes of the globalization of capital.”29

During one of his fi rst visits to the Amazon as president of Ecuador, 

Correa had drawn attention to the stark contrast between the modern 

luxuries enjoyed by oil company managers in their heavily guarded 

compounds and the poverty and abandonment of the communities be-

yond their walls. As a local representative of Ecuador Estratégico recalls, 
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Correa insisted that “the communities must be equal [to the oil camps]. 

They must have electricity, running water, sports facilities. . . . The Mil-

lennium Cities emerged from this. If an oil engineer eats well, rests well, 

enjoys himself, has water, electricity, a soccer pitch, a nice place to hang 

out, then the population should have the same.”30

The Millennium Cities were therefore an embodiment not of the 

socialism of buen vivir, but of Correa’s own modernizing utopia. As 

such, they reproduced what James C. Scott has described as the “high 

modernist ideology” of twentieth-century urbanism, which “envi-

sioned a sweeping, rational engineering of all aspects of social life in 

order to improve the human condition.”31 This ideology was evident 

in Correa’s celebration of the Millennium Cities. In a televised address 

to the nation in 2014, for example, Correa emphasized the modernity 

that the fi rst two Millennium Cities had delivered to the indigenous 

communities in the region of the Pañacocha oil fi elds: “The ‘before 

and after’ is spectacular! From communities that lived by fi shing on 

the riverbanks in conditions of subsistence to tremendous upper-class 

communities [tremendas comunidades peluconsisimas]! Now we have 

communities with Millennium Schools, police stations, health cen-

ters, a house for every family, connectivity, telecommunications. . . . 

All thanks to the fact that their territories have a strategic oil project. 

Now oil is no longer a curse! [Now] these resources are a blessing!”32

As Holston argues in his analysis of the utopian city of Brasília, 

the staging of this “utopian difference” between “an imagined and 

desired future” and “the negation of existing conditions” is central to 

the aesthetic of the developmental state.33 But Correa’s modernizing 

commitment to the liberation of indigenous communities from the 

supposed backwardness of subsistence and tradition was challenged 

by critics who drew attention to the disciplinary regulations imposed 

in the Millennium Cities, where houses were allocated only to mar-

ried couples, dogs and chickens could not be kept, food crops could 
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not be grown, the exterior of the houses could not be modifi ed, and 

chicha—the local Kichwa drink—could not be brewed. From this 

perspective, the Millennium Cities constituted “a civilizing model for 

the Amazon” that had been designed as “concentration camps for in-

digenous and peasant populations stripped of their lands, with the 

aim of controlling and disciplining them.”34 This “accelerated moder-

nity,” it was argued, “equates the mode of life to be abandoned with 

poverty and marginalization, when in fact it implies greater auton-

omy, a better use of local resources, and alternative civilizational val-

ues appropriate to a jungle community.”35

Despite these criticisms, however, Correa’s “high modernist ideol-

ogy” would appear to have infused the dreams of the inhabitants of 

the Millennium Cities themselves. At the inauguration of the fi rst 

Millennium City of Playas de Cuyabeno, the state newspaper quoted 

one grateful woman as saying, “Now that I have a dignifi ed dwelling 

it feels as if I’m dreaming,”36 and another exclaimed: “I feel like I’m in 

one of those big hotels. This is my American dream!”37 Meanwhile, in 

the second Millennium City of Pañacocha, one elderly man said he 

was living in “paradise”;38 another recited a poem he had written, 

which depicted the city as “A star fallen from the sky / On the banks 

of the River Napo.”39

At the inauguration of Playas de Cuyabeno, Correa seized on this 

enthusiasm to launch a passionate defense of his vision of modernity 

as the collective construction of a utopian future:

Misery is not part of culture, it is a consequence of injustice 

. . . and it must be overcome as quickly as possible. . . . Fami-

lies without houses, without water, without sanitation, with-

out electricity, without technology, without adequate schools, 

without health centers. This is how our ancestral peoples 

live, and this is what certain confused people call “culture” or 



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n

C I T I E S  O F  B L A C K  G O L D

126

“tradition.” We have to break with . . . the belief that misery 

is normal, part of folklore, part of identity, part of culture, 

especially of our ancestral peoples. . . . We are constructing 

the nation of tomorrow, and we must not reject the future for 

the sake of those who want to return us to the past!40

But beneath the sound and fury something else was going on. Despite 

their bitterly opposed positions regarding the relative merits of West-

ern modernity and indigenous lifeworlds, Correa and his critics 

shared a common understanding of the Millennium Cities as a me-

ticulous developmental project devoted to radical modernization. 

And this is precisely what the Millennium Cities were not.

Surreal Existing Socialism

“To dare to live a dream is to live a fantasy of the impossible.” 

These words were emblazoned on the wall of the Millennium School 

in Playas de Cuyabeno, which included “classrooms and laboratories 

for information technology, languages, physics, chemistry, and natu-

ral sciences, as well as a library, sports grounds, and other infrastruc-

tures.”41 The words were supposed to encourage students to follow 

their dreams. But seen after weeks spent wandering the surreal streets 

of the Millennium Cities, they struck me as a satirical commentary on 

the cities themselves. We visited Playas de Cuyabeno in July 2015, less 

than two years after its inauguration. By this time the Millennium 

School was barely functioning. The internet connection had been 

lost, and the computer laboratories were untouched. The school had 

twelve teachers to cover eighteen positions, and classes were being 

taught by the secretary, the librarian, the security guard, and the care-

taker. The situation was the same in the second Millennium City of 

Pañacocha, which we visited in June 2015, less than eighteen months 

after its launch. In this case, the security guard was teaching fourth 
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grade, the operator of the school canoe was covering literature classes, 

and the librarian was teaching chemistry, despite having no knowl-

edge of the subject.

The other modern institutions of the Millennium Cities were in 

similar states of dysfunction and disrepair. The health clinic in Paña-

cocha was providing only fi rst aid, and anyone requiring further treat-

ment was forced to travel fi ve hours upriver to the city of Coca. In 

Playas de Cuyabeno the clinic had been closed indefi nitely. The doc-

tor had left two months previously and had not been replaced. The 

police stations had no cells for holding prisoners and no launches to 

transfer detainees elsewhere. Stripped of any substantive authority, 

the police were incapable of enforcing the draconian regulations of 

the Millennium Cities: people kept dogs and raised chickens, chicha 

was widely prepared and openly consumed, and haphazard structures 

were being erected in the spaces around the houses. The policemen 

languished in their empty offi ces or pedaled morosely around the 

Millennium Cities on bicycles mounted with little blue and red lights.

The wide streets and raised sidewalks of the Millennium Cities 

would seem to be designed for motor vehicles. But there were no cars. 

Indeed, there was no road access to either city, and the streets simply 

ran to the edge of town before stopping short at the verge of the jun-

gle. In both cities, the telephone and internet systems had failed, and 

irregularities in the electricity supply had destroyed cookers and re-

frigerators. The houses had been constructed with cheap plaster walls 

designed to resemble concrete, which were already starting to deterio-

rate. Playas de Cuyabeno had been built on an exposed riverbank that 

was rapidly washing away. Flood barriers had been installed but were 

already collapsing back into the churning water. In Pañacocha the 

park benches along the riverside had been built with their backs to the 

river. No one ever sat on those benches. And no one in either city had 

any idea what the ornamental fi re hydrants were supposed to be for.42
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At the launch of the second Millennium City of Pañacocha in Jan-

uary 2014, Correa had assured the inhabitants, “There will undoubt-

edly be an economic boom, because the whole world would love to live 

in a community like this!”43 But this boom had not been forthcoming. 

Jobs and agricultural projects had been promised but had not material-

ized. And although water and electricity were being provided free of 

charge, inhabitants had been informed that service charges would soon 

be introduced. Faced with a lack of monetary income, combined with 

the threat of charges that they could ill afford, many people had begun 

to abandon the cities and return to the jungle. One inhabitant of Paña-

cocha described the everyday experience of this perplexing reality: 

“They say the houses are pretty, so our situation has improved. But they 

aren’t worth anything to us, because we’re just sitting here. What are we 

supposed to do? There’s no work. [They told us] everything was going 

to improve; that we would all have work; that education, health, our 

lives were going to get better. But things have gotten worse and now we 

don’t know how we are going to pay [the bills]. People are asking, ‘What 

we are doing here?’ The houses are being abandoned.”44

By the time we arrived in Pañacocha, many of the houses stood 

empty, and the city was falling apart. A member of the local council 

explained: “The government came and completed the project and 

that was that. Now they’ve just left us here.”45 Vivid green slime 

stretched down the interior walls of the vacant government offi ces. 

Grass was growing through the streets, the market was deserted, the 

public toilets were broken, and the playing fi eld was a thick mass of 

vegetation crawling with venomous snakes. One of the two water 

pumps had broken fi ve months previously, and water was available for 

only three hours a day. The drainage system was frequently blocked, 

causing roads to fl ood and mosquitoes to breed in stagnant pools. The 

sewage system had also broken, and a stream of effl uent fi lled the road 

beside the Millennium School.
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The depth of dysfunction was even greater in Tereré, which had 

been constructed several miles upriver to house members of the co-
muna of Pañacocha whose land was located a long distance from the 

Millennium City and who had not wanted to move there. Tereré was a 

single overgrown street, one end jutting into the rainforest, and the 

other petering out near the riverbank before reaching a port that had 

been promised but never built. There were fi fteen houses, but only one 

was occupied. There was no electricity, and yet each house had been 

equipped with the refrigerator and computer that were standard issue 

for the Millennium City. There was no running water or sewage system 

either, and after heavy rain the shit would rise out of the toilet bowls.

Measured against the utopian discourse with which Correa had 

launched the Millennium Cities, their farcical reality confronted their 

inhabitants with “utopia as it were backward, or from the other side of 

the mirror, [an] incomprehensible area of radically other space.”46 A 

man who had abandoned Playas de Cuyabeno and returned to his 

land on the other side of the river observed: “All of this has made us 

feel that it is like a screen, and in the end [the government] has forgot-

ten about us. At fi rst it was beautiful but now it is falling apart.”47 This 

sentiment was shared by an inhabitant of Pañacocha: “They come and 

say ‘Wonderful! What lovely houses! How bonito.’ But all the same it 

is just an appearance and now the facade is being destroyed.”48

I shared their sense of disorientation. The Millennium Cities did 

not constitute a genuinely modernizing project in the positive sense 

evoked by Correa’s utopian vision, or in the pejorative sense deployed 

by their critics. Transubstantiated from oil revenues into mirages of 

modern urbanism springing miraculously into existence in the midst 

of the Amazon rain forest, they were cities without work, fi lled with 

roads without cars, schools without teachers, clinics without doctors, 

police stations without cells, computers without internet, and little 

red fi re hydrants with no discernible function whatsoever. As such, 
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they recalled the Potemkin villages of eighteenth-century Russia—

fake villages constructed to give the fl eeting impression of a fl ourish-

ing economy to passing dignitaries. And just as Prince Grigory 

Potemkin had created his “miniature utopia” on the banks of the 

Dnieper River to deceive Catherine the Great,49 so Ecuador Estraté-

gico had collaborated with Petroamazonas in the staging of the Mil-

lennium Cities on the banks of the Napo and the Aguarico, while 

ensuring that Correa’s experience of their modernity was meticulously 

controlled. Both Millennium Cities were inhabited before their offi -

cial inauguration, and many of their failings were apparent by the 

time of Correa’s arrival. At Playas de Cuyabeno, for example, residents 

had already complained about the absence of lighting on the dock 

and the unreliability of the internet in the school. On the morning of 

the inauguration, the lighting was installed, but it was removed again 

as soon as Correa had departed; the school internet began to work just 

before his arrival but collapsed again soon afterward.50

In January 2014 the inhabitants of Pañacocha arrived at its inau-

guration with placards detailing the extent of the problems in the 

Millennium City. But the placards were confi scated by security, and 

the demonstrators were prevented from communicating with Correa. 

Before the president’s arrival, Pañacocha swarmed with Petroamazo-

nas workers, and “even the bosses . . . came to clean and sort things 

out.”51 One inhabitant recalls Correa being led to a house in which the 

telephone connection had been prepared in advance: “The president 

arrives, makes a call, sees that the internet works, and there you have 

it! And afterward there was nothing. It all went.”52

Correa was suitably impressed by his experience, after which he 

gave an impassioned speech announcing: “We will continue to sow the 

Amazon with Millennium Communities! Just as Pañacocha has been 

transformed, just as Playas de Cuyabeno has been transformed, so we 

will radically transform the reality of our Amazon!”53 But storm clouds 
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were gathering, and the managers of Petroamazonas were concerned 

that heavy rains would delay the departure of the presidential helicop-

ter and reveal the drainage problems in the city. As soon as his speech 

was over, Correa was whisked away. The situation was summed up by 

one inhabitant: “They didn’t even let the poor guy walk the streets. 

The Petroamazonas people were stuck to him like glue to make sure he 

didn’t wander off anywhere. They had selected a specifi c house for him 

to visit, and that was it. They led him around like he was blind. . . . He 

went to the fi eld and gave his speech, and he thinks that everything has 

been sorted out and that everyone is happy.”54

Like the hero of Peter Weir’s The Truman Show, who is unaware that 

his small-town American existence is an elaborately staged fake, Correa 

strolled through these simulations of American suburbia, delighted by the 

modernity of his surroundings and apparently unaware that their success 

was being staged for his benefi t. But what had been the point of the Mil-

lennium Cities in the fi rst place? Why invest vast resources in the con-

struction of entire towns, and then just walk away and let them rot? One 

night, on the way from the port of Pañacocha to the house where we were 

staying, I paused for a moment in the middle of the city. The night was 

unusually clear and still. The smoke rising from the gas fl are of a distant oil 

fi eld was a shifting mass illuminated by hidden fl ames. A streetlight fl ick-

ered fi tfully. Toads croaked in the undergrowth of the abandoned soccer 

pitch. The road was still fl ooded from the afternoon rain. The sense of 

senselessness was overwhelming. Was the city a pure fetish? A hollow shell 

collapsing in on itself? A material residue of the Real of capital, whose 

spectral presence could be glimpsed in the glow thrown on that cloud?

Jungle Gasoline

The petroleum from the Pañacocha oil fi eld is piped under the 

Napo to the processing center in Edén. Swinging in his hammock, an 

inhabitant of Edén gazed across the river at the shimmering mirage of 
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the Millennium City. He could not understand why the comuna of 

Pañacocha had been chosen to receive it. After all, as he pointed out, 

Pañacocha had just one oil well nearby, whereas “Edén has one hun-

dred and fi fty. But since they started drilling they’ve never given us 

anything.”55 The president of the parish council of Cuyabeno simi-

larly noted that “for the other communities of the parish it’s unjust, 

because they’ve spent millions of dollars [on Playas de Cuyabeno] 

while the other communities have received nothing.”56 When I asked 

the inhabitants of Pañacocha why they had been chosen to receive a 

Millennium City, they seemed equally nonplussed. “We haven’t got a 

clue,” one old man replied.57 “I don’t know why they gave it to us,” 

another said with a shrug. “No other president has ever given me as 

much as a bottle of water.”58

One afternoon in the restaurant at the port of Pañacocha, we 

found ourselves sitting alongside a member of the local parish council 

who had stopped for lunch on his way upriver. I mentioned the fact 

that no one seemed to know why the Millennium City was there. His 

reply took us by surprise. “They wash their hands of it and say that 

the houses were a gift from God,” he said. “But that’s not the case. 

Those houses are the outcome of a long blockade on the Aguarico, 

where the communities of Playas and Pañacocha were united.”59 He 

listed the key fi gures in the struggle, and over the following days a 

hidden history began to emerge. We then traveled to Playas de Cuy-

abeno to continue our investigations. The president of the local co-
muna had played a central role in the struggle and granted us 

permission to review its archives. We borrowed his keys and let our-

selves into a gloomy offi ce with a broken air-conditioning unit chug-

ging pointlessly in the corner. Sifting through piles of moldy 

documents, we unearthed the secret origin of the Millennium Cities.

The history of Pañacocha and Playas de Cuyabeno is marked by 

successive waves of dispossession. The fi rst inhabitants arrived in the 
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region from downriver in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-

turies, fl eeing enslavement by Peruvian rubber barons. Others moved 

to the area to escape the 1941 war between Ecuador and Peru. Some 

were displaced by the armed confl ict in Colombia and others aban-

doned oil-polluted lands in other parts of the Amazon. Like many 

comunas in the region, Pañacocha and Playas de Cuyabeno were both 

formed in the 1970s to defend their territorial claims in the context 

of the encroachments of oil companies and mestizo colonizers. The 

Pañacocha oil fi eld was opened in 1972 by the American corporation 

Grace Oil and Minerals, which drilled exploratory wells throughout 

the territory.60 Inhabitants of the Millennium Cities recall being fasci-

nated by the oil. People painted their houses with it, and children 

would open the spigots and bathe in the crude. The company left the 

fi eld unexploited, but oil and formation waters continued to leak into 

the ecosystem, poisoning water sources for decades afterward.

In 1985 Occidental was granted the concession for Block 15, which 

at that time contained the Pañacocha fi eld (which was subsequently 

incorporated into Block 12). But Occidental did not exploit that fi eld 

either. Following the company’s expulsion from the country in 2006, 

Block 15 was opened to bidding once again. At this point the com-

munities of the region began to receive visits from the state oil com-

pany, Petroecuador—soon to be replaced by Petroamazonas—which 

was campaigning to acquire the concession.61 But this was not the 

only company seeking to garner their support. In 2005, at the height 

of the mobilizations of the ABP against transnational oil companies, 

an infl uential Kichwa leader named Rafael Alvarado created an indig-

enous oil company called Sacha Petrol—or “Jungle Gasoline” (Sacha 

means “jungle” in Kichwa). Unlike previous indigenous movements, 

which had opposed the exploitation of oil in their territories, Sacha 

Petrol proposed to take control of the natural resources of the Ama-

zon and put them to use for the benefi t of the indigenous population. 
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It incorporated six indigenous nationalities—the Kichwa, Cofán, 

Siona, Secoya, Shuar, and Zápara—and had the support of the princi-

pal Amazonian indigenous association—the CONFENIAE, as well 

as the Interprovincial Federation of Kichwa Communes and Com-

munities of the Ecuadorian Amazon (FICCKAE).62

In 2006, when Block 15 became available, Sacha Petrol launched a 

concerted campaign to acquire the concession, proposing a division 

of revenues for the exploitation of Block 15 in which the state would 

receive 56 percent, the partner company 21 percent, and Sacha Petrol 

23 percent. Alvarado and other representatives of the company began 

traveling the rivers of the northern Ecuadorian Amazon, offering 

bonds to the indigenous population with the promise of distributing 

dividends on future oil profi ts, while pledging to use the majority of 

their revenues to implement development programs throughout the 

region.63 At the same time, they encouraged the comunas to oppose 

the proposal of Petroecuador. In Alvarado’s words, Petroecuador 

“wanted everything for themselves, nothing for the indígenas. Just 

little gifts, but little gifts are worthless. Forty years of oil exploitation 

in Ecuador and the indígenas are poorer than ever.”64

As part of their campaign, Alvarado and his team visited the co-
munas of Playas de Cuyabeno and Pañacocha, and the nearby comuna 

of Pukapeña, to explore the possibility of reopening the Pañacocha oil 

fi eld. He recalls encouraging them to “join our indigenous company 

and participate in the oil wealth; otherwise, we all know that you will 

be poor for the rest of your lives.” All three comunas responded by re-

jecting the overtures of Petroecuador and endorsing Sacha Petrol’s 

proposal to collectively exploit the Pañacocha fi eld. In a letter sent to 

Correa in February 2007, immediately following his inauguration, 

the leaders of these comunas denounced the fact that “far from the 

paradise promised by the oil companies, the provinces of the northern 

Ecuadorian Amazon are the most deprived and excluded regions of 
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the country, and the territories that we inhabit have been irreparably 

damaged in social and environmental terms.” They hailed Correa’s 

electoral victory, announcing, “We can fi nally say that the nation is in 

the hands of Ecuadorians,” while reminding him that “the indios 
of the northern Amazon are also Ecuadorians.” The letter declared 

that the comunas “roundly oppose” the presence of Petroecuador in 

their territories and demanded that the government grant the conces-

sion of the Pañacocha fi eld to Sacha Petrol instead. It concluded with 

a single phrase in capital letters: “This is justice.”65

This message was reiterated two months later in a letter from 

members of the parish council of Cuyabeno to the president of 

Petroecuador, which warned him that they would not permit “any 

operations related to oil exploitation in the areas of Cuyabeno and 

Pañacocha on behalf of Petroecuador and its affi liates.”66 Over the fol-

lowing months Sacha Petrol rapidly gained support not only from the 

comunas surrounding the Pañacocha fi eld, but also from indigenous 

people throughout the Ecuadorian Amazon. At the annual meeting of 

the Parliament of the Indigenous Amazon, the CONFENIAE re-

solved to support Sacha Petrol’s plan for “the development and exploi-

tation of the Pañacocha oil field . . . in the territories of the 

communities of Playas de Cuyabeno, Pañacocha, and Pukapeña.”67 

As many as 18,000 indígenas submitted applications for a Sacha Petrol 

bond, and people would spend all night sleeping in the doorway of 

the FICCKAE offi ces in Coca to present their details.68

The growing strength of Sacha Petrol confronted the Citizens’ Revo-

lution with the contradiction between its “logic of fantasy” and its “logic 

of production.”69 In ideological terms, although Sacha Petrol was a 

profi t-oriented enterprise, its vision of the collective appropriation of the 

natural resources of the Amazon for the benefi t of its indigenous popula-

tion embodied the utopian promise of the original accumulation of 

twenty-fi rst-century socialism promoted by the Correa administration. 
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But in material terms, Sacha Petrol threatened the state control of the oil 

rents on which the Citizens’ Revolution depended. This threat contin-

ued to grow. On October 3, 2007, the dissident prefect of Orellana, 

Guadeloupe Llori, offi cially endorsed Sacha Petrol’s claim to Block 15.70 

On the same day, the three comunas and their respective parish councils 

issued a joint statement declaring that Sacha Petrol would become “the 

door through which the indigenous population of the Amazon will seize 

control of our own destiny.”71

The very next day, however, the government announced that the 

concession had been granted to Petroecuador, and that plans were 

under way for the state company to initiate operations in the Pañaco-

cha fi eld.72 A few weeks later Sacha Petrol also lost its most infl uential 

political supporter when Llori was imprisoned, following the military 

crackdown against the paro in Dayuma. Meanwhile, Petroecuador 

intensifi ed its campaign in the Pañacocha fi eld. The president of Pla-

yas de Cuyabeno at the time claims he was offered $20,000 to with-

draw from Sacha Petrol,73 and an indigenous leader from Pañacocha 

recalls that representatives of Petroecuador began visiting her “day 

and night,” pleading with her to abandon the indigenous oil com-

pany and promising development projects for the community.74

These activities were denounced by the presidents of Pañacocha, 

Pukapeña, and Playas de Cuyabeno in a letter sent to the minister of 

the Amazon in March 2008, in which they observed that Sacha Petrol 

had evidently “perturbed the mafi as . . . who consider themselves to 

be owners of our oil, and who believe that, as indios, we do not have 

the right to struggle for a better future for our children.” Adopting an 

increasingly confrontational discourse, they insisted that “the neces-

sary fi rst step in the transformation of our country is the recuperation 

of the sovereign development of the natural resources of our ancestral 

peoples, not the ceding of the small part that still remains to us.” This, 

they noted, had been “the central proposal of the electoral campaign 
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of our President Rafael Correa,” but it was now apparent that “the 

snobs [pelucones] continue to run the show.” The letter concluded by 

announcing their intention to extend membership of Sacha Petrol to 

all the indigenous nationalities of Ecuador, as well as mestizo peasants 

and “our Afro-Ecuadorian brothers,” united in “a struggle of the dis-

possessed and displaced . . . that will revolutionize Ecuador and Latin 

America.”75

Sacha Petrol was now articulating a truly radical version of “the 

original accumulation of twenty-first-century socialism” and was 

placing this politics in direct confrontation with the Citizens’ Revolu-

tion. These tensions exploded on September 3, 2008, when members 

of the comuna of Playas de Cuyabeno suddenly saw three barges ap-

proaching from downriver with a military escort, laden with machin-

ery for the exploitation of the Pañacocha fi eld. The oil company that 

they had banned from their territory was arriving uninvited, to ex-

tract the resources that they were determined to appropriate for them-

selves. One of the comuneros recalls the moment: “We saw the barges 

coming and we said, ‘No! Not a chance!’ . . . We immediately orga-

nized ourselves, grabbed our canoes, [and intercepted the barges.] 

