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aguaje: flood tide 
asociado: an associate or partner 
atarraya/atarrayazo: round throw net used for 

fishing in the rivers and estuaries  
autoconstruçao: refers to a process described by 

James Holston (2008) where people from lower 
economic classes become citizens through a process 
of “auto-construction” in which they build their own 
houses and neighborhoods 

auto-veda: self-imposed fishing ban 
bajiales: flood plain 
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bananero: banana producer, though the term is 

mainly used to refer to large producers or 
entrepreneurs 
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refers to large producers or entrepreneurs  
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crops for family consumption 
chayo: special kind of fishing net used to capture 

shrimp larvae 
ciento: a unit of 100 cockles 
compañero/a: comrade, colleague, partner or 

companion 
compañía: large multinational corporations such as 

the United Fruit Company 
compadrazgo: a spiritual relation established between 

a child’s parents and another person who acquires 
responsibilities concerning the child’s care and well-
being 

comunidades ancestrales: ancestral communities or 
traditional populations 

conchas/concha prieta: black mangrove cockles 
confianza: trust, reliance, confidence and reciprocity 

In Baud’s (2018: 4) work, confianza “refers to the 
relations between two individuals or sometimes, 
between individuals and a group of people, which 
have been forged over time and because of their 
moral significance acquire an almost sacred 
meaning” 

cooperados: members of a cooperative, organization 
or association 

cordillera: mountain range 
costal: jute bag 
costeñidad: a particular kind of coastal identity or 

coastal way of life 
criollo: in the 19th century, a person of European 

descent 
cupos: a system of quotas 
Defensoría del Pueblo: Public Ombudsman 
embarque: fruit processing and shipping day 

encomienda: lands granted to conquistadores along 
with their indigenous inhabitants in exchange for 
their services to the Spanish crown 

enfundador: banana worker who places pesticide-
laced bags over each banana bunch on plantations  

entierros: ancestral burial sites 
estibador: a person who works as a carrier moving 

heavy loads 
fiebre del banano: banana fever 
gente de aquí: the people of a particular place 
gualilla: lowland paca 
guatusa: a large rodent of the Dasyprocta genus 

common to Central and South America 
guineo seda: Gros Michel variety of banana 
huasipungo: a regime established under colonial rule 

by which the owners of haciendas granted a plot of 
land to their workers in exchange for their