The soldiers launched tear gas. . . . We were armed with spears and 

when we saw them fi ring at us we threw [our spears at them].”76 The 

comuneros succeeded in detaining the barges at the curve of the river 

where the Millennium City now stands. The next day two more 

barges arrived and were also detained. Meanwhile, the comuneros set 

up camp on a broad sandbar in the middle of the river, from which 

Playas de Cuyabeno (Beaches of Cuyabeno) takes its name. In the 

evenings they visited their lands to gather food before returning to the 

beach to maintain their vigil.

Military reinforcements arrived a few days later, and the barges 

began to advance upriver once again. By this time, however, members 

of the comuna of Pañacocha had arrived in support of the blockade. 
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According to their testimonies, the comuneros boarded the barges and 

engaged the soldiers in hand-to-hand combat. They seized control of 

one barge, while fi ve of them were detained by the military on an-

other. By nightfall the stolen barge had been returned in exchange for 

the detainees, and the standoff resumed. Over the next few days, sacks 

of rice and other supplies were sent in support from communities 

upriver, and representatives of other indigenous nationalities arrived 

to join the struggle, including the Shuar, the Siona, and the Cofán.

The blockade at Playas de Cuyabeno had now become the fi rst 

major paralización to have occurred in the Amazon since the military 

repression of the paro in Dayuma. On October 1, 2008, twenty-seven 

days after the initial confrontation, hundreds of heavily armed sol-

diers were fl own in by helicopter to the site of the blockade. The co-
muneros responded by arming themselves with the chemical pumps 

used to spray their crops, which they fi lled with hot chili sauce to 

spray in the eyes of the soldiers. When battle commenced, however, 

the soldiers began fi ring live rounds, while tear gas canisters were 

launched from helicopters circling overhead, in a repetition of the 

tactics deployed during the crackdown in Dayuma. The man who 

had seized control of the barge during the previous confrontation re-

calls that this time, “We fl ed in fear. They were fi ring at our canoes 

from a great distance.”77 Footage shot from one of the military 

helicopters shows six canoes speeding away from three barges fi lled 

with soldiers and advancing ponderously upriver with a cargo of 

trucks, portacabins, gas tanks, and machinery, accompanied by a 

boatload of soldiers moving stealthily through the undergrowth along 

the riverbank. One of the inhabitants of Playas de Cuyabeno received 

a bullet wound that left him partially blind. According to one of the 

leaders of the paro, an elderly woman who inhaled tear gas during the 

confrontation died as a result of respiratory problems a few weeks 

later.78
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The blockade was soon broken, and the barges continued upriver. 

The comuneros reassembled their forces, however, and gave chase. By 

the time they caught up with their adversaries, the barges were already 

moored at the site of the fi rst oil well, and trees were being felled for 

the construction of the platform. The comuneros halted the operations 

and demanded dialogue. Two weeks later, an assembly was held in 

Playas de Cuyabeno, attended by government ministers under mili-

tary guard and by representatives of the indigenous peoples of the re-

gion armed with spears.79 This was the fi rst of a series of negotiations 

over the following months, which concluded with the leaders of Paña-

cocha and Playas de Cuyabeno agreeing to abandon their autono-

mous oil company and accept the exploitation of the Pañacocha oil 

fi eld by Petroamazonas. They did so in return for a comprehensive 

development project—which eventually took the form of the Millen-

nium Cities.

And so we return to the moment described at the start of this 

chapter, when Correa inaugurated the Pañacocha oil fi eld in October 

2010, announcing the beginning of “a new oil era” and presenting a 

huge symbolic check for $21.2 million to the leaders of Pañacocha and 

Playas de Cuyabeno. Like the inauguration of the Millennium Cities 

themselves, the event had been carefully staged by Petroamazonas. 

Following the presentation of the check, one of the leaders of the 

blockade was instructed to deliver a prepared speech. He recalls, “I 

had to say to the government, for one thing, ‘Thank you,’ and the 

other was to ask them for forgiveness.”80 After the speech, he was told 

to walk alongside Correa to the pumping house from which the fi rst 

barrel of “the new oil era” would be extracted. Standing in front of the 

gleaming machinery, they pushed the button together.

The paro at Playas de Cuyabeno exposed the contradiction at the 

heart of the Citizens’ Revolution, between a logic of fantasy based on 

a socialist form of original accumulation and a logic of production 
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based on hydrocarbon exploitation and its associated processes of ac-

cumulation by dispossession. As such, it constituted what Žižek 

would describe as a rare “moment of openness . . . when the very 

structuring principle of society is called into question. . . . The mo-

ment of crisis overcome by the act of founding ‘a new harmony.’”81 

The delivery of the check and the opening of the oil well, accompa-

nied by a public apology for the paro on the part of the comuneros and 

the declaration of a new oil era by the president of the republic, were 

the acts through which this “new harmony” was established. From 

this moment onward, the paro was erased from history. No mention 

was made of it by Correa during the inauguration of Pañacocha or 

Playas de Cuyabeno. No reference can be found to it in the countless 

offi cial declarations and newspaper reports concerning the Millen-

nium Cities. And their inhabitants would discuss the cities without 

referring to the violent struggles and utopian dreams through which 

they had been gained, and which now lay buried beneath them.

The parish councilor had fi nished his lunch, and his boat was 

ready. “People say that the Millennium City was a gift from the presi-

dent,” he said as he was leaving, “[but] all the advances of the pueblo 

have been achieved through struggle, nothing has arrived like just 

‘Here, this is for you.’ Everything has been obtained though violent 

confl ict [golpes de lucha].”82 He jumped aboard the motorboat and 

sped out across the river, cutting a wide arc beyond the sandbanks, 

away from the set on which a fantasy had been staged, and beneath 

which a violence had vanished.

The Dreams of a Dog

This chapter has interpreted the utopian city as a dream—fi rst by 

exploring the manifest content expressed in the revolutionary dis-

courses and modernizing infrastructures of the Millennium Cities, 

and then by deciphering the latent content concealed within them: the 
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struggle for the creation of an indigenous oil company and the violent 

repression of that prohibited desire. At this point, as Freud noted of 

his method of dream interpretation, “we are naturally impelled to re-

turn to the individual dream problems, in order to see whether the 

riddles and contradictions which seemed to elude us when we had 

only the manifest content to work upon may not now be satisfactorily 

solved.”83

At the level of their manifest content, the Millennium Cities ap-

peared as the materialization of the original accumulation of twenty-

first-century socialism, through which a new society would be 

founded on the appropriation of nature without the dispossession of 

the peasantry. Amazonian oil rents were magically transformed into a 

surreal pastiche of small-town USA, as the paradoxical fulfi llment of 

this promise of a socialist modernity. This vision proved remarkably 

successful in gaining acceptance for the expansion of the oil frontier 

from communities long committed to its rejection. The president of a 

community downriver from Playas de Cuyabeno told us its residents 

had always opposed the oil industry, but “having seen the benefi ts of 

an oil company exploiting your lands, a strong group [within the 

community] is now convinced that having a Millennium City would 

be the best thing in the world.”84 The Huaorani demanded a Millen-

nium City in exchange for the exploitation of the oil beneath the Ya-

suni National Park.85 And the Cofán, who had steadfastly resisted oil 

extraction for decades, also agreed to the opening of new wells on 

their land in return for a Millennium City.86 The Millennium Cities 

were even incorporated into the shamanic practices of the region. In 

2013 the death of a member of a Zápara community opposing oil ex-

ploitation was widely attributed to a shamanic curse that had been 

placed on him by other community members who were determined 

to sign an oil contract in the hope of receiving a Millennium City.87 

And the shaman of Playas de Cuyabeno reportedly promised to 
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provide another community with a Millennium City like his own, in 

return for their shaman’s lifting a curse on his community, which had 

been blamed for the deaths of several children.88

These tales further illustrate the apparently occult power of petro-

leum to transform social reality. The source of this magic lies not in 

the inherent properties of oil itself, but in its status as a bearer of 

ground rent. According to Marx, as we have seen, value is socially 

necessary labor time, and capital accumulation is based on the extrac-

tion of surplus value through the exploitation of living labor in com-

modity production. This implies that, despite constituting an 

immense store of use values for incorporation into the production 

process, nature is not productive of value.89 Nevertheless, the global 

scale of the accumulation process allows national states in resource-

rich regions of the world to participate in the accumulation process 

through the appropriation of ground rent, as a claim on a fraction of 

global surplus value, which they receive in exchange for granting cap-

ital access to the nonreproducible resources under their monopoly 

control.90 In such circumstances, nature appears to embody value, 

leading to what Marx described as the ascription of “magic powers to 

the soil.”91 As a bearer of ground rent, oil is infused with this seem-

ingly magical power.

During an oil boom like the one that was under way when Correa 

came to power, the governments of oil-rich states like Ecuador are 

transformed into “the visible embodiments of the invisible powers of 

oil money, powerful magicians who pull social reality . . . out of a 

hat.”92 But such magic has its limits. In contrast to the discourse of the 

original accumulation of twenty-fi rst-century socialism, the Citizens’ 

Revolution was based on a limited redistribution of hydrocarbon 

rents, as opposed to a radical transformation of capitalist social rela-

tions. This rent-based form of capital accumulation required the pro-

duction of nature as a stock of resources available for exploitation, 
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which necessitated the dispossession of the populations in whose ter-

ritories these resources were located, including the future inhabitants 

of the fi rst two Millennium Cities. Far from embodying a socialist 

form of original accumulation, the Millennium Cities were therefore 

monuments to the primitive accumulation of capital that the Citi-

zens’ Revolution was supposed to have transcended.

The crushing of the paro in Playas de Cuyabeno was only one 

moment in a broader process of dispossession. As already discussed, 

the 2010 Hydrocarbons Law dedicated 12 percent of royalties from 

each barrel of oil extracted from the Amazon to social expenditures in 

the region. These royalties, however, were not removed from corpo-

rate profi ts or from the budgets of more privileged regions but were 

taken from the pockets of Amazonian oil workers, who had been en-

titled to 15 percent of the royalties from local wells as one of the key 

concessions gained by the August Uprising of 2005. This 15 percent 

had been reduced to 3 percent by the new Hydrocarbons Law, and the 

remaining 12 percent was designated for expenditure by the local gov-

ernments of the region. In 2011, however, these resources were redi-

rected to the central government through the creation of Ecuador 

Estratégico. Enrique Morales, a leading fi gure in the ABP, described 

this maneuver:

All that money that, according to Correa, was supposed to be 

destined for the decentralized governments and for commu-

nity development—the [central] government cheated us out 

of it. They lied to us, and that money went instead to a com-

pany created by the government itself, called Ecuador Estra-

tégico, which very strategically robbed us of all our money! 

With those resources Ecuador Estratégico created Millen-

nium Schools, Millennium Cities. They distributed the funds 

all over the country and they never provided any account of 
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their activities. . . . All that money disappeared. It vanished. 

And that led to a further debilitation of the ABP.93

The objective of Ecuador Estratégico, however, was not only to ap-

propriate the resources gained through the struggles of the ABP, but 

also to invest those resources in infrastructural projects that would 

preempt a resurgence of resistance provoked by the dispossession im-

plicit in the expansion of the oil frontier. An executive manager of 

Ecuador Estratégico explained, “We have to break the historical rela-

tion of begging, blackmailing, blockading.”94 Within this logic, the 

function of the Millennium Cities was to create “a simple vision of 

what could be done with strategic resources . . . to make people desire 

to live near a strategic project. That is our vision of the future.”95

Beneath the slogans of “resources building happiness” and “con-

verting dreams into reality,” Ecuador Estratégico was therefore dedi-

cated to the co-optation of the subaltern social forces that might 

otherwise threaten the state’s capacity to appropriate the rents on 

which the Correa regime depended. Sacha Petrol, by contrast, had 

developed an increasingly radical vision for the collective appropria-

tion and egalitarian distribution of social wealth, which seemed to 

genuinely embody the original accumulation of twenty-fi rst-century 

socialism. As one indigenous leader recalls, Sacha Petrol “had a very 

social vision. The capital would help our people with health care, edu-

cation, culture. It was not just about the ambition to make money.”96 

This utopian vision, however, was inconsistent with the accumulative 

logic of the Citizens’ Revolution, which responded by repressing it 

and displacing its emancipatory dimension into the distorted form of 

the Millennium Cities.

Once its latent content has been taken into account, the Millen-

nium City is thus revealed not as the fulfillment of the manifest 

wishes of the post-neoliberal state, but as what Freud would call “the 
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(disguised) fulfi lment of a (suppressed, repressed) wish”97—the forbidden 

desire of its inhabitants for autonomous collective control of the re-

sources beneath their feet. This ambivalence was inscribed into the 

everyday lives of the inhabitants of this urban dream. One afternoon 

we visited Doña Rosa, one of the leaders of the blockade at Playas de 

Cuyabeno. She proudly recounted the history of Sacha Petrol, the 

paro, and the negotiations, before listing the multiple failings and ab-

surdities of the Millennium Cities and insisting that “things would 

have been much better” if Sacha Petrol had succeeded, “because it 

would have benefi ted not only my community but many more as 

well.” Then she paused, and in the brief silence I looked around the 

room. Her Millennium House was immaculate. The computer and 

refrigerator had been given pride of place, and she was sitting on the 

sofa, watching an American talk show on TV. The sound was turned 

down low, but in the quiet of the room I could hear snatches of a de-

bate about seances and Ouija boards. Outside, the Millennium City 

was bathed in sunshine. “I am content,” Doña Rosa said at last, “as 

you can see . . .”98

For Doña Rosa, the modernity of the Millennium City was both 

a source of material comfort and a symbol of political defeat. This was 

modernity as “the ‘shadow’ cast over bourgeois society by the failure 

of revolution, at once a compensatory substitute and the ineliminable 

trace of vanquished hopes.”99 And yet the object of these hopes turned 

out to have even less substance than the Millennium Cities them-

selves. After completing our research in Pañacocha and Playas de 

Cuyabeno, we went in search of Rafael Alvarado, the founder of 

Sacha Petrol, the indigenous oil company on which these hopes had 

once been pinned. In Coca we were directed to the offi ces of the 

FICCKAE, the Kichwa federation of which he had been president, 

and which had endorsed the company. Night had fallen by the time 

we arrived. The offi ces were in the corner of a dank internal courtyard 
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cluttered with burned-out hard drives, battered fi ling cabinets, and 

broken toilet bowls. Everything was in darkness except for one room, 

lit by a single bulb, where several Kichwa men were talking quietly. 

We asked for Rafael Alvarado. No one responded at fi rst. Then a man 

sitting behind a desk on the far side of the room shouted across at us: 

“We don’t want to hear about Rafael Alvarado! He has been expelled 

from the organization and we have cut all contacts with him!” Others 

muttered about “corruption,” and “luxury offi ces in Quito.” Accord-

ing to them, Alvarado had defrauded the FICCKAE by secretly tak-

ing out a loan against its property and failing to repay it. As a 

consequence of this, the organization was now on the verge of home-

lessness and bankruptcy.

The next day we headed to the comuna of San Pedro, on the out-

skirts of Coca, where we had been told that we might fi nd Alvarado. 

We drove through fl ooded slums, past the neon signs of brothels scat-

tered among the heavily guarded premises of foreign oil companies. 

San Pedro was just a handful of huts at the end of a rough road. Al-

varado, it turned out, had moved to Quito. We followed him there 

and managed to arrange a meeting. The offi ces in which he rented a 

desk were not so luxurious after all, and Alvarado was nowhere to be 

seen. While we waited in the foyer, one of his associates offered us the 

opportunity to join a pyramid scheme for a new medicine that cured 

cancer and most other illnesses and guaranteed a life expectancy of 

over one hundred years. He hastily excused himself when a young in-

digenous woman arrived, carrying her newborn child. She had learned 

about the scheme on the street outside and was eager to sign up.

Alvarado was over three hours late and abruptly announced that 

he had little time to talk. Dressed in a shiny gray suit, he ushered 

us into a dingy meeting room. Sacha Petrol would have rescued the 

Amazon from poverty, he explained. But Petroamazonas had “talked 

nonsense” that had “defamed” him, telling people that “‘Rafael Al-



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n

C I T I E S  O F  B L A C K  G O L D

147

varado is a liar, a criminal,” and convincing them to abandon his 

company and “continue on the path of poverty, which is exactly what 

they have done. But in my case God has given me the necessary 

strength.” His voice began to rise at this point, and he seemed to have 

forgotten his other, more pressing engagements: “Because I pray to 

the Father, to Jesus! To my Lord: ‘Give me strength!’ And I will be 

victorious. I have other alliances, allies with whom I will build a beau-

tiful business!” The unfortunate saga of Sacha Petrol had been con-

signed to the past, and Alvarado was eager to tell us about his new 

scheme, a cacao project, which already had 3,300 indigenous mem-

bers, and which would benefi t over 90,000 impoverished families in 

the Amazon: “Not for Rafael Alvarado, but for the people! This is the 

righteous path!”100

Back in Coca, we spoke to Valerio Grefa, an elderly Kichwa leader 

who had served as president of the FICCKAE on four occasions. Ac-

cording to him, Alvarado had fi nanced Sacha Petrol with the funds 

stolen from the FICCKAE, while masquerading as the cousin of 

Lucio Gutiérrez, the ex-president of Ecuador, in a far-fetched and 

fruitless attempt to gain ministerial support for his project. But the 

local indigenous population had proven more receptive to his scheme: 

“They handed over their details with absolute faith that it was a seri-

ous business. Of course, if I offer you a company [and tell you] that it 

is going to be our company, a company of the people, you will be en-

thusiastic. You will get in up to your nose, your eyes, until you are in 

over your head.”101

We also visited the president of Pukapeña, one of the three comu-
nas that, along with Pañacocha and Playas de Cuyabeno, had cam-

paigned on behalf of Sacha Petrol. Sitting in his house on a ridge 

above the Aguarico, the president described his excitement when 

Alvarado had fi rst told him about the project. “The idea was fantas-

tic!” he recalled. “I told him we would be delighted to be involved.” 
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The comuneros of Pukapeña joined the company as shareholders, but 

over time he began to sense that “it smelled like a con job.” He asked 

to see the company statutes and proof of Alvarado’s claims of ministe-

rial support. At this point, Alvarado allegedly “became aggressive and 

offensive” and refused to provide the information. Pukapeña then 

withdrew from the project. This was shortly before the blockade on 

the Aguarico, on the basis of which the other two comunas negotiated 

the Millennium Cities. Ultimately, he claimed, the presidents of these 

comunas had also realized that Sacha Petrol was a scam. He recalled 

meeting with the president of Playas de Cuyabeno, who told him: 

“You were right to abandon [the company]. There’s nothing there. It 

has all been false, a lie.”102

Valerio Grefa concurred with this assessment. Sacha Petrol, he 

concluded, had been “an immense dream without any basis whatso-

ever. People dream, and dreaming is all well and good. But these 

things must be based in reality, not in the dreams of a dog.”103 Such 

baseless dreams, however, cannot be quite so comprehensively dis-

missed. After all, as this chapter has demonstrated, they can result in 

the production of entire cities. The comunas of Pañacocha and Playas 

de Cuyabeno had been so profoundly deceived by Sacha Petrol that 

they had gone into battle against the Ecuadorian military to avenge 

the defeat of their nonexistent enterprise. Their commitment to this 

“dream of a dog” was powerful enough to force the Millennium Cities 

into material existence as an elaborate compensatory substitute for 

their vain and vanquished hopes. But these cities were themselves a 

lie, a sham, a superfi cial and duplicitous facade. One simulation of an 

emancipatory modernity had been exchanged for another, and the 

entire fantastical assemblage had functioned only to reproduce the 

social relations from which both utopias had promised an escape.

If there is a truly utopian moment within this miasma of illu-

sions, then it exists in the awakening that fl eetingly emerged between 
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these two fantasies—after the dream of the indigenous oil company 

had been dashed, and before the dream of the Millennium Cities had 

been negotiated. In Playas de Cuyabeno, one of the leaders of the 

blockade showed us his mobile phone footage of the standoff on the 

sandbank. Instead of the tense scenes of militant mobilization that we 

had expected to see, the fl ickering screen showed glimpses of people 

laughing, drinking chicha, playing soccer on the beach, and frolicking 

in the sand. The barges were moored against the riverbank beneath 

the setting sun. No one worked during this period, and it is remem-

bered as a time of joy and unity as well as struggle. In these frag-

mented images, perhaps, we can discern the outline of an insurgent 

utopia embodying the subaltern desire for freedom from toil, the sol-

idarity of a pitched battle against impossible odds, and the collective 

decision to act when confronted with no other choice. It is in such 

rare moments of radical awakening, when our illusions have been 

shattered, and before we can be seduced by another fantasy, that an 

insurgent utopia has the potential to emerge. As Mladen Dolar has 

noted of the moment between the dreams of sleep and those of wak-

ing life: “There is this encounter in the gap between two fantasies. . . . 

It embodies the break between two worlds. And in that break, some-

thing comes up for a moment that doesn’t belong to either. . . . How 

to make it endure? How to hold on to something utterly vanishing? 

[What is required is] a persistent attempt to show fi delity to what 

emerges between two dreams.”104
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The Mirage Laboratory

I must dream on in order not to perish; just as the 
sleep-walker must dream on in order not to tumble down.

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science

An enormous abstract condor of concrete, glass, and steel soared 

above the humble dwellings on a highway leaving Quito. This was 

the headquarters of UNASUR, the pioneering institution of post-

neoliberal regionalism. Constructed by the Citizens’ Revolution at a 

cost of over $50 million, the building symbolized the liberation of 

South America from the eagle of U.S. empire. In July 2015 the head-

quarters hosted an international conference on sustainable develop-

ment organized by the Correa administration. One of the keynote 

speakers was René Ramírez Gallegos, a young economist who was 

among the most radical and creative intellectuals of the Citizens’ Rev-

olution. Correa had run for offi ce in 2006 promising to transcend the 

“irresponsible and pitiless exploitation of nature” characteristic of 

neoliberalism,1 and the new constitution of 2008 had become the fi rst 

in the world to enshrine the rights of nature. As the head of the newly 

created National Secretariat of Planning and Development (SENP-

LADES), Ramírez had sought to operationalize this agenda under the 

rubric of “biosocialism,” which aimed to replace Ecuador’s depen-

dence on the “fi nite resources” of Amazonian oil reserves with a sus-
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tainable development model based on the collective ownership of the 

“infi nite resources” of knowledge and biodiversity.2

Among the myriad utopian visions of the Citizens’ Revolution, 

biosocialism stood out as the most complete utopia in the classical 

sense of the term, understood as “the detailed schematization of an 

alternative society—the ready-made representation of a no place that 

is generated as if directly willed from the brain of the author.”3 It was 

also the most uncompromising in its formulation of an explicitly an-

ticapitalist project. According to Ramírez, biosocialism was based on 

a combination of “innovative concrete proposals” and “great ethical, 

theoretical, and utopian orientations,” and it sought not to “take bet-

ter advantage of capitalism but to transform it. This is the great his-

torical challenge that must be confronted by the intellectual and 

political left. . . . To change the structural roots of the problem, the 

capitalist mode of accumulation and distribution.”4

This radical vision had been materialized in the form of Ikiam, 

the Regional University of the Amazon, which was inaugurated in 

October 2014. At Ikiam—which means “jungle” in the language of 

the Shuar indigenous nationality—an interdisciplinary team of inter-

national scientists would research the biodiversity of the region, ex-

ploring the industrial and pharmaceutical applications of its fl ora and 

fauna, while training a future generation of Amazonian scientists to 

work in Ecuador’s nascent biotechnology industry. The main campus 

was located on the boundary of the 230,000-acre Colonso-Chalupas 

Biological Reserve, which Correa described as a “living laboratory for 

the study of biodiversity, which we believe will be the great resource of 

the twenty-fi rst century.”5

Ikiam was a focus of attention for CENEDET, the research insti-

tute that I was working for at the time, which was affi liated with 

SENPLADES. Ramírez had been instrumental in the establishment 

of CENEDET, having invited David Harvey to create the institute in 
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2013. I had been assigned to assess Ikiam on behalf of CENEDET, 

and my fi rst task was to attend the conference at the UNASUR head-

quarters, where I hoped to hear Ramírez speak. Before I came to Ec-

uador, my research had focused on the development projects of Jeffrey 

Sachs, the pioneer of the “shock therapy” reforms fi rst implemented 

in Bolivia in 1985 and subsequently repeated around the world.6 In 

the late 1990s, Sachs had advised Ecuador’s President Jamil Mahuad 

on the imposition of a brutal program of privatization and austerity. 

The outcome had been a profound economic crisis, which resulted in 

Mahuad’s removal from offi ce by an indigenous uprising. Sachs’s neo-

liberal shock therapy, it was fair to say, was the absolute antithesis of 

Ramírez’s biosocialist utopia.

A red carpet extended from the main entrance of the abstract con-

dor, in preparation for the arrival of the presidential motorcade. I en-

tered through a different door and passed into a dark and cavernous 

atrium. As I descended the sleek escalator toward the central chamber, 

a group of dignitaries was gathering for a photo shoot. There was 

René Ramírez, the very image of a utopian socialist, dressed in the 

muted black attire of a Parisian intellectual, with long black hair, 

bright red shoes, and thick-rimmed spectacles. A man in a business 

suit was reaching out to shake his hand. I stared in astonishment as 

the escalator drew me down toward them. There could be no doubt 

about it. The man shaking hands with René Ramírez was none other 

than Jeffrey Sachs!

As I stood marveling at this impossible scene, a collective intake 

of breath signaled the arrival of the president. Gliding down from the 

atrium, Correa glad-handed among the crowd before embracing 

Sachs like an old friend. Once again, as on so many occasions during 

my research on the Citizens’ Revolution, I experienced what Todorov 

would call “the contradiction between two worlds, that of the real and 

that of the fantastic.”7 From this moment onward, my research on 
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Ikiam was concerned less with my designated task of assessing the 

strengths and challenges of the project, than with my struggle to make 

sense of the senselessness of this initial experience. As Jameson has 

observed, “The basic story which the dialectic has to tell is that of the 

dialectical reversal, that paradoxical turning around of a phenomenon 

into its opposite.”8 This chapter tells the story of Ikiam as a metamor-

phosis of this kind, in which, through a labyrinthine entanglement of 

fantastical schemes and material dynamics, a utopian project was 

gradually transformed into a monstrous reproduction of the thing it 

was attempting to replace.

Visions of Biopolis

René Ramírez begins one of his essays with a cryptic epigraph 

adapted from the fi fty-fourth aphorism of Nietzsche’s The Gay Sci-
ence, in which Nietzsche describes the experience of having “suddenly 

awoke in the midst of [a] dream, but merely to the consciousness that 

I just dream, and that I must dream on in order not to perish; just as 

the sleep-walker must dream on in order not to tumble down.” From 

this image of a dream within a dream, Ramírez distills his epigraph: 

“To ‘continue to dream, aware that I am dreaming’ [Para ‘continuar 
soñando sabiendo que estoy soñando’].”9 The message can be read as an 

affi rmation of his commitment to utopian thought. As Correa wrote 

in the prologue to one of Ramírez’s many books: “[René Ramírez] is 

conscious of the necessity of boarding the train of history, of doing so 

while holding on to the hope of transformation without ceasing to 

closely examine reality . . . and of dreaming socially, with the objec-

tive of scrupulously realizing our vision of buen vivir.”10

Ramírez had been Correa’s student in the late 1990s, when Correa 

was teaching economics at the University of San Francisco in Quito. 

Correa had been impressed by Ramírez’s ability and conviction, and 

in 2005 he invited Ramírez to join his ministerial team, following his 
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appointment as minister of economy and fi nance in the Palacio ad-

ministration. At the time, however, Ramírez was in the Netherlands, 

studying for a master’s degree in development economics. He re-

turned to Ecuador a year later and joined the group of economists 

that was gathering at the home of Alberto Acosta to plot the Citizens’ 

Revolution.11 Following Correa’s election, Ramírez entered the gov-

ernment as one of a cohort of “young post-neoliberal experts” who 

now occupied the “commanding heights of the state apparatus.”12 In 

contrast to the neoliberal technocrats who had dominated previous 

administrations, Ramírez and his cohort were drawn from academia 

rather than fi nance, grounded in heterodox economics and postcolo-

nial theory instead of econometrics, and “committed to the construc-

tion of a utopian society.”13

In 2008 Ramírez was appointed secretary of SENPLADES and 

tasked with the implementation of a development strategy consistent 

with the new constitution, which stated that “nature, or Pachamama, 
. . . has the right to integral respect for its existence, and for the main-

tenance and regeneration of its life cycles, structures, functions, and 

processes.”14 It was in this context that Ramírez set out his vision for 

biosocialism as “the materialization and radicalization of . . . the Citi-

zens’ Revolution.”15 Biosocialism would replace the anthropocentrism 

of Western modernity with “biocentrism.”16 In contrast to the instru-

mentalization of nature characteristic of “the productivism that has 

dominated capitalism,” biosocialism would privilege “the intrinsic 

value of nature” and “the ethico-moral value of life itself.”17

Ramírez’s appointment as secretary of SENPLADES confronted 

him with the immediate necessity of translating his ambitious vision 

into concrete policy proposals. After all, as he noted, while the consti-

tution may have established the “principles, objectives, and goals” of 

biosocialism, it had little to say on “the factors of accumulation for 

the construction of a different type of economy.”18 He was clear that 
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“the new social pact that has been signed by Ecuadorian society can-

not coexist with an economic strategy of primary resource exporta-

tion. . . . Ecuador must overcome its role as a provider of primary 

goods that degrade nature.”19 But he was equally aware that this in-

junction posed the urgent question of how to construct a new eco-

nomic model, given that “if an economy that seeks to be anti- (or 

even post-) capitalist does not improve the material conditions . . . of 

the population’s social life and does not allow for overcoming poverty, 

not only is it politically unviable, but it is also ethically undesirable, 

no matter what ‘non-capitalist accumulation’ it presupposes.”20

Ramírez responded to this formidable challenge by proposing “a 

new bio-strategy of accumulation” based on a transition from the “fi -

nite resources” of oil and other primary commodities to the “infi nite 

resources” of “bioknowledge,” understood as the application of scien-

tifi c knowledge to the immeasurable biodiversity of the Ecuadorian 

Amazon in the production of collectively owned public goods.21 This 

project was complicated by the dearth of research facilities in the 

country, which Ramírez attributed to the decadence and compla-

cency of a society immersed in oil wealth: “We have been exploiting 

petroleum for 40 years, and we do not have even one center for scien-

tifi c research. . . . This is the stupidity of abundance.”22 The Citizens’ 

Revolution, however, would “sow the oil and harvest a productive 

matrix for the knowledge society” by using the revenues of the oil 

boom to construct the missing research centers.23 In Ramírez’s words: 

“It is no longer enough to expound theoretical sophisms. [We] must 

construct paradises of bioknowledge open to buen vivir.”24

In 2011 Ramírez was tasked with overseeing this process as secre-

tary of another newly created department, the National Secretariat of 

Science, Technology, and Higher Education (SENESCYT). The fl ag-

ship projects of biosocialism were unveiled the following year, when 

SENESCYT created Yachay, a knowledge city in the highlands 
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devoted to the development of technological industries, and Ikiam, 

the Regional University of the Amazon, which was “dedicated to the 

generation of bioknowledge” and located next to the newly created 

Colonso-Chalupas Biological Reserve.25 In recognition of the princi-

ple of biocentrism, the architectural competition for the design of 

Ikiam was titled “Wild Architecture.” The winners of the fi rst round 

included laboratories constructed in the shape of leaves and “bridges 

that change direction organically, evoking the structures of trees.”26 

The selected design was equally experimental, based on the vernacular 

architecture of the Huaorani and conceived as “a hybrid that reinter-

prets . . . the millennial knowledge of this incredible culture.”27

Ikiam and Yachay constituted the initial phase of Ramírez’s vision 

for the construction of “Biopolis . . . a society whose greatest wealth 

lies in life and whose capacity to reproduce itself comes from intan-

gible knowledge.”28 In setting out this strategy, Ramírez was aware of 

parallels with the neoliberal knowledge economy, which was likewise 

premised on the fusion of academia and industry in the production of 

biotechnological innovations and other “immaterial” goods. Since the 

1980s, university research in Europe and the United States had been 

increasingly incorporated into processes of capital accumulation 

through the development of a “triple-helix” of integrated relations 

among academia, industry, and government. The biotechnology sec-

tor had been a central driver of this process, through which capital 

asserted increasing infl uence over academic research agendas, and de-

partments were fi nanced and judged in terms of the quantity of capi-

tal accessed and the number of patents acquired.29

As Ramírez himself acknowledged, “Bioknowledge . . . is the 

mainstream of capitalism at the present time,” and “in the advanced 

capitalist countries, innovation goes hand in hand with the accumula-

tion requirements of the great transnational companies. Universities 

and scientists become embroiled in this dynamic and . . . world com-
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merce ends up dictating what must be researched and produced.”30 

He was confi dent, however, that Ecuador could “break with the trag-

edy of the anti-commons” and construct “another type of bioknowl-

edge, that we might call ‘bioknowledge for buen vivir,’” based on the 

principle that “knowledge is naturally a public good . . . an infi nite 

resource that can be freely and easily distributed” if separated from 

the privatizing and profi t-oriented logic of capitalism.31 According to 

Ramírez, this project had the potential to achieve the ultimate dialec-

tical inversion envisioned by Marx: “In this new framework, the ben-

efi ts of science are accumulated not privately, but rather socially and 

publicly. This could perhaps confi rm Marx’s thesis that scientifi c and 

technological development, even as they permit capital to reproduce 

itself more effectively, might also exacerbate the social contradictions 

that drive capitalism toward its own abolition.”32

Ramírez was adamant that biosocialism would not only transcend 

the neoliberal knowledge economy but also overcome “the colonial 

perspective” of “the dominant concept of development.”33 The con-

cept of a “living laboratory” through which Ikiam was promoted by 

the Correa administration echoed the colonial vision of “the Amazon 

as an enormous, unsullied laboratory for the scientifi c . . . classifi ca-

tion of nature,”34 which had inspired numerous expeditions based on 

the conviction that “if forest and river could produce poison for ar-

rows, latex that bounced, fi sh with electricity, intoxicants, and insec-

ticides, and if they enabled the Indians to lead lives of indolence, the 

area plainly had more to reveal than could be seen upon its surface.”35 

Despite these colonial resonances, however, Ramírez insisted that 

Ikiam was crucial to the decolonization of the Ecuadorian economy:

If we continue in a productive matrix based on primary ex-

ports and technological imports, it will be impossible to con-

struct a different social order. . . . Ikiam is fundamental in this 
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regard. . . . The new era will be based on information related to 

life-forms and biodiversity, and if we don’t have the knowledge 

required to contest the commodifi cation of life-forms, then we 

will not be part of this new era. That is why we must fi nd out 

what exists in the living laboratory of the Amazon. Everyone 

loves to tell us how biodiverse we are. . . . They come from the 

universities of the North to steal the biodiversity of the South. 

They commit biopiracy, generate products, and then sell them 

back to us. . . . We must overcome this neo-dependency, which 

not only occurs in the case of industrial products but is also a 

cognitive and technological dependency.36

The Paradise of Bioknowledge

In December 2012 fi fty-six international academics from the nat-

ural and social sciences were invited to a four-day workshop in the 

Amazonian town of Misahualli, on the banks of the upper Napo, near 

the site of Ikiam. The event had been organized by the Ecuadorian 

government to discuss “the academic proposal for the establishment 

of the University of Ikiam, its guiding principles, management poli-

cies, research strategies, [and] interaction with Ecuador’s National 

Development Strategy.”37 The opening address was delivered by Guil-

laume Long, the minister of knowledge and human talent, and a close 

ally of René Ramírez in the Correa administration. Long announced 

that Ikiam had “political will [and] a lot of capital” behind it, includ-

ing “the support of the president” and “$207 million for each of the 

next four years.” Plans were moving forward very quickly, he ex-

plained, with the objective of launching the university and delivering 

the fi rst classes in under two years’ time, in October 2014. He con-

cluded by describing Ikiam as “a fantastic dream,” and he was fol-

lowed by a junior minister who spoke of “this dream . . . of knowledge 

as an infi nite source of wealth for our people.” The governor of the 
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province then delivered a speech in which he identifi ed Ikiam as “the 

icon of the Citizens’ Revolution” and implored all present to ensure 

that “the fi nal product is made of gold, so that Ikiam can really be-

come the university that we all dream of.”

The stage was set for Ramírez to outline his vision of biosocial-

ism. But instead it was announced that “René Ramírez sends his 

greetings and apologizes for not being able to be here.” In his place, 

the opening session was introduced by three representatives of the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), who delivered a paper 

titled “Presentation of the MIT Report: A Proposal for the Establish-

ment of the University of the Amazon in Ecuador.” The essence of 

the proposal was set out by the senior industrial liaison offi cer of the 

Offi ce of Corporate Relations:

We see some specifi c ways of involving industry right from 

the beginning: Invite key industry leaders to act as advisors to 

the rector and the leadership, and participate in the formula-

tion of the strategy for the university; involve companies in 

curriculum development and course work, inviting them per-

haps to co-develop class projects for students [and] invite 

companies to participate in the planning of university re-

search efforts in which the companies will be happy to col-

laborate both intellectually and importantly fi nancially. . . . 

Here is a quote from a recent World Bank policy research 

working paper: “Besides teaching and research, universities 

are increasingly expected to make a direct contribution to 

economic development and the wellbeing of society. This 

new role requires universities not only to produce but also to 

commercialize knowledge. That is, to use research results to 

create intellectual property and to create new processes in 

products tradable in the market.”



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n

T H E  M I R A G E  L A B O R AT O R Y

160

This was not a biosocialist strategy for the overthrow of neocolonial 

capitalism. On the contrary, it was a simulacrum of the MIT’s own 

model of corporate neoliberalism, in which every element of teaching 

and research would be subordinated to the interests of transnational 

capital, and the value of knowledge was to be measured strictly in 

terms of its commodifi cation. This fantastic inversion of Ramírez’s 

vision permeated the entire workshop. In contrast to the decolonial 

discourse of biosocialism, the whole event was conducted in English, 

and no members of local communities or representatives of indige-

nous nationalities were invited. Of the fi fty-six academics in atten-

dance, forty-seven were from universities of the Global North, and 

many were involved in corporate biotechnology. The MIT proposal 

met with general approval, and discourses of entrepreneurialism, 

commercialization, and public-private partnerships were reproduced 

ad infi nitum across the various panels and plenary sessions. Biosocial-

ism, by contrast, was not mentioned once, and post-neoliberalism 

was raised on only a single occasion, when a Venezuelan anthropolo-

gist pointed out, “There is something very important here, which is 

that these plans to make this type of university are based in the Citi-

zens’ Revolution, [which] proposes a post-neoliberal regime [that calls 

for] a more egalitarian and democratic concept of knowledge.” The 

response of the MIT’s senior industrial liaison offi cer was once of 

blank incomprehension: “I didn’t understand what you were referring 

to. Excuse me, could you please say it in some other way, or say it 

more clearly, please?”

Despite appearing to be diametrically opposed to biosocialism, 

the MIT proposal became the model on which Ikiam was con-

structed. Within a year of its launch in October 2014, the university 

had assembled a multidisciplinary team of international academics 

devoted to the cataloguing of the biodiversity of the Ecuadorian Ama-

zon, the isolation of potentially marketable active agents, and their 
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patenting and commercialization.38 In the words of one scientist, the 

overarching objective was “to exploit the megadiversity of the Ama-

zon. What we want, essentially, is to study a plant, learn how it is used 

in the [indigenous] community, test its active ingredient and isolate 

this type of drug in distinct cellular models.”39 The resulting products 

would be marketed by the Center for Entrepreneurship, which was 

devoted to “the commercialization of patents. Each time a researcher 

has found a new method of extracting a component, we [will] start 

the process of getting a patent. . . . We are looking toward the U.S. [to 

learn] how you can live from your patents as a university.”40

In fact, this strategy was not quite as distant from biosocialism as 

it seemed to be. From the outset, the explicitly anticapitalist discourse 

of biosocialism had been underpinned by an implicit commitment to 

neostructuralism, which was the unspoken ideological consensus that 

united Correa, Ramírez, and the entire team of economists who had 

formulated the manifesto of the Citizens’ Revolution. As we have 

seen, in contrast to the “spurious competitiveness” of Latin American 

neoliberalism, which was based on cheap labor and natural resource 

exploitation, neostructuralism advocated a state-led shift to “systemic 

competitiveness” based on technological innovations, productivity 

gains, and “an intelligent insertion into international markets.”41 Cen-

tral to this strategy was the promotion of “knowledge-intensive sec-

tors,” which would drive “the transformation of the productive 

matrix.”42

Eager to formulate a viable accumulation strategy, Ramírez had 

seized on this ready-made policy framework while repackaging the shift 

from spurious to systemic competitiveness in the more “biocentric” 

terminology of a transition “from fi nite to infi nite resources.” In practi-

cal policy terms, biosocialism therefore came to be formulated as a neo-

structuralist strategy for the “transformation of the productive matrix” 

from primary commodity production to “technology, innovation, and 
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knowledge,” premised on the principle that “science and education . . . 

contribute to competitiveness” and based on the development of 

“higher-performance crops, . . . the genetic modifi cation of organ-

isms,” and the deployment of “biological and genetic information [in 

the] diversifi cation of national exports, [including] bio-prospection, 

bio-production, and bio-commerce.”43

This transition from fi nite resources to infi nite resources did not 

entail a transcendence of capitalist social relations. On the contrary, it 

implied a leap from the formal to the real subsumption of nature to 

capital, “replacing a logic of extraction with one . . . in which indus-

trial and natural processes become integrated in the pursuit of in-

creased productivity and profitability.”44 This paradoxical 

transformation of biosocialism into a strategy for the intensifi ed sub-

ordination of nature to capital was consistent with a broader drift to 

the right within the Correa administration. Beneath his revolutionary 

rhetoric, Correa had consistently sought to maintain a balance in his 

cabinet between two core groups, which came to be known internally 

as the “Leftists” and the “Pragmatists.” The Leftists included the 

economists who had fi rst gathered around Acosta’s dining table to 

plot the Citizens’ Revolution, while the Pragmatists included fi gures 

who had served in previous neoliberal regimes and who maintained 

close connections with key capitalist interests.45 According to one of 

Ramírez’s advisers, it was Correa himself who was “the great mediator 

of these two tendencies within the government. Correa is the great 

strategist, the one who understands the economic complexity of be-

ing inserted into a global capitalism.”46 While Leftists like Ramírez 

and Guillaume Long operated the ideological machinery of the plan-

ning and education ministries, the Pragmatists controlled the key eco-

nomic ministries of trade and production. Over time, the Pragmatists 

had grown in strength and infl uence, whereas the Leftists were in-

creasingly reduced to providing ideological cover for this shift with 
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concepts like biosocialism. As Alberto Acosta—one of the original 

Leftists—refl ected in retrospect: “We debated ideology. They concen-

trated on power.”47

This drift to the right, and the relative weakness of Ramírez and 

his fellow Leftists in the cabinet, also helps explain the perplexing 

encounter among Ramírez, Correa, and Jeffrey Sachs with which this 

chapter began. In April 2014 Correa had embarked on a tour of some 

of the most prestigious universities in the United States, with the aim 

of generating collaborations between those schools and Ikiam and 

Yachay.48 In a speech delivered at Yale, the Ecuadorian president dis-

tanced himself from biosocialism by embracing a version of techno-

logical utopianism that explicitly rejected Marxist principles: “I fi rmly 

believe in the transformative power of science and technology. . . . I 

have always considered that any attempt to reduce . . . the advance of 

human societies to simplistic laws like dialectical materialism is con-

demned to failure. And I am convinced that scientifi c and techno-

logical advances can generate greater well-being and be greater engines 

of social change than class struggle.”49

The tour had been organized by the Ecuadorian ambassador to 

the United States, Nathalie Cely Suárez. Cely was a neoliberal econo-

mist who had studied under Sachs at Harvard and had served in the 

Mahuad administration that Sachs advised on its disastrous shock 

therapy program, before being appointed as one of the Pragmatists in 

Correa’s fi rst cabinet. Sachs, meanwhile, had shifted his focus to neo-

liberal environmentalism, and he was now heading the Sustainable 

Development Solutions Network (SDSN)—a United Nations initia-

tive based at the Earth Institute at Columbia University, which was 

directed by Sachs and fi nanced by a host of multinational corpora-

tions.50 As part of Correa’s tour of the United States, Cely had orga-

nized a meeting with Sachs, after which Correa had praised Sachs 

during his weekly television address, describing the Earth Institute as 
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“one of the most powerful institutes [in the world] in terms of envi-

ronmental questions” and insisting that it “could assist us academi-

cally, for example, in Ikiam. . . . Just imagine having an extension of 

the Earth Institute in Ikiam!”51

Soon after their meeting, Ikiam was incorporated into the “Ama-

zonian Hub” of the SDSN, and a new “Andean Hub” was created, 

which was headquartered in Yachay and launched at the conference at 

which I had witnessed the surreal encounter between Sachs and 

Ramírez.52 Like the Ikiam workshop three years previously, the con-

ference made no reference to biosocialism. Instead, it featured a pre-

sentation on corporate social responsibility by a representative of 

Coca-Cola and a speech by the director of the Center for Sustainable 

Global Enterprise, who invited the audience to see “poverty, ecosys-

tem degradation and climate change [as] new business opportuni-

ties.”53 Nathalie Cely, who had recently returned to the Correa cabinet 

as minister of production, employment, and competitiveness, pre-

sented an overtly neoliberal program of “incentives and regulations 

that . . . motivate effi cient entrepreneurial operations,” and the con-

ference concluded with Sachs’s pledging to contribute to Ecuador’s 

“transformation . . . toward a knowledge-based economy of infi nite 

resources.”54 Meanwhile, the visionary progenitor of biosocialism was 

reduced to a shadowy fi gure standing awkwardly at the edge of the 

conference hall. Unlike the other presentations, his speech was not 

posted on the government website, and when he reached across the 

red carpet to shake Sachs’s hand, the expression on Sachs’s face be-

trayed a telling fact: Jeffrey Sachs had no idea who René Ramírez was.

Build the Fucking Thing Now

From its origins as a radical biosocialist utopia, Ikiam had been 

rapidly transformed into a potential site for the real subsumption of 

nature to capital. The realization of this potential, however, would 
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require extensive planning and preparation. In 2012, just as plans were 

getting under way for the construction of Ikiam, Correa invited the 

eminent climate scientist Arturo Villavicencio to take up the presti-

gious position of rector of Ikiam’s sister project, Yachay, which was 

already under construction in the Andean highlands. Like Ikiam, 

Yachay had been conceived as a central component of biosocialism. 

But it had taken the equally antithetical form of a neoliberal knowl-

edge city, which offered foreign investors a “competitive environ-

ment,” based on “the best incentives in the region,” including “credit 

for investment . . . reduction of taxes for company investors” and “a 

customs destination with unique fi nancial, tax, and commerce alter-

natives,” such as a reduction in corporate income tax and tax exemp-

tions on the importation of capital goods and raw materials.55

Villavicencio declined Correa’s offer. His refusal, however, was 

not due to the neoliberal nature of Yachay, or its betrayal of the prin-

ciples of biosocialism, which he dismissed as “just an ideology that 

creates huge expectations.”56 Instead, it was due to what he perceived 

as the reckless haste with which the project was being implemented. 

Correa had been impressed by a visit to South Korea in 2010, and he 

told Villavicencio that he wanted Ikiam and Yachay to be modeled on 

the South Korean knowledge city. Villavicencio explained that this 

was an unrealistic objective, given that South Korea’s successful transi-

tion to a knowledge economy had been the outcome of a decades-

long process of industrial development and was driven by 

Korean-based multinational corporations, whereas Ecuador lacked 

the industry, capital, and personnel required for such a project. Ac-

cording to Villavicencio, however, Correa had angrily dismissed his 

argument, insisting on the necessity of “thinking big, leaping for-

ward. . . . I was surprised by the vehemence of his commitment to 

rapid change. . . . He didn’t understand that you can’t simply jump 

over these processes.”57
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Correa’s belief in the possibility of radical and immediate trans-

formation, and the pressure to demonstrate concrete results, had 

caused Yachay and Ikiam to be implemented in the absence of a 

clearly defi ned plan for the transition to infi nite resources. As Villavi-

cencio observed: “The government has the idea of abandoning nonre-

newables and leaping forward. But where to? And suddenly they have 

the idea of the great wealth of biodiversity, as the new goose that lays 

golden eggs. . . . Our scientists are [supposedly] going to investigate 

. . . the wealth of this biodiversity and discover some miraculous 

medicine that will permit an extraordinary leap forward. It seems 

naive to me.”58

Villavicencio was blacklisted by Correa following their dispute 

and went on to publish a critique of biosocialism in 2014, in which he 

noted that “there is still no offi cial document that coherently defi nes 

the objectives, strategies, and priorities in the fi elds of science and 

technology.”59 This was acknowledged by Carlos Ávila, the rector of 

Ikiam, when interviewed in 2015: “We are attempting to create an 

economy of science, technology, and innovation without having a 

solid basis in planning. . . . We are trying to solve structural problems 

without being clear what those problems are.”60 Ramírez, he said, had 

never met with him to discuss these matters, despite the fact that 

Ávila had been involved in Ikiam since its inception. Ávila and others 

described Ramírez as a reclusive intellectual, an insomniac who was 

constantly ensconced in his offi ce, and who inhabited an isolated 

realm of high theory while delegating the prosaic trivialities and petty 

corruptions of everyday policy implementation to an extensive team 

of technocrats and fi xers. In response to Correa’s insistence on emulat-

ing the South Korean knowledge economy, for example, Ramírez had 

dispatched his advisers to contract a South Korean consultancy for 

the spatial planning of Yachay and Ikiam. The $9.7 million contract 

was reportedly negotiated in some of the most exclusive brothels 
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of Quito and resulted in unworkable plans that were ultimately 

abandoned.61

This elusiveness may account for the absence of Ramírez from the 

workshop at which the team from MIT had set out their proposal for 

Ikiam. The participants in the event had initially celebrated the pio-

neering vision of a state-of-the-art biotechnology university in the 

heart of the Amazon rain forest. A specialist in Earth systems heralded 

the “remarkable” prospect of “a campus integrated with the forest en-

vironment . . . a living laboratory . . . located in one of the last fron-

tiers of the world.” A professor of biological sciences exclaimed that 

“this is the most biodiverse place on Earth and it is mind-blowing 

how many species can coexist!” And a professor of biotechnology de-

scribed the region as “a gold mine to discover . . . secondary metabo-

lites, gene discovery, you name it.”62

But over the course of the workshop these experts began to realize 

that there was no strategy for Ikiam beyond the generic neoliberal 

outline sketched by the team from MIT. Midway through the second 

day, a professor of Earth sciences intervened to raise an awkward 

question: “It is not very clear to me regarding what is expected of us. I 

feel like we can just throw ideas. . . . What is the purpose of us gath-

ered here around this table?” No answer was forthcoming, and as the 

event progressed, the same question was posed with increasing fre-

quency and frustration. On the morning of the third day, a professor 

of neuroscience interrupted a discussion on the structure of the uni-

versity to observe: “Two days ago there were three schools, yesterday 

we talked about engineering as a possibility, and now we are talking 

about three or four additional faculties. There is a lack of clarity.” A 

professor of urban planning similarly noted: “It seems to me that one 

needs to go back and ask oneself: What is this all about? What should 

our fundamental objectives be?” And a professor of physics exclaimed, 

“It is frustrating to think about exactly what we are trying to do here.”
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Eventually a professor of environmental science turned to the rec-

tor, Carlos Ávila, who was chairing the discussion, and posed the 

question directly: “What is the purpose of this university? I think that 

as experienced professors, we do not have an answer to this. . . . We 

need to learn to walk before we can run.” In the absence of meticu-

lous planning, as many of the participants repeatedly pointed out, 

Ikiam was in danger of becoming an “elite oasis in the jungle”—an 

enclave of privileged scientists, which would exclude the impover-

ished communities of the region while unleashing an avalanche of 

urbanization, deforestation, and other “cascading consequences in 

which there may be no visible intersection at all between the action 

and the consequence.” In the words of one participant, “One of the 

dilemmas, and almost a contradiction, is that we are taking this bub-

ble of excellency and we are inserting it in the Amazon, a very poor 

region.” Another warned that “we might be running the risk of a new 

form of colonization.” And a third noted, “The location of the uni-

versity is very special, but we cannot escape the reality of the region, 

the country, and the world,” before wearily concluding, “I do not 

know why we are here.”

By the morning of the fourth day, the relationship between orga-

nizers and participants was on the verge of breaking down completely. 

Ávila began by announcing that the theme of the day would be “the 

organization track for Ikiam.” A Stanford professor responded with 

withering brevity: “What does it mean?” Ávila replied with a barrage 

of rudimentary questions about the establishment of an academic in-

stitution: “Do we need a core of applied sciences? . . . Do you think 

Ikiam should have an academic year? . . . What would be the struc-

ture that you recommend for Ikiam? Do we need young professors? 

. . . How do the materials work? How do the human sciences work?” 

When he paused for breath, the director of the Center of Tropical 

Agriculture at a German university curtly informed him, “It is essen-
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tial that Ikiam get itself a strategy. . . . It is diffi cult for us to say what 

you should do because it is up to the university to decide a focus 

area.” By now it was evident to all in attendance that they had not 

been invited to the Amazon to fi ne-tune the fi nal stages of a world-

leading research institution, but rather to offer any clues they might 

have about how to build a university from scratch. As the event drew 

toward its conclusion, the assembled experts began to insist that the 

planned launch of the university in October 2014 would have to be 

postponed. A professor of Earth sciences from Imperial College Lon-

don remonstrated: “There are no universities, neither in Europe nor 

in the United States, that do things so quickly. So, very well, if you 

manage it, perfect. But we will see that there will be many problems 

along the road.”

The organizers of the workshop, however, responded that Ikiam 

had to be launched by the deadline of October 2014, regardless of the 

feasibility of doing so, because “those decisions are going to be taken 

from the point of view of politicians and statesmen.” That point of 

view, as one of the architects of Ikiam later explained in English, was 

that “there is no time! Build the fucking thing now!”63 The intense pres-

sure to complete Ikiam was driven partly by the need to demonstrate 

success ahead of the presidential elections of 2017. But it was also 

symptomatic of the peculiar temporality of “the time of oil”64—the 

sudden explosion and unpredictable longevity of the oil boom that 

had made Ikiam possible, and on which the transformation of the 

productive matrix depended. The deadline was imposed. The warn-

ings went unheeded. And all the worst predictions came to pass.

What You Do Is a Piece of Shit

Ikiam was launched, as stipulated, in October 2014. The contract 

with the South Korean consultancy for the design of the main campus 

had fallen through, and the Ecuadorian architectural fi rm that had 



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n

T H E  M I R A G E  L A B O R AT O R Y

170

been brought in to replace it had yet to complete its plans. The entire 

university was therefore temporarily housed in the administrative 

buildings, a set of prefabricated offi ce blocks that had not been in-

cluded in the architectural design. Far from the bioengineered ecoto-

pia envisioned by the architects, the makeshift campus was described 

by a member of a local indigenous community as “a chicken coop.”65 

Staff complained that its white surfaces attracted swarms of insects 

from the surrounding forests, and the smooth walkways were treach-

erous in the frequent rainstorms, which had resulted in several inju-

ries. Before the inauguration, a cellular structure had been stretched 

between the offi ce roofs, in a futile attempt to conceal the humility of 

the campus beneath a vague symbolic reference to biotechnology. A 

section of the structure collapsed during the event, destroying a con-

crete wall, the wreckage of which had been covered in a banner pro-

claiming, “Biodiversity Is Our Future.”66

The campus had been promoted by Correa as the fulfi llment of a 

key demand of the ABP Accords: the construction of a public univer-

sity accessible to the students of the region.67 But the MIT proposal 

conceived of Ikiam as an “elite university” capable of competing in 

the global biotechnology sector, and the university was accordingly 

demanding the very highest grades of its prospective students—grades 

that local students were unlikely to attain. As one of the Ikiam work-

shop participants had pointed out in response to the MIT proposal: 

“If you go to a school in [the Amazon], there may be a room called a 

laboratory, it may have a skeleton hanging in the corner, but it has no 

equipment, and there is no real science going on in that school. So 

there is a very big problem in producing students to enter [Ikiam].” In 

practice, only eight of the fi rst three hundred students to enroll in 

Ikiam were from the Amazon. Most students were members of 

wealthy white and mestizo families from the highlands and the coast, 

in contrast to the cleaning and maintenance staff, who were drawn 
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from the local Kichwa population. A planner at the municipal council 

explained that the inhabitants of the region had “mistakenly imagined 

that the university was for local people, but it wasn’t like that. It’s an 

elite university for privileged groups.”68 In the words of the headmas-

ter of a local college: “They treat us like strangers. It’s as if students 

from [the Amazon] are not Ecuadorians.”69

The exclusion of the local population extended beyond the cam-

pus to encompass the “living laboratory” of the Colonso-Chalupas 

Biological Reserve. Correa had created this immense reserve by execu-

tive decree following a visit to the construction site of Ikiam in 2013, 

when he scaled a nearby hilltop and declared the protection of all the 

forests around him with a regal wave of his hand.70 The Ministry of 

the Environment had imposed the decree by banning local communi-

ties from entering the reserve without permission, while simultane-

ously making it available “as an open fi eld of investigation” for the 

researchers of Ikiam.71 One member of a community on the boundary 

of the reserve observed: “They go to the jungle, do their research, but 

the community cannot [enter the reserve]. In my parents’ time the 

forest was free, it belonged to the community.”72

The Ikiam campus was initially planned for construction on the 

site of an abandoned airfi eld in the nearby city of Tena, which had 

been replaced by the new international airport that formed part of the 

Manta-Manaus transport corridor. When the architectural team fi rst 

visited the site, however, they were driven past the airfi eld and onto a 

newly constructed highway leading deep into the jungle, illuminated 

by a parade of streetlights with Ikiam fl ags and images of Correa fl ut-

tering from the lampposts. Correa, it transpired, had been captivated 

by the fantasy of Ikiam as “a capsule in the jungle” and had overrid-

den the original plans, insisting that the campus must be located in 

the middle of the rain forest.73 A member of the architectural team 

recalls their arrival at the site: “I was completely shocked. I was crying 
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at the end of it. I was, like, ‘Oh, my God, what did I get into? This 

completely goes against everything I believe in. Why did they choose 

this site?’ . . . It’s creating a new pole of development where we need it 

the least—more entropic urbanization of the Amazon, more defores-

tation, greater growth of the agricultural frontier.”74

In the absence of a territorial plan for Ikiam, the new highway 

rapidly became the site of a chaotic process of unregulated urbaniza-

tion. Luxury residences and ostentatious vacation homes had been 

hastily constructed for international scientists and the Quito elite, 

and they dwarfed the wooden shacks and concrete huts of preexisting 

communities that continued to subsist without water or sanitation. 

Displaced from the land along the highway, many local peasants had 

been forced farther into the jungle or onto the roadsides of other 

agrarian frontiers, clearing the land that they needed to survive and 

exacerbating broader processes of regional deforestation.

On the approach to Ikiam the highway curved across a bridge, 

and a fl eeting glimpse could be caught of a solitary street of cramped 

concrete houses implanted in the jungle a few hundred yards down-

river. The houses had been constructed at the same time as Ikiam. 

Within a year their roofs were leaking and mold was growing on the 

interior walls. They were inhabited by members of a Kichwa commu-

nity who had been located on the path of the highway. The construc-

tion company had given them fi fteen days’ notice before destroying 

their crops, their fruit trees, and their houses and had eventually re-

housed them here, after they had lived for over a year in makeshift 

shelters constructed from the remains of their demolished homes. 

One man said that the government had treated them “like dogs” and 

made the motion of kicking an unwanted animal out of the way.75

Biosocialism was committed to “overcoming the structural racism 

of the colonial state.”76 In Ikiam, however, just as the post-neoliberal 

dimension of biosocialism had been transformed into a reproduction 
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of the neoliberal norm, so this decolonial project had been twisted 

into a reproduction of the colonial practice of dispossessing indige-

nous communities and excluding them from a privileged space con-

structed on their territories and dominated by a foreign white elite. In 

the words of one of the architects: “My problem with Ikiam . . . is that 

the idea is all the way up here in terms of the concept”—she pointed 

toward the ceiling—“But the how, the making, the actual reifi cation 

of that concept is very poor.”77 One of her colleagues was more con-

cise. Imagining that René Ramírez was in the room, he turned to ad-

dress him: “What you say is fantastic, and what you do is a piece of 

shit! [¡Lo que digas es fantástico, y lo que hagas es una cagada!]”78

Pulling Our Hair from Our Heads

As Ikiam was inaugurated in October 2014, the time of oil struck 

for the Citizens’ Revolution. The long boom of the past decade had 

fi nally reached its peak a few months previously, and now the interna-

tional oil price began to slide. At fi rst it could be dismissed as a blip, 

then interpreted as a minor adjustment, but by the end of the year the 

price was in freefall, and in 2015 it collapsed completely, plunging 

from $112 a barrel in June 2014 to just $27 a barrel in January 2016.79

When we arrived at Ikiam in November 2015, the effect of the oil 

crash was already starkly evident. The university budget had been re-

peatedly cut over the course of the year, from a commitment to invest 

$207 million at the start of 2015 to an estimated expenditure of only 

$16 million by the end.80 All infrastructural developments had been 

suspended, just as the construction of the laboratories was getting un-

der way. Without such facilities, it was impossible to isolate active mol-

ecules or identify genetic codes, and the research team had been 

reduced to producing inventories of plant and animal species with po-

tentially marketable properties. Despite Correa’s increasing eagerness 
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to forge links with Ecuadorian capital, these inventories were unlikely 

to be developed by nationally based industries, for the simple reason 

that no such industries existed. As the CEO of a small tech start-up 

explained, there was still no national plan for the biotechnology sector 

and “no commercial structure to exploit the biodiversity,” and Ecua-

dor’s oligopolistic bourgeoisie was more concerned with “drowning” 

potential competition than with investing in national development.81 

Indeed, as the rector of Ikiam ruefully observed, although Ecuador 

aspired to be a world leader in the highly competitive biotechnology 

sector, the reality was that “we don’t even have the capacity to produce 

our own toilet paper.”82 He pointed gloomily down an overgrown path 

that led to the site of the abandoned laboratories. We followed it and 

found that the initial structures had already been engulfed in suffocat-

ing foliage. Vines unfurled across the mossy fl oors, and the doorposts 

protruded like the rotting hull of an abandoned ship.

In the absence of laboratories in which to research and develop 

their discoveries, and without a national biotechnology sector to 

bring these products to market, Ikiam would be obliged to export the 

genetic wealth of the Amazon for development by foreign research 

institutes and corporations. In the words of one member of the re-

search team: “If we don’t invest properly, if we cannot advance beyond 

producing an inventory, . . . then that inventory will go [abroad], be-

cause it’s a very competitive area.”83 An economist working on the 

transformation of the productive matrix made a similar point: “You 

need an industrial base in your country that can use all this knowl-

edge that you are generating . . . otherwise it will just fl y to other 

countries. In the end you are just making cheaper research for other 

people elsewhere, who are going to exploit all these results.”84

The oil crisis was thus adding a further twist to the transforma-

tion of biosocialism into its opposite. As we have seen, biosocialism 

had initially mutated into a strategy for the real subsumption of na-
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ture to capital through the patenting of genetic sequences and the 

development of biotechnological commodities. But it was now threat-

ening to merely reproduce the formal subsumption of nature on 

which Ecuadorian capital accumulation had traditionally been based, 

by extracting primary resources in the form of fl ora and fauna samples 

and exporting them for their incorporation into processes of real sub-

sumption under way elsewhere. Furthermore, this process of formal 

subsumption was premised on the appropriation of indigenous 

knowledge. As one scientist candidly explained, in the absence of 

laboratories, Ikiam was entirely dependent on the knowledge of in-

digenous shamans and herbalists, and the anthropologists and ethno-

botanists on the research team had already constructed “an extensive 

database, because they’ve developed contacts with the communities, 

they’ve inventoried certain species, . . . and [now] they need to pursue 

international collaborations for their development.”85

Early one morning we visited the leaders of the Kichwa commu-

nity of Atacapi, which was located across the river from the university 

campus. By the time we arrived, the social scientists of Ikiam had al-

ready assembled the women of the community in the local volleyball 

court and were encouraging them to collaborate on a project on their 

family chakras (agricultural plots); Ikiam was offering nutritional ad-

vice in return for information about their plants and “ancestral knowl-

edge.” When I asked the president of the community about the 

project, he laughed and spat on the dirt fl oor:

We’re too smart to let them make us dance in our own 

chakras! . . . I’ve participated in [the university’s] investiga-

tions and I’ve noticed that all their research concerns the 

natural, biological aspects of our plants. They are compiling 

information on the ways in which our elderly people use me-

dicinal plants. Their research is not going to benefi t us. They 
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are obliging us to get all the information from our grandpar-

ents on the medicinal uses of all the plants that exist. They are 

going to process it at the scientifi c level, and our knowledge 

that has been generated for generations is going to be useless 

to us. How are we going to benefi t from it? . . . It’s like they 

are pulling our hair from our heads one hair at a time, and 

one day we will end up bald, and will have nothing left to 

comb!86

In a speech promoting Ikiam in 2014, Correa had condemned the 

practice of biopiracy, referring to the case of an analgesic extracted 

from a species of frog endemic to the Ecuadorian Amazon, the utility 

of which “was discovered thanks only to the collective ancestral 

knowledge of our pueblos, but was extracted by foreign scientists and 

exploited by international pharmaceutical corporations without any 

benefi t for our country.”87 But Ikiam itself was now in danger of re-

producing the very same practice. This danger had been repeatedly 

identifi ed by the participants at the initial planning workshop back in 

2012. One had explicitly warned of “the possibility of biopiracy by 

international researchers coming to the place.” Another had empha-

sized that “patents, bio-commerce, biotechnology, products of inno-

vation, have to be realized and executed with legal agreements, clear, 

concrete, and concise from the beginning.” And a third had suggested 

that “we are talking about biodiversity . . . biotechnology, bio, bio, 

bio many things. . . . It sounds like an ethical problem. Maybe we 

need, like, an ethical committee, a council?”

No such legal agreement or ethical committee had been put in 

place. Most of the scientists at Ikiam seemed unconcerned by this 

scenario. But an American anthropologist named Maggie Cavendish 

told me that she was “really afraid of what I’m seeing happening in 

Ikiam right now.”88 Cavendish had spent her entire career working 
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with indigenous communities in the Ecuadorian Amazon and had 

recently joined the team at Ikiam. She confi rmed that indigenous 

knowledge and biological samples were being acquired in the absence 

of any regulatory framework, and the researchers “aren’t even paying 

people, or are paying below the minimum wage, which isn’t even le-

gal, okay? And they’re working for a government institution.” On her 

insistence, Ikiam had invited representatives of the indigenous na-

tionalities of the region to a two-day workshop to be held later that 

month, with the aim of producing a “Code of Ethics” to govern the 

conditions under which research would be conducted. This had not 

made her popular among her fellow staff. “The Ikiam people are mad 

at me!” she said. “And they [are] really mad about this conference. . . . 

They came to me and said, ‘Maggie, you cannot do this, [the indige-

nous population are] going to get ideas.’ And I said, ‘¡Ojalá que sí!’ [I 
hope they do!] That is precisely why we are doing the workshop!”

The objective of the workshop was to discuss and revise a docu-

ment drafted by Cavendish and circulated before the event, which 

was “intended to serve as a basic ethical framework for Ikiam re-

searchers.”89 From the perspective of biosocialism, a framework of this 

kind would necessarily oppose the commodifi cation of knowledge. In 

the words of René Ramírez, “It is impossible to create a new social 

order with a unit . . . as dehumanizing as money.”90 But like the MIT 

proposal presented at the initial planning workshop, Cavendish’s doc-

ument made no reference to biosocialism, and it was likewise framed 

in the language of neoliberal common sense: “In the case of research 

that includes potential commercial applications—the creation of 

commercial products or processes that could result in commercial 

patents or production—the researcher must negotiate with the indi-

vidual or community, before the research begins, as to who has intel-

lectual property rights to the information and how the community or 

individual will be compensated for providing this knowledge.”91
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From Cavendish’s point of view, the casting of the Code of Ethics 

in commercial terms was not an ideological project but a pragmatic 

strategy in defense of indigenous rights and livelihoods, given that the 

researchers at Ikiam “are making so much more money than these 

people and are so selfi sh about paying them,” while the indigenous 

communities “need to commercialize this stuff because they can’t live 

traditionally anymore, and they have to find . . . other ways of 

living.”92 This perspective was shared by the majority of the indige-

nous representatives in attendance, most of whom were eager to begin 

negotiations. This was no coincidence, as Cavendish had carefully se-

lected the invitees from among her own trusted network of indigenous 

collaborators. No one from Atacapi or any of the other communities 

in the immediate vicinity of Ikiam had been invited, and members of 

radical indigenous social movements had been deliberately excluded, 

as Cavendish explained:

We’ve got a lot of the [indigenous] politicos mad at us! 

Because . . . we decided that we wanted . . . really pragmatic 

advice. We wanted people—“Okay, you’ve worked with an 

anthropologist, you’ve worked with a linguist. What do you 

think it’s worth? What do you think they should pay you?” 

We wanted that kind of pragmatic stuff that you can’t get 

from people who haven’t done it. We also wanted people that 

weren’t radically political. We didn’t want a bunch of political 

speeches about “You’re exploiting us.” So we invited people 

who we know are thoughtful, that we know can see both sides 

of the situation.93

This strategy, however, was not entirely successful. In addition to her 

personally selected invitees, Cavendish had been obliged to invite an 

indigenous delegation from the Department of Ancestral Knowledge 
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of SENESCYT—the secretariat headed by René Ramírez and respon-

sible for Ikiam. Midway through the morning of the fi rst day of the 

workshop, a member of the delegation intervened to remind Caven-

dish and the rest of the participants that “in Ecuador traditional 

knowledge is constitutionally recognized as a collective right. Tradi-

tional knowledge does not belong to the individual but to the com-

munity.”94 The privatization of such knowledge, as he pointed out, 

threatened to violate Article 322 of the 2008 constitution, which pro-

hibited “all forms of the appropriation of collective knowledge.”95

Maggie Cavendish was taken aback by this unexpected interven-

tion, and by the audible murmur of agreement that slowly spread 

around the room. “I also have plenty of traditional knowledge,” she 

responded testily. “The knowledge that I teach is the traditional 

knowledge of Europe.” Was the representative of the Department of 

Ancestral Knowledge really suggesting that “Europeans can have indi-

vidual rights [to their knowledge] but indígenas cannot?” Was “tradi-

tional knowledge really so different from [the knowledge of ] Western 

culture?” The man from SENESCYT replied that it was indeed dif-

ferent, as “Western knowledge might be individual, but indigenous 

knowledge is collective for many reasons. It is knowledge rooted in its 

surroundings, in the existence of the community, mediated by a cul-

tural relation.” Cavendish interrupted to sarcastically observe that “all 

cultures have a ‘cultural relation.’” Another member of SENESCYT 

asked Cavendish to “let him fi nish what he was saying,” but she was 

herself interrupted by a biologist based at Ikiam: “So, mathematics 

was invented by the Greeks. That isn’t traditional knowledge any-

more. It’s universal, and if the Greeks started claiming that we have to 

ask their permission to use it, then we would all be in trouble!”

This remark was met with a bemused silence from all in atten-

dance, and Cavendish took the opportunity to briskly announce, 

“We can move on to another theme,” before introducing the main 
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business of the day. “I’m going to pass a sheet around,” she explained 

to the indigenous representatives, adding that the sheet contained a 

list of services to which they would assign prospective prices. “Then 

the professors over here will make a counteroffer,” she continued. 

“They will send [the sheet back] to you, and you can make another 

offer. This is something we can all negotiate, don’t you agree?” The 

man from SENESCYT, however, did not agree:

Our compañeros have set us the task of coming up with num-

bers. The question is “How much is indigenous knowledge 

worth?” It’s a good question. The criteria on which we are 

valuing traditional knowledge have not been defi ned. What 

we are doing is negotiating, commercializing, sitting down at 

the table, and suggesting numbers. I’m not sure that this is 

the right road to go down. The criteria for calculating the 

benefi ts of traditional knowledge, given that it is collective, 

should be based on other considerations. I’m not sure it can 

be done in percentages as we are doing here. I don’t think so.

One of Maggie Cavendish’s indigenous assistants intervened at this 

point to reassert the offi cial line: “Well, I do think so. . . . It’s not per-

fect, but it allows us to deepen our analysis to arrive at a real valua-

tion.” Cavendish had been holding her hand up in frustration 

throughout the latest intervention of the man from SENESCYT, 

while rolling her eyes at her fellow researchers and indigenous invi-

tees. Now she doggedly returned to the negotiation of prices. Cru-

cially, the prices to be calculated were not related to the property 

rights governing the active ingredients of the fl ora and fauna of re-

gion, or the indigenous knowledge of these ingredients, but com-

prised a pay scale for the provision of specifi c services to researchers by 

members of the indigenous communities of the region, measured in 
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labor time. Hourly and daily rates were discussed for a predetermined 

list of services that included manual labor such as trail cutting as well 

as the communication of specialist knowledge. By shifting the debate 

from property rights to wage labor, the delicate question of the own-

ership of the knowledge itself was subtly avoided.

At this point, the workshop broke into groups to discuss prices 

for each of the listed services. Maggie Cavendish collected their lists at 

the end of the day and compiled them overnight. The second day was 

due to begin with a presentation by the Department of Ancestral 

Knowledge on intellectual property rights. Cavendish, however, was 

determined to fi nalize the price negotiations before the man from 

SENESCYT could confuse matters again. She altered the timetable 

accordingly, and the day now began with her rattling through a list of 

price differentials for a bewildering variety of services before arriving 

at an apparently arbitrary decision on the fi nal price of each, as if per-

forming a Dadaist commentary on the mundane nonsensicality of 

everyday price formation:

The price to stay in someone’s home with food: there are 

prices 40–30–20–25—I think we will settle on 28 dollars. . . . 

Without food the price was 20–10–5–13: 10 dollars when a per-

son brings their own food. . . . Expert [knowledge]—the price 

is 20–12–50–20—at the end of the day, that’s more or less 20 

[dollars]. . . . Organizers making contacts, programming in-

terviews, all that stuff . . . by month 1,000–500–600–1,000. 

That’s 766 [dollars]. Guide—that’s someone who fi nds plants 

or whatever—300–380–340–325. I pay 300 [dollars] and that’s 

fi ne. . . . Is there anything else you people want to mention?

Having established her list of prices, Cavendish must have felt that 

she could fi nally relax. But just as the belated session on intellectual 
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property rights was getting under way, Franklin Sharupi, a prominent 

Shuar member of the CONAIE and a bodyguard to the militant in-

digenous leader Salvador Quishpe, burst into the workshop unan-

nounced, armed with a ten-foot-long ceremonial spear. He 

immediately intervened in the debate: “We are First Nations [Nacio-
nes Originarias], and what is ours is collective property, not individual 

commerce! You say that it must have commercial applications, but I 

reject your system and your Westernization [occidentalización]! We 

have never seen our science as commerce. It is a form of cultural life.” 

He went on to criticize the exclusion of indigenous political organiza-

tions from the event and warned: “We cannot be [treated as] objects 

of investigation! We are subjects! . . . The results [of these investiga-

tions] must be for the benefi t of our cultures, and we have to be very 

clear about the political dimension [of Ikiam].”

The Ikiam researchers were in a state of shock. Sharupi’s 

comments were similar in substance to those made by the man from 

SENESCYT the previous day. But now they were being uttered by a 

furious Shuar warrior brandishing an enormous spear. This time, 

Maggie Cavendish was not rolling her eyes in contempt. Instead, she 

mumbled apologetically that “Carlos [Ávila, the rector of Ikiam] says 

that there must be some form of recognition for you because you have 

discovered the plants, but it’s very complex . . .” Other members of 

the research team gradually regained their composure, however, and 

insisted that Ikiam had the right to assert full ownership of any pat-

ents obtained through their research. According to one biologist, 

“The patent [will be] for the application, not the plant,” and “The 

innovation [will have] nothing to do with traditional uses.” During 

the closing session, Cavendish’s indigenous allies also rallied around 

her, attacking the “indigenous bureaucracy” of the CONAIE, empha-

sizing that “this is a meeting of experts,” and concluding that “the 

important thing is to move forward [in our negotiations with Ikiam]. 
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If we don’t do it, then no one else will do it for us, and Ikiam will go 

ahead without us.” Even the man from SENESCYT ended up aban-

doning the radical stance that he had previously adopted and defend-

ing the commodifi cation of knowledge against the representative of 

the CONAIE. “The world functions as it does, and not as we would 

wish,” he concluded with a shrug. “What can we do in the face of this 

system?”

In his reflections on the construction of biosocialism, René 

Ramírez had warned that without a genuine “connection with the 

collective,” Ikiam and Yachay would “merely reproduce a socially ex-

clusionary and unjust system.”96 Rather than pioneering a new form 

of collective engagement, however, the Code of Ethics workshop em-

bodied the depoliticized governance of neoliberal environmentalism, 

in which a naturalized market logic structures the predetermined co-

ordinates of debate, “‘irresponsible’ partners are excluded,” and an-

tagonisms are disavowed by “displacing confl ict and disagreement 

onto the terrain of consensually manageable problems, expert knowl-

edge, and interest intermediation.”97 In the words of Franklin Sha-

rupi, the representative of the CONAIE who had gate-crashed the 

event: “Everything is done in form, but not in substance. . . . They 

just call upon specifi c people to act as ‘consultants,’ take us to a white 

elephant [that is, the Ikiam campus], shut us in a room and tell us: 

‘Everything has already been decided, sit down, we need you to fi ll in 

these forms.’ We are just informants. Almost as if we were objects. As 

soon as the academics have gotten what they need, as soon as they 

have achieved their objective, they say: ‘Thank you very much,’ and 

that’s that.”98

The objective to be achieved in this case was to set the terms and 

conditions under which knowledge as a collective use value would be 

extracted and transformed into a scarce resource under private mo-

nopoly control. This was not the meticulous scheming of a team of 
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market fundamentalists. Rather, it was an illustration of the phantas-

matic power of neoliberal common sense, even in the context of a 

post-neoliberal project. The participants in the workshop were un-

consciously involved in the social construction of a commodity, and 

the complexity of the event demonstrated the extent to which the 

commodifi cation of the commons is “a contingent and sometimes 

rudderless task for those who must make markets work on the 

ground.”99 But the outcome was the same. Far from engineering a 

transition from fi nite resources to infi nite resources, Ikiam was at-

tempting the precise opposite: the transformation of the infi nite re-

source of knowledge into a fi nite resource delimited by the commodity 

form.

The Limits of Infi nity

According to the doctrine of biosocialism, the transition from fi -

nite resources to infi nite resources was not just a question of develop-

ing the Ecuadorian biotechnology sector, but also demanded a 

simultaneous reduction in the exploitation of hydrocarbons and other 

“primary resources that degrade nature.”100 This would not be an easy 

task, as René Ramírez acknowledged: “If we are to maintain this tran-

scendent objective, . . . we must bind our hands to the mast of the 

nonexploitation of oil, in order to avoid the temptation of being se-

duced by the song of the sirens—the revenues of exploitation.”101 But 

despite this cautionary appeal to Homeric metaphor, the MIT pro-

posal for Ikiam included two secondary campuses devoted to oil and 

mining, which were located in the petroleum-producing region of the 

northern Amazon and the mineral-rich region to the south. In the 

words of a professor of geophysics from MIT: “Petroleum, mining, 

and the conservation of the biosphere: I think those are the topics that 

should be deemed fundamental to be taught at Ikiam.”
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The seemingly paradoxical inclusion of extractive industries in 

Ikiam was entirely consistent with the material trajectory of Ecuador-

ian capital accumulation. Although Ramírez was still diligently com-

posing his radical excursuses on biosocialism within the confi nes of 

his offi ce, the rest of the government had long since abandoned its 

initial opposition to the oil and mining sectors and was engaged in 

the aggressive expansion of the primary resource frontier. During a 

televised address to the nation in October 2015, Correa warned that 

the siren song to be resisted was not the temptation of extractivism, as 

Ramírez had suggested, but that of its rejection: “We must be intelli-

gent. We must act with reason and with passion [con razón y corazón], 

with conscience, effi ciency, and justice, compañeros. We must not 

allow ourselves to be dragged away by the siren song of the same irre-

sponsible people as always: ‘No to mining, no to oil, and let’s all starve 

to death.’ . . . Enough of these inconsistencies! We must take advan-

tage of our natural resources in a responsible manner, in order to con-

front the principal challenge facing our country: the necessity of 

overcoming poverty as rapidly as possible.”102

Over the course of the Correa administration, the legitimacy of the 

government had become increasingly reliant on high levels of public 

investment, which remained heavily dependent on oil revenues. Fur-

thermore, following the exclusion of Ecuador from international credit 

markets in 2008, after it had partially defaulted on its debts, Correa had 

signed several “loan-for-oil” contracts with China, and the repayment 

schedule provided additional urgency to the expansion of oil produc-

tion. From 2009 onward, the government had opened a series of bid-

ding rounds for new oil blocks throughout the northern Amazon, while 

signing contracts with foreign multinationals for the joint exploitation 

of Ecuador’s mature reserves.103 In 2009 Correa also issued a new min-

ing law, which reversed his initial moratorium on mining activities and 

opened the sector to transnational capital. The law allowed companies 
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to undertake mineral prospection in indigenous territories and made it 

possible for public consultations to be held after concessions had al-

ready been granted, while stipulating that any obstruction of mining 

activities by popular resistance could be met with the use of force.104

The secondary campuses were conceived in the context of this 

newfound commitment to the formal subsumption of nature to capi-

tal. In November 2015, in the depths of the oil crisis, we left the main 

campus and set out in search of them. We began by heading north, 

into the region of oil production, toward the campus that was focused 

on the oil industry. The road followed the contours of the Andean 

foothills for several hours before cutting out across the lowlands 

through what had once been jungle, past overgrown cattle pastures 

and orderly African palm plantations, through improvised towns of 

putrefying gray-green concrete and blue-mirrored windows, beneath 

decrepit drilling towers and grimy vultures spiraling through the 

black smoke fl ares of low-grade crude.

In the nondescript town of El Eno, an immense billboard wel-

comed us to the campus with an image of a luxuriant pink fl ower 

blooming in the depths of the jungle, beside the Ikiam slogan: “Bio-

diversity Is Our Future.” The image was streaked with long lines of 

thick brown mold. Behind the billboard, a rusted oil pipeline snaked 

across a grubby river. We inquired about the campus in a restaurant 

on the roadside and were put in touch with a man known as Don 

Pazmiño, who had sold the government the land for its construction. 

We drove through a grid of fi elds chopped out of the jungle, to the 

end of a rough track, where we were met by Don Pazmiño himself, 

dressed in the rubber boots, ragged trousers, and string vest of the 

colono. From there, he led us into the forest, cutting a path with his 

machete. We stopped in a small clearing. “Well,” he said after a pause, 

“Here we are!”105 We were standing in the middle of the campus. But 

the campus was not there.
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Back in El Eno, the president of the parish council described 

Ikiam as “a marvelous dream.”106 The creation of a university campus 

in the region had been welcomed as the fulfi llment of a central de-

mand of the ABP Accords. But construction had been repeatedly post-

poned, and ten days before our arrival the cancellation of the campus 

had been quietly announced, as one of the austerity measures imposed 

in response to the oil crisis. Despite the collapse of the oil price, how-

ever, new wells continued to be drilled in the mature fi elds of the re-

gion, and the expansion of the oil frontier proceeded apace, including 

the concession of oil blocks to foreign companies such as Belorusneft 

of Belarus, SINOPEC of China, and Schlumberger of France.107 Many 

of the new wells were located along the Vía Guanta, one of the fi rst oil 

roads to have been cut through the region and the site of some of the 

strongest paros in the era of the ABP. The gravel road left the highway 

a few miles beyond the site of the nonexistent campus. We passed a 

military base that had been installed at the time of the paros to protect 

the oil infrastructures and break up the blockades. Soon we came to a 

checkpoint operated by Petroamazonas. The security guards saw our 

government plates, checked our passports, and waved us through.

A tangled mass of dilapidated pipelines stretched along the road-

side, through which ten thousand barrels of oil were extracted every 

day. Each turn in the road revealed another platform—a fenced-off 

slab of concrete with a line of oil pumps at one end and a blackened 

gas fl are at the other. Most platforms were under armed guard, and 

private security patrolled the road. There were fi elds between the plat-

forms, and the pipelines stretched across the front yards of wooden 

shacks. The oil fl owing through them still contained the heat of the 

Earth, and families had spread their laundry out on them to dry. 

There was no sign of the Citizens’ Revolution here. The houses had 

no running water and no sewage system. The clinic lacked basic med-

icines, and the school lacked drinking water.
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The president of the local comuna lived beside one of the plat-

forms, beneath the constant glow of the gas fl are. She showed us 

where a cracked pipeline had drained into the land behind her house. 

“The whole stream was completely black,” she said, “Two cows were 

covered in it. They drank the water and died.”108 Farther down the 

road the wind picked up and the air was suddenly fi lled with fl oating 

seeds. A rainstorm followed and washed them out of the sky, while 

the fl ames of the gas fl ares sputtered in the downpour. In the stillness 

after the rain, I became aware of an almost imperceptible seething: the 

rush of warm crude sliding through corroded pipelines.

From there we headed south, toward the campus in the mining 

zone. We drove for two days, into the mountainous southern Ama-

zon, densely forested and unmarked by the oil industry. Outside the 

town of El Pangui, our arrival at the Ikiam campus was announced by 

another billboard, featuring an enormous green insect and a different 

slogan: “Development and Harmonious Coexistence.” We followed 

the sign off the highway, but the road soon petered out in a maze of 

dirt tracks. We continued on foot, along a trail through fields of 

maize, where we met a laborer who agreed to take us to the site of the 

campus. He led us through a forest to a clearing, which had been 

squatted by a destitute Shuar family who gathered anxiously in the 

doorway of their hut, fearing that we were about to evict them. Once 

again, the campus was not there.

As in the case of El Eno, the campus in El Pangui had been can-

celed just before our arrival, as a consequence of the oil crisis.109 By 

this time, however, it had served its ideological purpose. El Pangui 

had been a center of resistance to the Ecuadorian mining industry, 

owing to its proximity to the site of El Mirador—an open-pit copper, 

gold, and silver mine located in the nearby Condor Mountains. In 

2000 the mining concession for the region had been acquired by Ecu-

aCorriente (ECSA), which was owned by a Canadian consortium. 
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Fierce local resistance had prevented the company from advancing in 

the development of El Mirador, and in 2006 a series of violent con-

frontations had resulted in the indefi nite suspension of operations. 

During his election campaign of the same year, Correa had visited the 

region and had pledged to oppose large-scale mining in the area. In 

2009, however, the investor-friendly terms of the new mining law, 

and the increasing strength of China-Ecuador relations resulting from 

the loans-for-oil program, combined to create the conditions for the 

purchase of ECSA by a Chinese consortium. In March 2012 the Ecua-

dorian government had signed a $1.4 billion contract with ECSA for 

the exploitation of El Mirador. The mine would be 1.5 miles wide and 

2,100 feet deep, and would involve the removal of 590 million tons of 

rock and the construction of roads, camps, and a tailings reservoir for 

the storage of millions of liters of toxic sludge.110

The signing of the contract marked the inauguration of large-

scale mining in Ecuador. The CONAIE responded by organizing a 

march that began from the site of the mine and concluded in Quito, 

demanding the renewal of the moratorium on mining and the obser-

vance of the rights of nature enshrined in the 2008 constitution.111 The 

new contract also threatened to rekindle the resistance of the local 

population because of the perceived social and ecological effects of the 

mine and its location on Shuar territory and the land of Kichwa and 

mestizo peasants. As part of the contract, however, the Correa admin-

istration had secured the forward payment of $100 million of “antici-

pated royalties,” the majority of which would be invested in a series of 

public works in El Pangui and the surrounding area, including roads, 

a hospital, and three Millennium Schools. The construction of the 

Ikiam campus in El Pangui was announced to coincide with this 

package of infrastructure projects, and a Millennium School now 

stood opposite the sign for Ikiam on the highway.112 During the inau-

guration of the school, Correa emphatically declared: “[Mining] will 
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transform El Pangui . . . and the entire southern Amazon! The im-

mense majority of the pueblos indígenas, just like any other sector of 

humanity, want roads, energy, communications, they want health, 

they want education, they want modernity!”113

But as we turned onto the dirt road to El Mirador, the symbols of 

modernity that lined the highway dissolved into a different scene. 

Hillsides were being torn down to widen the road, and a constant 

stream of dump trucks thundered past us in a cloud of red dust. The 

river was being dredged for sand, and a gravel factory stood beside a 

newly constructed brothel on the riverbank. Just upstream from here 

we arrived at the humble wooden home of the Shuar antimining ac-

tivist José Tendetza, which lay at the bottom of a narrow gorge. We 

clambered down from the road and picked our way across the boggy 

ground. Tendetza’s brother was waiting outside the house, with a ma-

chete in his hand. He was frank in his assessment of the Citizens’ 

Revolution:

We have nothing. In what way have they helped us? . . . They 

created a constitution that speaks of justice and the rights of 

nature, but what is it worth if they don’t respect the law them-

selves? [Correa] calls this “buen vivir.” You, as educated peo-

ple, what do you make of it? I see it as absurd. . . . This isn’t 

buen vivir, it’s abuse. As a Shuar, I see it this way. It cannot be 

just, what they are doing to us. [But] the people applaud. 

Like kittens licking the plate of the government: “Long 

live the government that brings us development!” . . . It’s 

laughable.114

José Tendetza had been one of the most prominent fi gures in the op-

position to El Mirador. On November 28, 2014, he had boarded a bus 

to a nearby town for a meeting of the resistance movement, in prepara-
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tion for a UN environmental summit to be held in Lima the following 

week, at which he would present the case against ECSA. He did not 

arrive at the meeting. Four days later his family learned that his body 

had been pulled from the Zamora River by police and hastily buried in 

a grave marked “No Name,” after an autopsy had attributed the cause 

of death to drowning. His body was exhumed, and a second autopsy 

determined that he had in fact been tortured and strangled before 

being thrown into the river with his hands tied behind his back.115

A few miles farther up the road, we rounded a curve in the valley 

and the mine came into view. Deep red gouges had been cut into the 

lower slopes of an emerald green mountain fi lled with copper and 

gold. Along the road and high on the hillsides, dozens of identical 

signs had been erected reading, “Private Property.” Crossing the river, 

we drove out across a long, broad plain that had been stripped of trees 

in preparation for the construction of the tailings reservoir. This had 

been the site of the community of San Marcos, formed by Kichwa and 

mestizo peasants who had been forced to abandon the southern high-

lands during the drought of the 1960s, descending from the moun-

tains for days along the riverbank, their food and possessions loaded 

onto mules. Like the colonos of the northern Amazon, they had 

opened a path through countless miles of jungle, clearing land with 

shovels and machetes and constructing their homes, a church, and a 

school.116

San Marcos was an obstacle to the mining project that ECSA and 

the government portrayed not as a long-established community, but 

as a group of opportunistic squatters who had invaded the land 

illegally in order to extort resettlement fees from the company.117 On 

May 12, 2014, two busloads of masked police and private security 

forces arrived in San Marcos without warning and sealed off the area, 

while ECSA personnel used excavators to demolish the church and 

the school before tearing holes out of the earth and burying the rubble 
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to erase all traces of these symbols of a collective historical existence. 

As in the case of Sumak Ñambi in Providencia, the community re-

sponded to this harbinger of its imminent displacement by creating 

an association called the Community of Social Action of Condor-

Mirador (CASCOMI) to defend their right to the land. They began 

to reconstruct the church and the school and to build additional 

houses for friends and family members who wanted to join the strug-

gle as a collective material assertion of their right to exist, which one 

inhabitant described as “a strategy of resistance by creating pres-

ence.”118 Like the urban project of Sumak Ñambi, this precarious space 

embodied the spirit of an insurgent utopia, created in a moment of 

urgent confrontation with the violence of capital. Signs began to ap-

pear on the site of the tailings pond, written in both Spanish and 

Chinese, which read: “Collective property of CASCOMI: Any person 

or company that enters or damages this property will be subject to 

legal action or submitted to indigenous justice.”119 In the words of one 

member of CASCOMI, “We were in the process of reclaiming the 

entire area.”120

On September 20, 2015, before dawn, private security personnel 

marched into San Marcos, supported by two hundred heavily armed 

police offi cers. They moved from house to house, giving the occu-

pants fi ve minutes to gather their possessions before demolishing 

their homes. Then they erected barbed-wire fences and “private prop-

erty” signs. When we arrived in December 2015, only a few scattered 

homes remained in the valley and on the mountainside. A few days 

later these homes were also destroyed in dawn raids backed by govern-

ment security forces. As one member of CASCOMI exclaimed: “We 

have no legal or juridical support. Everything is in favor of the state 

and the Chinese company. They can dispossess communities, kill 

people, destroy the environment, whatever. The only things that in-

terests the government is the money from the mine.”121 The same pro-
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cess was explained by a representative of ECSA in matter-of-fact 

terms: “The problem with the communities is that they think the 

copper belongs to them. . . . It’s a confusion of theirs. [But] the state 

acted . . . and since then most of them have come to see things our 

way. . . . Correa stands fi rm. Where other governments wouldn’t get 

involved [in confronting resistance], he sends in the security forces.”122

On the highway back to Quito, I noticed that the billboard for 

Ikiam had disappeared.

Science Fiction

This chapter has traced the convoluted process through which a 

utopian fantasy was transformed into its opposite. Biosocialism began 

as the most radical dimension of the Citizens’ Revolution, which envi-

sioned the transition from a capitalist economy based on the fi nite re-

sources of primary commodity extraction to a post-capitalist economy 

based on the infi nite resources of knowledge and biodiversity. This 

project was materialized in the form of a pioneering Amazonian univer-

sity, which would break with the colonial legacy of biopiracy to become 

a sovereign center of biotechnology, bringing international scientists 

and indigenous nationalities together in the collective transformation 

of the productive matrix. But biosocialism had to urgently prove its 

worth as an accumulation strategy. This led to the adoption of neo-

structuralist policy prescriptions, which framed the transformation of 

the productive matrix in terms much closer to the cognitive capitalism 

of neoliberal knowledge economies than the collectivist vision of bioso-

cialism, while Ikiam ended up being inspired by South Korean knowl-

edge cities and designed by corporate relations strategists from MIT.

Biosocialism was thus transformed into a neoliberal strategy for 

the real subsumption of nature to capital. But this was only the fi rst of 

its involutions. The constant pressures of accumulation and the febrile 

atmosphere of the oil boom compelled the hasty implementation of 
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Ikiam, which came to assume the colonial spatial form of an elite en-

clave that excluded the indigenous population while unleashing a wave 

of gentrifi cation and dispossession across the surrounding landscape. 

Soon after its inauguration, however, the collapse of the oil price 

stripped Ikiam of the resources required to fully realize even this per-

verse distortion of its original project. In the absence of research labo-

ratories, the university was reduced to appropriating indigenous 

knowledge of the fl ora and fauna of the region with the aim of export-

ing samples to foreign facilities. This process threatened to reproduce 

the neoliberal commodifi cation of the commons and the neocolonial 

practice of biopiracy by establishing local biodiversity as a new frontier 

of primary commodity extraction.

A disavowed strategy for the real subsumption of nature to capital 

was thus transformed into an inadvertent reproduction of the logic of 

formal subsumption that biosocialism had been designed to tran-

scend. But this proved ineffectual as an accumulation strategy, and 

the Correa administration became increasingly committed to the ex-

panded reproduction of the oil and mineral frontiers—a commit-

ment embodied in two secondary campuses devoted to these themes. 

As the oil crisis began to bite, however, these campuses were aban-

doned, and their corresponding resource frontiers were forced open 

to foreign capital with increasing ferocity, producing spaces of envi-

ronmental degradation and violent dispossession that completed the 

transformation of biosocialism into its opposite.

The contours of this story have been shaped by the dynamics of 

global capital accumulation, which impose severe constraints on any 

accumulation strategy that seeks to escape from the formal subsump-

tion of nature to capital, to the extent that the expansion of the pri-

mary resource frontier in resource-rich regions of the world is a 

necessary condition for processes of real subsumption under way in 

the global centers of surplus value production. But as we also saw in 
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the case of Manta-Manaus, these dynamics should not be thought of 

as mechanistic forces automatically carving the world into the image 

of capital. Instead, they frequently play out in the form of fantastical 

visions, farcical encounters, hasty decisions, and stupid mistakes. This 

chapter has traced these trivialities and contingencies through a laby-

rinth of obscure tracts, pointless meetings, dead ends, and dirty se-

crets in an attempt to capture the quotidian absurdities of the 

dialectical process.

Ikiam was ultimately revealed as a living laboratory without labo-

ratories, a mirage laboratory produced by a laboratory of mirages. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, this proved to be my fi nal assignment for 

CENEDET. In 2013, as already discussed, René Ramírez had played a 

central role in the establishment of CENEDET in the Ecuadorian 

state. From that point onward, however, he had maintained his dis-

tance. Meanwhile, his wife had been appointed acting rector of the 

university with which CENEDET was affi liated. By the time of her 

appointment, CENEDET had begun to disseminate our research 

fi ndings on the fl agship development projects of the Citizens’ Revolu-

tion. At this point it became clear that we had been employed to con-

tribute to the ideological tapestry of the Citizens’ Revolution, and not 

to explore the uncomfortable truths that it concealed. A dean of the 

university described a meeting at which Ramírez’s wife had hurled a 

pamphlet of our papers across the desk in fury, shouting that the uni-

versity could not be associated with such controversial material. Our 

research on Ikiam was the fi nal straw. In December 2015 we had trav-

eled to the southern Amazon to investigate the campus there. As we 

have seen, the campus turned out not to exist, and we were instead 

confronted with a wave of violent displacements conducted by the 

government in defense of foreign mining interests. While in the fi eld, 

I received a telephone call informing me of my immediate dismissal, 

and CENEDET was shut down at the end of the year.123
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By the time I was fi red, however, CENEDET had already contrib-

uted to the organization of an international conference at a think tank 

composed of advisers to René Ramírez, of which Ramírez himself was 

president. We presented our research on Ikiam, the failure of bioso-

cialism, and the violent expansion of the primary resource frontier.124 

Ramírez’s advisers were aghast, and a Twitter feed that had been set up 

to provide updates on the conference ceased to function for the dura-

tion of our talk. The following day, Ramírez arrived to deliver the 

keynote address. He set out his vision of biosocialism, insisting that 

“these things don’t just spring from the head of René Ramírez,” while 

his advisers shifted uncomfortably in their seats.125

Ramírez left the conference immediately after his speech. With 

nothing left to lose at this point, and given that he was evidently un-

aware of our research, I rushed into the atrium, pushed my way 

through the gaggle of secretaries, advisers, and bodyguards that sur-

rounded him, and requested an interview. He agreed, and a few days 

later I was ushered into the palatial offi ce of a high-ranking minister 

whose wife had just fi red me, and whose doctrine I had just decon-

structed on the stage of his own think tank. Was it possible that he 

had no idea about any of this? Could he be oblivious to the utter fail-

ure of biosocialism and ignorant of the dispossession and destruction 

under way behind its facade? Were power and ideology so profoundly 

entangled with one another that capitalist social relations could be 

reinforced by someone committed to changing the world in the op-

posite direction and convinced that he was doing so? Ramírez had 

been delayed, but he was sure to arrive soon. I was shown to my seat 

and asked to wait. As I looked around me, I recalled his version of 

Nietzsche’s aphorism: “To continue to dream, aware that I am dream-

ing.” His offi ce had high ceilings, bare white walls, and expansive 

views of verdant gardens. After the door had closed, it was completely 

silent.
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 C O N C L U S I O N

Avalanche of Infamies

The imminent awakening is poised, like the 
wooden horse of the Greeks, in the Troy of dreams.

Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project

Ever since Correa had come to power in 2007, the slogan had 

been the same: “Dreams are transformed into reality with the Citi-

zens’ Revolution.” But ten years later, in the runup to the presidential 

election of 2017, a new message appeared on the billboards: the trans-

formation was complete, and Ecuador was now living “the revolution 

of dreams come true [Ecuador vive la revolución de los sueños cumpli-
dos].” Of all the regions of Ecuador, it was the Amazon that was said 

to have gained most from the Citizens’ Revolution. As the election 

approached, the government produced a promotional video celebrat-

ing its achievements in the region. Set to stirring music, and accom-

panied by aerial footage of sparkling clinics, schools, highways, 

bridges, and Millennium Cities, the narrator proclaims that “the 

communities living alongside oil and mining projects could previ-

ously only dream of these things. . . . Now it is no longer a sacrifi ce to 

live in the Amazon. Now it is an honor, a pleasure, a source of pride.” 

An elderly Shuar man thanks “President Rafael Correa for realizing 

our dream,” followed by a message from Correa to the people of the 
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region: “A new nation of joy, hope, unity, and revolution receives you 

in an immense embrace. Ecuador has been transformed. We have re-

gained our nation, and we will have our nation forever.” The video 

ends with the slogan: “Land of dreams come true.”1

The Correa regime had indeed transformed the Ecuadorian Ama-

zon, from the stark abandonment of the neoliberal night into a reality 

structured by the fantasies of the post-neoliberal state. But the dream of 

the Citizens’ Revolution had taken a far stranger form than such images 

and slogans would suggest. Each of the iconic Amazonian megaproj-

ects explored in this book—Manta-Manaus, Ikiam, and the Millen-

nium Cities—repeated a common pattern, in which promethean 

efforts to wrench the nation free from natural resource dependency 

ended up reinforcing the economic model they had sought to escape. 

Rather than integrating Ecuador into smooth logistical networks of 

globalized production, the infrastructure of Manta-Manaus was appro-

priated by the oil industry; far from constituting a socialist form of 

original accumulation, the Millennium Cities served only to legitimate 

the primitive accumulation of capital; and instead of catalyzing a tran-

sition from the fi nite resources of hydrocarbon reserves to the infi nite 

resources of biodiversity and scientifi c knowledge, Ikiam was reduced 

to transforming the infi nite resources of the intellectual and ecological 

commons into the fi nite resources of privately owned commodities. In 

each case, a utopian dream was transformed into a satirical self-parody, 

a progressive vision was inverted into a circular journey to nowhere, 

and a grand ambition was swept away by forces beyond its control.

Standing outside his thatched hut in the village of Atacapi, with 

the white walls of Ikiam shining through the trees across the river, a 

Kichwa leader refl ected on this perplexing situation: “The Amazon 

used to be a myth. They called us indios, savages. For the rest of the 

country the Amazon did not exist. So, on one hand Rafael Correa has 

done well to place the Amazon on the same level as the other regions 
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of Ecuador. . . . But on the other hand, what does it really amount to? 

. . . White elephants and serpents of steel, as we call the pipes that take 

the oil from the Amazon and send it to other countries. Those ser-

pents that give our wealth to others.”2

Like a surrealist dreamscape strewn with impossible objects, this 

image vividly captured the fantastical materiality of the “land of 

dreams come true,” in which the elephantine utopias of the Citizens’ 

Revolution had become hopelessly entangled in the serpentine dy-

namics of the Real of capital—as lithe as snakes and as hard as steel. 

The failure of the Correa regime to break out of its subordinate posi-

tion within these dynamics was evident in the offi cial statistics. The 

transformation of the productive matrix away from primary resource 

exploitation should have been refl ected in an increase of industrial 

goods as a proportion of Ecuadorian exports over the course of the 

Citizens’ Revolution. Instead, this percentage decreased, falling from 

26 percent in 2007 to 23 percent in 2016, while overall manufacturing 

activity declined as a percentage of Ecuadorian GDP, falling from 

14 percent in 2007 to 12 percent in 2015.3 The constricting grip of the 

serpents of steel was further demonstrated by the economic effect of 

the end of the oil boom. From 2007 to the beginning of the oil crash 

in 2014, the economy had grown at an annual average of 4.3 percent. 

But by September 2015 Ecuador was in recession, and in the depths of 

the oil crisis in 2016, the economy contracted by a further 1.5 percent, 

while state oil revenues reportedly fell to zero.4

In June 2016 I returned to the megaprojects discussed in this 

book. In the continued absence of petrodollars, they had all been put 

on hold or else abandoned entirely. The fi rst two Millennium Cities 

continued their decline, and only one more was being built, of the 

two hundred that had originally been planned. The construction 

of the container port at Providencia had been postponed. The 

half-completed site was overgrown with weeds, while the eco-city of 
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“Divining Providencia” still existed only in the fantasies of Ivy League 

design schools. From there I traveled to the main campus of Ikiam, 

which remained without laboratories, and on to the international air-

port on the outskirts of Tena, which had been a key component of 

Manta-Manaus. I descended a desolate highway, crossed a vacant 

parking lot, and entered the departure lounge. The airport was fully 

equipped with check-in desks, security systems, restaurants, and sou-

venir shops. A cleaning woman was polishing the gleaming fl oors. 

But no one else was there. The state airline could no longer afford to 

run empty planes from Quito at a constant loss, and the airport had 

received its last fl ight in December 2015. I walked through the un-

manned security system and out onto the airstrip. Wandering across 

that vast deserted runway, under the immense Amazonian sky, I was 

captured once again by an overwhelming sense of inhabiting a reality 

in which things do not make sense, and “the fantastic becomes the 

rule, not the exception . . . a generalized fantastic which swallows up 

the entire world.”5

As the oil rents receded from the stage set of the Citizens’ Revolu-

tion, it was increasingly revealed as a theater of the absurd. Reports 

began appearing in the national press, in which one megaproject after 

another was exposed as an abject failure. In January 2016 a leading 

national newspaper published a cartoon depicting four white ele-

phants, one of which was branded with the name “Tena Airport.” 

The other three were named “Yachay”—the knowledge city in the 

highlands, in which over $1 billion had been invested with negligible 

results; “UNASUR”—the condor-shaped headquarters of post-

neoliberal regionalism; and “The Refi nery of the Pacifi c”—a vast oil 

refi nery planned for construction on the coast near Manta, which had 

been abandoned after an expenditure of $1.2 billion on the clearance 

of the site.6 The following Saturday, Correa used his weekly television 

broadcast to respond to the cartoon:
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What are they calling a white elephant? UNASUR? Ridicu-

lous! Take note, okay? They are going to be ridiculed by his-

tory! Yachay? . . . Yachay is the most important project in the 

history of this country! They are trying to rob us of our joy, 

our hope. . . . The Refi nery of the Pacifi c as a white elephant? 

It hasn’t even begun yet! And fi nally, Tena Airport. [The state 

airline] has suspended its fl ights. But . . . its usage will in-

crease with the development of Ikiam, which is another of 

our emblematic universities. Ikiam—a collective dream! The 

university with the biggest and best natural laboratory on the 

planet—our Amazonian jungle! But how can we expect these 

poor, mediocre pamphleteers to understand? Their only con-

cern is to spread hatred and confusion and to rob us of our 

happiness!7

The irony, of course, was that the “collective dream” of Ikiam, to 

which Correa was appealing in order to demonstrate that Tena Air-

port was not a white elephant, was itself a white elephant. Yet over the 

following months, Correa continued to stubbornly dismiss all reports 

of project failure. He repeatedly rejected criticisms of Yachay, for ex-

ample, claiming that it would be among the one hundred highest-

ranked universities in the world by 20358 and applauding a speech in 

which a Yachay student declared: “We are the constructors of the 

country of knowledge. There are no white elephants here.”9 On an-

other occasion, he turned his attention to Manta-Manaus:

A minister told me in a meeting the other day: “President, the 

media are saying that [Manta-Manaus] is not a viable proj-

ect.” So now they think they’re more intelligent than the 

president? . . . Do you know why we haven’t exported any-

thing to Manaus? . . . The problem isn’t the navigability of 
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the rivers, due to natural factors. The problem isn’t the lack of 

infrastructure or the absence of roads. The [only] problem is 

that we don’t yet have official permission to navigate the 

rivers of Brazil. . . . This is one of the most important projects 

in the whole of Latin America! . . . It’s going to replace the 

Panama Canal!10

In fact, as we have seen, the problem was precisely that the Napo was 

not navigable by vessels of the size required to make the route com-

mercially viable, and the road and port infrastructure were inadequate 

for an interoceanic corridor. The unfortunate minister was only try-

ing to inform Correa of a fact of which everyone else was by then 

painfully aware: Manta-Manaus was not a viable project, and it was 

certainly not going to replace the Panama Canal.

Here, as on many other occasions reported in this book, Correa 

seems to have been alone in his ignorance of the shortcomings of the 

projects he was celebrating. Often, as in the inauguration of the Mil-

lennium Cities, his experience of the apparent success of these proj-

ects was meticulously organized by those around him in advance. As 

one local politician observed: “It’s a joke. . . . What does the president 

do? He inaugurates something and thinks that everything is fi ne, but 

there are things that escape his notice. If only he could see the sad re-

ality. But anyone who said anything would be punished for it, so they 

keep him in the dark.”11 This sentiment was expressed on countless 

occasions over the course of my research. Time and again, people 

would describe the failures of one utopian scheme or another, before 

insisting that “if the president only knew what was really happening, 

then everything would be different.” But according to a minister who 

had attended the inauguration of one of the Millennium Cities, Cor-

rea was perfectly aware that the project was a disaster. He pretended 

to be convinced by the staging of its success, delivered his triumphant 
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speech, and waved happily from the departing helicopter before 

slumping back in his seat and clutching his head in despair.12

If this is the case, then Correa was deliberately allowing the wool 

to be pulled over his eyes, and he was passionately defending projects 

that he knew to have failed. But why would he choose to play the 

fool? Perhaps he had realized that an ideology can function without 

anyone believing in it, so long as this belief is collectively attributed to 

someone else and embodied in what Žižek has described as “the ritual-

istic staging of a theatrical spectacle in the truth of which no one [ac-

tually] believes.”13 Through his tireless performance of the “subject 

supposed to believe,”14 in endless public appearances and the weekly 

ritual of his national television address, Correa convinced his audi-

ence to believe that he believed in the success of the Citizens’ Revolu-

tion. The collective belief of the nation thus continued to be 

embodied in the persistent theatrical staging of presidential convic-

tion, even as its individual citizens abandoned all faith in the project. 

As Žižek has observed of similar rituals in other nominally socialist 

regimes, this was “not a simple subjective semblance (nobody really 

believed in it) but, rather, a kind of ‘objective semblance,’ a semblance 

materialized in the actual social functioning of the regime, in the 

way the ruling ideology was materialized in ideological rituals and 

apparatuses.”15

Meanwhile, Correa responded to the deepening fi scal crisis of the 

state by accelerating the neoliberal reforms that were already under 

way, including the signing of a free trade agreement with the Euro-

pean Union, the passing of new laws promoting public-private part-

nerships and fl exible labor contracts, and the return of the IMF to the 

country for the fi rst time since its expulsion at the start of the Citi-

zens’ Revolution.16 But rather than imposing a full austerity program, 

which would have been politically disastrous in the runup to the elec-

tion, he chose to cover the growing gulf between state revenues and 
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expenditures by plunging the country ever deeper into debt. A $1 bil-

lion bond issue was released in June 2016, followed by the sale of an-

other $1 billion of bonds in September, a further $750 million in 

December, and $1 billion more in January 2017.17 To regain the confi -

dence of the credit markets from which Ecuador had been largely ex-

cluded since its partial default in 2008, Correa agreed to pay 

Occidental $980 million in compensation for its expulsion from 

Block 15 back in 2006.18 And with a $650 million bond repayment 

falling due in December 2015, which coincided with the most critical 

moment in the fi scal crisis, he offered the French multinational Sch-

lumberger a lucrative twenty-year contract for Block 61—one of the 

richest of Ecuador’s mature oil fi elds—in exchange for an immediate 

$1 billion loan. The loan was made on the day of the bond repayment, 

thus saving the country from default through the further privatization 

of the oil industry.19

The main source of liquidity during the crisis, however, was 

China, in the form of an expansion of the loan-for-oil program dis-

cussed in the previous chapter. Over the course of the Correa admin-

istration, Ecuadorian debt to China rose from $7.1 million in 2007 to 

$17.4 billion in 2017, of which $8.3 billion was in the form of loan-for-

oil contracts. Much of this credit was used to fi nance infrastructure 

projects built by Chinese companies, such as the Coca Codo Sinclair 

hydroelectric dam, which was constructed at a cost of $2.8 billion, 

with the aim of providing the electricity required by Ecuador’s new 

industries. In the absence of any such industries, the resulting oversup-

ply was diverted to the mining sector, which allowed the government 

to offer cheap electricity as an incentive to transnational capital.20 In-

deed, it was Chinese capital that stood to benefit most from this 

scheme, through the supply of electricity to the El Mirador copper 

and gold mine, and the Panantza-San Carlos Copper Project—a sec-

ond open-pit mining concession that was now being developed near 
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El Mirador. Chinese credit was therefore funding projects built by 

Chinese capital that facilitated the Chinese exploitation of Ecuadorian 

minerals, while securing Chinese control over Ecuadorian hydrocar-

bon reserves. In the words of one commentator: “We have freed our-

selves from Yankee imperialism . . . only to welcome Chinese 

imperialism with open arms. . . . We have escaped one form of depen-

dency only to fall into another.”21

At the same time, evidence began to emerge of a network of cor-

ruption at the heart of this process. In April 2016 the publication of 

the Panama Papers demonstrated that the managing directors of the 

state oil company had channeled at least $11.7 million into offshore 

accounts.22 And in December 2016 the Brazilian construction fi rm 

Odebrecht—whose brief expulsion from Ecuador in 2008 had caused 

the withdrawal of Brazil from Manta-Manaus—was revealed to have 

paid $33 million in bribes to unnamed Ecuadorian offi cials between 

2007 and 2016, in exchange for contracts with a combined value of 

$4.4 billion. These included the contract for the Refi nery of the Pa-

cifi c, which had already achieved notoriety as a white elephant on 

which over $1 billion of public funds had been spent on a process of 

earth removal in preparation for a project that was never executed.23

And all the while, the resource frontier continued to advance 

through acts of dispossession orchestrated by the state. In August 

2016 the Shuar community of Nankints in the southern Amazon was 

evicted by the military to make way for the development of the 

Panantza–San Carlos Copper Project. As in the case of the eviction of 

the community of San Marcos from the site of El Mirador, their 

houses were destroyed and the wreckage buried to remove all trace of 

the existence of the community, while their crops were cut down 

and burned. In a press conference called to denounce these actions, 

the president of the CONAIE, Jorge Herrera, declared: “We will no 

longer continue to permit this kind of authoritarian brutality, 
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[through which] the government of Rafael Correa is handing over the 

national territory to transnational companies.” He was followed by 

the local leader of the Shuar federation, Agustín Wachapá, who 

vowed: “We are going to recuperate this territory. We will not retreat 

a single step. If this results in any deaths, then the government will be 

responsible.”24

In November 2016 Correa and China’s President Xi Jinping inau-

gurated Coca Codo Sinclair. The ceremony was held not at the re-

mote site of the dam itself, but in a conference center in Quito, which 

was all that Xi’s fl eeting visit would allow. Standing on either side of a 

mock control panel mounted on a mahogany desk, the leaders pressed 

two big red plastic buttons, between which a pale green lightbulb 

fl ickered into life. It was a proud moment for Correa, and the fi nal 

words of his speech were choked with emotion: “This is the new na-

tion! Let no one place limits on our dreams!”25 Three days after the 

ceremony, however, a group of Shuar militants seized control of the 

Chinese mining camp that had been constructed on the grounds of 

the displaced community of Nankints. Military reinforcements ar-

rived; live rounds were exchanged and several police offi cers were in-

jured. Security forces regained control of the camp the following day, 

while the Shuar took refuge in the jungle.26 Three weeks later they at-

tempted to reoccupy the camp, which remained under heavy military 

guard. Several people were injured in the ensuing shootout, and a 

police offi cer was killed.27 In a repetition of his response to the paro in 

Dayuma in 2007, Correa declared a state of emergency and arrested 

Agustín Wachapá, before denouncing the Shuar as terrorists and in-

sisting that “as long as I am president of Ecuador, everyone will re-

spect public and private property!”28

But Correa’s time as president was coming to an end. The consti-

tution prevented him from running for reelection in 2017. He had 

attempted to amend it to be able to run indefi nitely but had been 
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forced to revise this amendment, which would now come into force 

only after the 2017 election. This still left the door open for Correa to 

run again in 2021, after which he could potentially govern the country 

for the rest of his life—an ambition that he strenuously denied. In the 

meantime, he chose Lenín Moreno, who had served as his vice presi-

dent from 2007 to 2013, as the presidential candidate for Alianza PAIS 

in the 2017 election. Jorge Glas, who had replaced Moreno as Correa’s 

vice-president, was selected as Moreno’s running mate.29

In January 2017, one month before the election, Alianza PAIS 

staged a rally in the coastal city of Guayaquil. The event was held to 

celebrate the tenth anniversary of Correa’s inauguration and to give a 

fi nal push to Moreno’s campaign. Addressing the huge crowd, which 

stretched into the distance down the central boulevard, Moreno de-

clared: “During this decade we have lived a legend! A legend that one 

day you will all tell your children and grandchildren: ‘I was part of the 

Citizens’ Revolution! I rode alongside Correa! . . . I was part of the 

victorious decade!’” He was followed by Glas, who promised to con-

tinue “constructing this marvelous Ecuador that will never return to 

the past.” Finally, Correa took the stage to rapturous applause: “Ten 

years ago we were just a handful of dreamers. But today we are thou-

sands, hundreds of thousands, millions! And in only a decade we have 

managed to transform the country!” He went on to list the achieve-

ments of the Citizens’ Revolution before drawing the event to a close 

with an emotional farewell to his loyal supporters, shouting at the top 

of his lungs over deafening cheers: “A thousand thanks to everyone for 

this victorious decade! For this collective dream! For the victories that 

we have achieved together! And fi nally, compañeros, may you never 

forget: Hasta la victoria siempre!”30

But for all the celebrations of the victorious decade, the govern-

ment failed to win the fi rst round of the election outright. Moreno 

was forced into a runoff against Guillermo Lasso, a banker who had 
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served as fi nance minister during the devastating fi nancial crisis of 

1999, and who was running on an openly neoliberal platform. In the 

end, Moreno was narrowly elected. But in the Amazon, fi ve of the six 

provinces voted for Lasso.31 Ten years after entering the dreamworld of 

the Citizens’ Revolution, they had chosen to return to the neoliberal 

night.

By this time, post-neoliberal regimes were in crisis throughout 

the continent—voted out of offi ce in Argentina, mired in corruption 

scandals in Brazil, and spiraling into hyperinfl ation in Venezuela. 

Moreno’s tenuous victory thus appeared to have sealed “Ecuador’s po-

sition as the standard-bearer for ‘21st century socialism.’”32 But despite 

his defeat of the neoliberal candidate, it soon became clear that 

Moreno would enact the return to neoliberalism that he had cam-

paigned against. As we have seen, in practical terms this had already 

become the dominant trajectory of the Correa administration. But 

under Moreno this agenda was accelerated and made explicit. Upon 

his arrival in offi ce in May 2017, Moreno dismissed René Ramírez and 

the other surviving Leftists of the Correa cabinet and replaced them 

with businessmen and neoliberal economists, including the fi nance 

minister, who promptly announced that the previous administration 

had “built the machine and now we have to start it up, and that is the 

responsibility of the private sector.”33

There is a sense in which this destiny was inscribed into the post-

neoliberal project from the outset, to the extent that it had limited its 

transformative ambitions to the ideological parameters of neostruc-

turalism, which was premised precisely on “building the machine” of 

institutions and infrastructures required for systemic competitiveness. 

Indeed, Correa himself had ultimately justifi ed the infrastructural in-

vestments of the Citizens’ Revolution on the basis of their contribu-

tion to the conditions demanded by global capital, as illustrated by a 

speech he delivered in August 2016: “Now we have renewable energy, 
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logistics, the road network, new ports and airports. . . . Now we have 

incentives, a good investment climate. . . . The public-private part-

nership law is proving a great success. . . . Businessmen recognize 

these advances. Now they can take full advantage of the platform of 

systemic competitiveness that we have generated. . . . Now foreign 

investment is coming, national private investment [is coming], and 

all thanks to the public works of the Citizens’ Revolution!”34

But despite the essential continuity between Correa’s post-

neoliberal project and Moreno’s subsequent embrace of a neoliberal 

agenda, Moreno sought to legitimate his rule by launching a concerted 

attack on the legacy of the Correa regime, which he had celebrated so 

effusively during his campaign. Correa, he claimed, had concealed the 

true extent of the national debt, which was over twice as high as offi cial 

fi gures had suggested, and which would cost the country $10 billion in 

annual interest payments—more than the entire budget for health, edu-

cation, and the military combined.35 Moreno also set out to uncover 

“circles of corruption in state institutions,”36 and by August 2017 no 

fewer than six ex-ministers were imprisoned or under investigation.37 

Further indictments followed, and before long the vice president and 

Correa loyalist Jorge Glas had been stripped of his offi ce and impris-

oned after being found guilty of receiving $13.5 million in bribes from 

Odebrecht.38

Moreno combined these investigations with an assessment of the 

infrastructural investments of the Correa administration. The result-

ing report found structural defi ciencies and contractual inconsistencies 

in 640 projects and was accompanied by further revelations concern-

ing many of the most iconic megaprojects of the Citizens’ Revolu-

tion.39 Following a visit to Yachay, for example, Moreno informed the 

nation of his astonishment with the vast expense and abject failure of 

the project: “There we have Yachay. Four massive buildings with struc-

tural fl aws that mean that they must be abandoned. What? Have we 
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gone crazy? Have we gone mad? What happened? Where did we lose 

our way?”40 There was no choice, he argued, but to impose a “decree of 

austerity” to pay for the excesses of the Correa administration.41 The 

Citizens’ Revolution was fi nished. “These days,” he concluded, “it 

seems that any old bullshit can be called a revolution [Ahora llaman 
revolución a cualquier pendejada].”42

The departure of Correa as the “subject supposed to believe” in 

the Citizens’ Revolution, and his replacement with a president who 

clearly believed in no such thing, resulted in the fi nal collapse of the 

entire ideological edifi ce. It was as if everyone could suddenly see 

what stood before their eyes. As one commentator observed: “As soon 

as its unifying leader was removed . . . the true face of the Citizens’ 

Revolution was revealed, and the population has looked on in bewil-

dered fascination.”43 Others denounced a “decadent decade” of “spec-

tral illusions” fueled by the high price of crude, which had generated 

“the sensation of a country undergoing real transformation, the mi-

rage of a nation on the move.”44 In the words of the journalist and 

activist Milagros Aguirre: “The famous revolution turned out to be a 

castle made of sand, of the kind that crumbles beneath the fi rst rain-

storm. It was enough for the leader to abandon his post for all the 

great achievements he had proclaimed . . . to be perceived in their 

true dimension.”45

Such is the fate of spatial phantasmagorias, whose spell is sus-

tained by the spectral presence of value. In its absence, “the decaying 

structures no longer hold sway over the collective imagination, [and] 

it is possible to recognize them as the illusory dream images they al-

ways were.”46 In the context of commodity booms—like the oil boom 

that fueled the Citizens’ Revolution—value miraculously appears in 

the form of natural objects, which are alchemically transformed into 

money. As the controller of these resources, and the extractor of these 

rents, the state is endowed with the seemingly occult power to pro-
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duce spectacular infrastructures that combine the commodity fetish 

of natural resource wealth with the utopian dream of instant moder-

nity. But the end of the boom marks a jarring shift from the phantas-

matic to the absurd, as these monuments to progress are revealed as 

highways without traffi c, airports without fl ights, cities without peo-

ple. The state, which had towered over society with a seemingly 

monolithic omnipotence, is shown to be a ramshackle contraption, 

cobbled together from fragmented and dysfunctional institutions, 

and fi tfully spitting out half-baked schemes and hyperbolic slogans. 

And its representatives, who only yesterday were the heroic conduc-

tors of a magical dream machine, are exposed as charlatans and im-

posters, scrambling to maintain a semblance of coherence and 

control, as their dilapidated machinery is dismantled by the very hid-

den forces that had been holding it together.

Confronted with this scenario, Correa moved to Belgium. If his 

plan had been to govern from behind the scenes and to return to 

power in 2021, then this plan now lay in ruins. He responded to 

Moreno’s betrayal by broadcasting a series of anguished monologues 

from his attic in Brussels, in a pale impression of his own presidential 

speeches to the nation. In the fi rst of these messages, in August 2017, 

he appears hunched over his computer in a barren, windowless room, 

the low attic ceiling bearing down upon him:

Greetings, my dear nation. An immense embrace to you 

all. . . . I thought I had left the nation in safe hands. But now 

I realize how naive I was. This is a nightmare! . . . They turned 

out to be wolves in sheep’s clothing! And now I am con-

fronted with an overwhelming avalanche of infamies. . . . We 

are confronting a state of lies. Lie after lie after lie! And all for 

political objectives. Enough! . . . This is how they are cheat-

ing the nation. . . . Ecuadorian people, it is time for us to 
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rebel! We must not lose all that we have gained! We must not 

slide back into the past. . . . Not out of concern for myself, 

but to protect the revolution. . . . Be strong, my dear compa-

triots, and hasta la victoria siempre!47

But his compatriots were no longer listening. Soon afterward, Moreno 

announced a public consultation on a range of issues, chief among 

which was the annulment of Correa’s amendment to the constitution, 

which would reimpose a two-term presidential limit and prevent Cor-

rea from running for president again. Correa briefl y returned to Ecua-

dor to campaign against the proposed reforms. But he was pelted with 

garbage and rotten eggs, and the amendment was overwhelmingly 

approved. Moreno then moved to ensure that Correa would not re-

turn to the country again by implicating him in a kidnapping and 

obtaining a warrant for his arrest and pretrial detention.48

In the midst of this avalanche of infamies, I made a fi nal journey 

to the Amazon. I arrived in Coca in August 2017, not long after Cor-

rea had delivered his speech from his attic. The city had been gutted 

by the oil crisis. Most of the bars and brothels had closed down, and 

the hotels and restaurants were almost empty. The jungle was raven-

ously consuming an abandoned leisure complex on the outskirts of 

town. A six-story shopping mall had recently been completed. But the 

shops were vacant, the bowling alley was deserted, and no fi lms were 

showing in the multiscreen cinema. Even the Napo was lower than I 

had ever seen it, exposing vast beaches strewn with broken trees.

Following the military repression in Dayuma at the start of the 

Correa administration, the Citizens’ Revolution had provided little to 

the province of Orellana, which had voted for Lasso in the election: a 

couple of Millennium Schools, the partial paving of some roads, 

a hospital that was poorly equipped and critically understaffed, and a 

huge bridge over the Napo, which was of more use to the oil industry 
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than to the local population. And yet this province was the source of 

the majority of the oil that had sustained the entire project, and the 

stronghold of the radical political movement that had helped make it 

possible. In the words of Enrique Morales of the ABP, who had played 

a key role in the August Uprising: “The Citizens’ Revolution inter-

vened in favor of the oil companies rather than the people [of the 

Amazon]. For us, this government has truly been a nightmare.”49

This outcome might seem to suggest the conservative conclusion 

that all utopias are doomed to fail and fated to create even worse con-

ditions than those they had attempted to escape. But this is not my 

intention. My aim in this book has been to demonstrate and explore 

the reality of dreams by illustrating the constitutive role of utopian 

fantasies in the production of social reality, and by tracing the ways in 

which such dreams are transformed through the process of their real-

ization. These dreams give displaced expression to the desire for a rad-

ically different world. Their absurdity lies not in this desire itself, but 

in their tendency to express it in such a way that the conditions giving 

rise to it are not transcended but reproduced. This tendency is not 

necessarily inherent in social reality as such, but only in social reality 

under conditions of global capitalism. As we have seen, this is a reality 

fi lled with fetish objects, twisted into paradoxical inversions, and sub-

ordinated to inscrutable dynamics that human beings have created, 

but which “far from being under their control, in fact control them.”50 

I have sought to develop a fantastical materialist approach to this sur-

real world in order to draw out its phantasmatic and absurd dimen-

sions. And I have done so not as a dismissal of utopian dreams, but as 

a critique of the kind of world that needs such dreams to survive.

But there has also been a subplot to this story, composed of sud-

den moments of awakening, in which a different kind of utopia has 

sporadically exploded the established coordinates of social reality. The 

most momentous of these events was the August Uprising of 2005, in 
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which the long-abandoned population of the northern Amazon re-

sponded to the destruction of their dreams by launching a wave of 

paros throughout the region, which succeeded in shutting down the 

entire oil industry and forcing signifi cant concessions from the state 

and transnational capital. This was followed by further fl eeting mo-

ments of a similar kind. Faced with displacement from their land for 

the construction of an eco-city, the members of Sumak Ñambi re-

sponded by defi antly creating their own urban space. Confronted 

with the defeat of their project for an indigenous oil company, the 

comuneros of Playas de Cuyabeno battled the military to prevent 

the state oil company from entering their land. And following the 

destruction of their community to make way for a foreign copper 

mine, the inhabitants of San Marcos rebuilt their humble town, 

inviting others to join them in the creation of a community of the 

dispossessed.

Each of these struggles was comprehensively defeated, and none 

corresponded to a conventional understanding of what constitutes 

utopia. But they all shared the qualities of an insurgent utopia, which 

erupts into existence through a sudden confrontation with the Real of 

capital, in which the phantasmatic coordinates of social reality are 

shattered, and the violence of global capitalism is revealed. An insur-

gent utopia has no plan or blueprint and is not based on a promise of 

progress or a vision for the future. Instead, it is a utopia of the present, 

which directly stages what Jacques Rancière has called “the equality of 

anyone at all with anyone else: in other words, in the fi nal analysis, 

the sheer contingency of any social order.”51 As Susan Buck-Morss has 

argued, such events “surpass the confi nes of present constellations of 

power in perceiving the concrete meaning of freedom” and can be 

interpreted as moments, “however transitory, of the realization of ab-

solute spirit.”52 As such, they possess an ecstatic dimension, despite 

the desperate conditions in which they occur. The August Uprising 
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was described by its participants as an experience of collective eupho-

ria, embodied in the burning of state buildings and the battles on the 

barricades. And the blockade in Playas de Cuyabeno took the form of 

a ludic festival, punctuated by pitched battles with the Ecuadorian 

army. Such acts stage a carnivalesque inversion of reality, in which the 

established order is abruptly inverted and the utopian dimension of 

egalitarian freedom is directly lived by those with nothing left to lose.

After spending a few days in Coca, I headed to Dayuma, where the 

utopian fantasy of the Citizens’ Revolution had consolidated its victory 

over the insurgent utopia of the ABP. I had no reason to go there—the 

crackdown back in 2007 had crushed the last remnant of the move-

ment, and there had been no further uprisings in the intervening de-

cade. But Coca was dead. The dream had come to an end. And I had 

nothing else to do. I crossed the Napo at dawn. The river had risen 

overnight, erasing the beaches and sweeping the broken trees down-

stream in an endless logjam. I passed the military base on the far side of 

the bridge and turned onto the Savage Road. The mist hung low over 

the jungle on the fringes of the fi elds. The newly surfaced road was al-

ready disintegrating into a maze of deep shelves, sudden voids, and 

jagged edges. The old single-lane bridges had still not been replaced, 

and people still died on them. The road cut between the concrete huts 

of El Dorado and entered Block 61, the oil fi eld that had been granted 

to Schlumberger in exchange for saving Ecuador from default. Imme-

diately, the scene changed. The company was opening new wells 

throughout the block, and the roadsides were fi lled with drilling rigs, 

construction equipment, and surveillance cameras. But the road was 

strangely quiet, and the building sites were empty. I glimpsed a group 

of oil workers gathered beneath the narrow bridge at the entrance to 

Dayuma. Another group was standing outside the company gates in 

the center of town. They were demanding better wages and working 

conditions, and the company had locked a thousand workers inside to 
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prevent them from joining the strike. The sun burned off the cloud, 

and the heat was intense. A convoy of police arrived, seized the leaders 

of the strike, and drove away at high speed toward Coca. The news 

spread fast. The workers burst the company gates and spilled onto the 

road. At the same time, a group of Shuar militants forced their way 

inside, kidnapped the company manager, hijacked a vehicle, and 

headed down the Savage Road, deep into the jungle. The army arrived 

to rescue him, but the road had been blocked by the workers and the 

people. The awakening had happened. The paro had begun.
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Kapuściński, Ryszard, 29, 93–94

Kichwa (indigenous peoples): on 
appropriation of oil wealth, 198–99; 
constitutional reform and, 2, 64; 
debt slavery and, 34–37; El Mirador 
mine and, 189–91; Ikiam and, 171, 
172, 175–76; oil industry and, 
45–46; Providencia and, 99, 110–11; 
Sacha Petrol and, 134

Kirchner, Néstor, 2
knowledge: commodifi cation of 

traditional, 175–84; economies of, 
156–65, 193

Labaka, Alejandro, 45

labor, 9, 14, 116, 142, 161, 243n44

Lacan, Jacques, 10
Lago Agrio, Ecuador, 33, 47, 48, 

56–59, 221n53. See also Nueva Loja, 
Ecuador

land reform, 32, 37–38, 44, 46, 106, 
133–34

Lasso, Guillermo, 207–8

Latacunga, Ecuador, 83, 88–89



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n

I N D E X

284

Lefebvre, Henri, 5, 40, 236n138

Leiva, Fernando, 227n76

Lindsay, Greg: Aerotropolis, 96, 98, 
233–34n92

Llori, Guadalupe, 72–75, 103, 136

loan-for-oil contracts, 185, 189, 204

Local Association of Jivaro Centers, 
222n63

logging, 41

Long, Guillaume, 158
Lula da Silva, Luis Inácio, 2, 82, 87

Lundin Gold (mining company), 
246–47n110

Lyall, Angus, 240n88

Madeira-Mamoré railway, 18, 20

magical Marxism, 218n41

magical realism, 219n54

Mahuad, Jamil, 50–51, 152, 163

Manaus, Brazil, 22, 68, 77–78, 82

Manta-Manaus interoceanic corridor: 
Block 43 and, 100–102; capital and, 
79, 85–86, 100, 104, 108–10; 
conception and development of, 
80–85; Correa and, 68–70, 78, 
81–86, 88–89, 92–93, 99, 103, 
235n113; diffi culties confronting, 
86–92, 99, 108, 231n39; direct 
public investment in, 232n50; 
“Diving Providencia” and, 96–102, 
113–15; Fermín’s dream of, 77–79, 
83, 85; historical precedents for, 
79–80; indígenas and, 84, 102, 
105–6, 110–15; popular opinion of, 
83–84, 101–2; subtraction protocol 
and, 93–97; Sumak Ñambi 
(Gorgeous Road) and, 111–15, 214, 
236n138; utopian fantasy in, 85–86, 
88–89, 104

Manta Port Authority (APM), 80–81

Manzanillo, Mexico, 87

Marañon, 19. See also Amazon region
Marañon River, 87

Marx, Karl, 9, 11, 12, 14, 65, 85–86, 
104, 107, 116, 142, 157

Marx Carrasco, Carlos, 116
Marxists and Marxism, 7–8, 9, 163, 

218n41

Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(MIT), 158–59, 167, 170, 184–85

materialism: enchanted, 218n41; 
fantastical, 8–17, 29, 40, 213, 218n41; 
historical, 12–13

McNally, David, 8
Mera, Alexis, 243n45

Merrifield, Andy, 218n41

Miéville, China, 8
Millennium Cities: Correa and, 1–3, 

117–18, 123–26, 128–31, 197–98; as 
dreams, 118–20, 125–26, 140–41, 
144–45, 148–49; fantastical material-
ism in approach to, 15; insurgent 
utopias vs., 148–49, 215; Sacha 
Petrol paro and, 139–40; surrealism 
in, 125–31; utopian fantasy in, 
118–20, 122, 124–26, 129, 140–41, 
198, 199; vision for, 68, 70, 122–23, 
141, 197

mining industry, 6, 185–86, 188–93, 
195–96, 246–47n110

Ministry of Environment, 171

Ministry of Transport and Public 
Works, 89, 99, 104–6

Misahualli, Ecuador, 158
missions and missionaries, 34–36, 42, 

44, 45

Moncayo, Donald, 48–50, 55–57, 67, 
70

montage, 14
Morales, Enrique, 143–44, 213



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n

I N D E X

285

Morales, Evo, 2
Moreno, Lenín, 207–12

Morocho, Nancy, 240n79

Nankints, 205, 206, 249n28

Napo River: Block 43 and, 100; 
“Divining Providencia” project and, 
98; Edén and, 34–36; Huaorani and, 
221n49; Manta-Manaus and, 68, 
77–78, 80, 83, 90–92, 99, 102, 202, 
235n113; Orellana’s “discovery” of 
Amazon and, 21

National Center of Strategies for the 
Right to Territory (CENEDET), 
16–17, 151–52, 195–96, 246n94

National Secretariat of Planning and 
Development (SENPLADES), 68, 
150–52, 154

National Secretariat of Science, 
Technology, and Higher Education 
(SENESCYT), 155, 179–83

Native Union of the Ecuadorian 
Amazon (UNAE), 38

neoliberalism: Correa and, 2, 55, 
62–64, 123, 150, 162–64, 203–4, 
208–9; “Divining Providencia” 
project and, 96–97; Ikiam and, 160, 
167, 177, 183–84; oil boom collapse 
and, 50; oil crash and, 43; Sachs 
and, 163–64; social movements 
against, 50–55, 61; Yachay and, 165

neostructuralism: in Citizens’ 
Revolution, 65, 82–83, 208–9, 
227n76; defi ned, 226–27n76; Ikiam 
and, 161–62; Manta-Manaus and, 
82–83; Millennium Cities and, 123

Nicaragua, 108

Nietzsche, Friedrich, 150, 153, 196

Noboa, Álvaro, 66–67

Noboa, Gustavo, 51

Nueva Loja, Ecuador, 31, 33–34, 47. 
See also Lago Agrio, Ecuador

Occidental (oil company), 46, 57, 61, 
121, 133, 204, 237n19

Odebrecht, 86, 87, 93, 209, 231n38, 
231n45

oil dependency, 2, 28–29, 121, 136, 
142–43, 185–86, 204–5

oil industry: ABP negotiations with, 
55–56, 58, 60–62; colonization of 
Amazon and, 24–29, 33, 35–37, 40, 
212–13; economic impacts of, 
42–43, 51; environmental and 
health impacts of, 40–42, 44–45, 
47–49, 51–52; fourth ABP paro 
against (2005), 56–62; Hydrocar-
bons Law and, 117; Ikiam and, 
184–85; indígenas in, 28, 36–37, 40, 
45–46, 133–35; Providencia and, 
100–101, 103–7, 109; Savage Road 
paros against, 71–76; social reality 
transformed by, 142–43

oil rents, 62, 88, 142, 144, 169, 185–86, 
200

oil spills, 41, 44–45, 47–49

OPEC (Organization of the Petro-
leum Exporting Countries), 28

Oppenheimer, Joshua, 17
Orellana (province), 56, 67, 72–76, 

103, 212–13, 224n16. See also 
Amazon region; specifi c locales

Orellana, Francisco de, 20–21, 34

Organization of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC), 28

Oriente, 21–27, 29–33, 35–36, 44. See 
also Amazon region

original accumulation of twenty-fi rst-
century socialism, 116–18, 121–22, 
135, 137, 139, 141–44, 198



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n

I N D E X

286

Outlaw Rebellion (2005), 55
outsourcing, 61

Paita, Peru, 87

Palacio, Alfredo, 55, 59–60, 81, 
224n24, 225n52

palm oil, 41

Pañacocha, Ecuador: founding and 
development of, 121–22, 124, 125, 
132–33; Goldáraz and, 36, 37; Sacha 
Petrol and concession of, 133–40, 
147–49; surreality of, 126–31. See 
also Millennium Cities

Panama Canal, 82, 87, 108

Panantza–San Carlos Copper Project, 
205–6

paros (“paralyzation” as political 
strategy), 53–56; August Uprising of 
ABP (2005), 56–62, 143, 213–15; 
Correa and, 55, 71–74, 76; Dayuma 
(2007), 72–76; Dayuma (2017), 
215–16; economic costs of, 228n103; 
El Pindo (2007), 71–72; Palacio and, 
224n24; Playas de Cuyabeno (2008), 
137–40, 143, 145, 149, 214, 215

Patiño, Ricardo, 226n64

patria grande vision, 82

Perenco (oil company), 61

Peru: foreign investment in, 88; 
interoceanic corridor through, 108, 
231n46; peace treaty with Ecuador 
(1998), 80; war with Ecuador (1941), 
24

Petroamazonas (national oil com-
pany): Alvarado and, 146; Block 43 
and, 100; creation of, 239n61; 
Hydrocarbons Law and, 117; 
Millennium Cities and, 130–31; 
Pañacocha oil fi eld and, 133–35, 139; 
sovereign control of oil through, 121

Petrobras (oil company), 61, 231n38

Petroecuador (national oil company), 
133–35. See also Petroamazonas 
(national oil company)

PetroOriental (oil company), 
71–72

phantasmagoria: Benjamin’s theory of, 
8–9, 218n26; in Citizens’ Revolu-
tion, 70, 210–11; fantastical 
materialism and, 15; in Manta-
Manaus project, 88–89, 108; 
Millennium Cities and, 119–20; oil’s 
power as, 27, 120

Piaguaje, Humberto, 52, 67

pipelines and pipeline construction, 
27, 42, 54, 187–88, 199

Pizarro, Gonzalo, 20–21

Playas de Cuyabeno, Ecuador: form 
of, 121–23; inauguration of, 117–18; 
modernization through, 124–26; 
paro at, 137–40, 143, 145, 149, 214, 
215; Sacha Petrol and Block 15 
concession, 134–37, 145, 147–48; 
surreality of, 1, 4–5, 126–31. See also 
Millennium Cities

Plaza Lasso, Galo, 24

Polanyi, Karl, 40

pollution, 40–42, 44

post-neoliberalism: capitalist entangle-
ments of, 94, 108–10; Correa’s 
election and, 2, 63; crisis in, 
208–9; Ikiam and, 160; Manta-
Manaus project and, 108, 110; 
UNASUR and, 82; utopian 
fantasy vs. insurgent utopia in, 
50, 70

Potemkin, Grigory, and Potemkin 
villages, 130

Potosí silver mines, 21

poverty, 51, 67, 164, 224n16



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n

I N D E X

287

primitive accumulation, 116–17, 121, 
122, 135–36, 143

private property rights, 44, 72, 180–81

privatization, 43, 101, 152, 179–83, 204

propaganda fi lms, 229n114

Providencia, Ecuador: “Divining 
Providencia” project, 96–102, 
108–9, 113–15, 199–200; Fermín 
and, 78, 80, 83; insurgent utopias 
and, 110–15; land purchase for, 80, 
106, 111; Manta-Manaus project, 
83–84, 88–91, 93, 99–100; oil and 
urbanization of, 100–101, 103–7, 
109; subtraction protocol for, 
94–97; Sumak Ñambi and, 114–15

Proyecto El Dorado project, 80

psychoanalytic theory, 9–10. See also 
Freud, Sigmund

Pukapeña, Ecuador, 134, 136, 147–48

Putumayo River, 79–80

Quevedo, Ecuador, 83

Quishpe, Salvador, 247n121

racism, 35–36

Ramírez Gallegos, René: biosocialism 
of, 150–51, 154–57, 161–64, 173, 177, 
183–85, 193–96; CENEDET and, 
195–96; Correa and, 153–54, 162–63; 
dismissal of, 208; Ikiam and Yachay 
and, 155–61, 166–67; paradise of 
bioknowledge and, 158–64; Sachs 
and, 152, 163, 164

Rancière, Jacques, 3, 214

realism: fantastic, 17, 219n54; magical, 
219n54

Real of capital, 10–14; “Divining 
Providencia” project and, 102; 
frontier utopias and, 40, 47; Ikiam 
and, 164–65; insurgent utopias and, 

214; Manta-Manaus and, 79, 86, 
104, 108–9; Millennium Cities and, 
131

Repsol (oil company), 61

rights of nature, 2, 154, 189, 227n89, 
246–47n110

roads and road construction: ABP 
Accords and, 60–61; colonization of 
Amazon and, 27, 29–30, 32, 35, 
39–41; Correa and reforms for, 68, 
69; Ikiam and, 171–72; Manta-
Manaus project and, 88–89; 
Millennium Cities and, 120; oil 
industry and, 32, 41, 44–45. See also 
Manta-Manaus interoceanic 
corridor

Rodríguez Lara, Guillermo, 28

Roldós, Jaime, 38, 43

Royal Dutch Shell (oil company), 24

rubber boom, 17–23, 34–36, 79, 110–11

Sacha Petrol (indigenous oil com-
pany), 133–35, 144–48, 239nn62–63

Sachs, Jeffrey, 152, 163–64

Sallo, Ángel, 241n93

San Marcos (Kichwa and mestizo 
community), 191–93, 214, 247n121, 
249n28

Santa Cecilia, Ecuador (oil camp), 
25–26, 30–31

Santillana, Alejandra, 228n90

SAP (South America Project), 95

Savage Road, 71–73

Schlumberger (oil company), 187, 
215–16

schools and education, 54, 56, 69, 
126–27, 244n67. See also Ikiam 
(Regional University of the 
Amazon)

Scott, James C., 4–5, 124



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n

I N D E X

288

Secoya (indigenous peoples), 36, 84, 
102, 134

SENESCYT (National Secretariat of 
Science, Technology, and Higher 
Education), 155, 179–83

SENPLADES (National Secretariat of 
Planning and Development), 68, 
150–52, 154

Sharupi, Franklin, 182–83

Sherman, Roger, 95–98, 102, 114
shock therapy reforms, 152, 163

Shuar (indigenous peoples), 36; 
El Mirador mine and, 189–93; 
federation of, 222n63; Ikiam 
and, 182; Panantza–San Carlos 
Copper Project and, 205–6; 
Sacha Petrol and, 134, 138; 
utopias and displacement of, 
247n116

Shushufindi, Ecuador, 97–98

silver and silver mines, 21

SINOPEC (oil company), 187

Siona (indigenous peoples), 36, 134, 
138

slavery and slave trade, 22–24, 34–38, 
110–11

social fantasy, 8, 10–13, 213–14

socialism: Chávez and, 82; Correa 
and, 65, 75; Millennium Cities and, 
124; National Development Plan 
for, 122–23; original accumulation 
and, 116–18, 121–22, 135, 137, 139, 
141–44, 198. See also biosocialism; 
buen vivir (good living); twenty-
fi rst-century socialism; utopian 
socialism

SOTE (Trans-Ecuadorian Pipeline), 
27, 44–45

South America Project (SAP), 95

South Korea, 165–67, 244n61

space: capitalist production of, 5, 8, 
40, 85–86, 108; insurgent utopias 
and, 192, 214; subtraction protocol 
for, 94–95; utopian fantasy in 
production of, 4, 20, 40, 42, 97, 
114, 129

Standard Oil, 24

state as dream machine, 69–70, 103–4, 
110, 124, 210–11

subsumption: formal and real of labor, 
243n44; formal of nature, 162, 175, 
186, 194, 243n44; real of nature, 162, 
164, 174–75, 193–94, 243n44

subtraction protocol, 93–97, 114
Sucumbíos (province), 47, 51, 56, 67, 

72. See also Amazon region; specifi c 
locales

sumak kawsay, 2, 64. See also buen 
vivir (good living)

Sumak Ñambi (Kichwa association), 
111–15, 214, 236n138

Summer Linguistics Institute (ILV), 
222n54

surrealism, 9–10, 14, 17, 125–31, 164, 
199–200

Sustainable Development Solutions 
Network (SDSN), 163

Tagaeri (indigenous peoples), 42, 45, 
223n75

Taromenane (indigenous peoples), 42, 
223n75

Taussig, Michael, 7, 14, 249n28

Tena, Ecuador, 83, 89, 171, 200

Tendetza, José, 190–91, 247n115

Tereré, Ecuador, 129

Teteté (indigenous peoples), 221n52

Texaco-Gulf (oil company), 25, 42, 
222n54

Thompson, Hunter S., 15



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n

I N D E X

289

tierras baldias (vacant lands), 32, 37, 
247n116

Todorov, Tzvetan, 12, 14–15, 152
traditional knowledge, 175–84

Trans-Ecuadorian Pipeline (SOTE), 
27, 44–45

twenty-fi rst-century socialism, 2, 65, 
75, 82–83; original accumulation of, 
116–18, 121–22, 135, 137, 139, 141–44, 
198

UNAE (Native Union of the Ecuador-
ian Amazon), 38

Union of South American Nations 
(UNASUR), 82, 98, 150, 152, 
200–201

United States–Ecuador free trade 
agreement, 67, 237n19

University of Ikiam. See Ikiam 
(Regional University of the 
Amazon)

University of the Amazon. See Ikiam 
(Regional University of the Amazon)

urbanization, 44, 68, 100, 102, 168, 
171–73

use value, 9, 40, 142, 183, 263n138

utopian fantasies, 3, 12; in Amazonian 
colonization efforts, 18–23, 32–33, 
40, 42–43; biosocialism and, 151; 
“Divining Providencia” and, 97; 
Ikiam and, 69, 70, 152, 158–59, 
193–96, 198; indigenous autonomy 
movements and, 35–39, 215; 
Manta-Manaus project and, 85–89, 
104, 108–10; Millennium Cities 
and, 118–20, 122, 124–26, 129, 
140–41, 198, 199; production of 
space under, 4, 20, 40, 42, 97, 114, 
129; Real of capital and, 40, 47, 

108–10; social reality constituted by, 
3, 213; Yasuni-ITT and, 227n89. See 
also insurgent utopias

utopian socialism, 11–13, 65–66

value: as apparently autonomous 
force, 9, 11, 104, 210; labor theory 
of, 9, 142; nature and, 142; surplus, 
9, 11, 194, 243n44

Velasco Ibarra, José María, 28

Venezuela, 2, 70, 208, 225n52

Vía Auca, 71–73

Vía Guanta, 187

Vía Interoceánica (Interoceanic 
Highway) proposal, 79–80, 
229–30n6

Villavicencio, Arturo, 165–66

Viteri Toro, Jorge, 25, 26, 42, 43, 45, 
221n53, 222–23n75

Wachapá, Agustín, 206

Watts, Michael, 26

Whitman, Walt, 120

Wilson, Japhy, 15–16, 195–96, 246n94

windfall taxes, 67

World Bank, 62, 67

Xi Jinping, 206

Yachay, Ecuador, 155–56, 164, 165, 
201–2, 209–10, 244n55. See also 
Ikiam (Regional University of the 
Amazon)

Yasuni National Park, 100, 103, 141, 
227n89

Zápara (indigenous peoples), 36, 134, 
141–42

Žižek, Slavoj, 10–13, 140, 203



YUP - n
ot 

for
 di

str
ibu

tio
n



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [432.000 648.000]
>> setpagedevice




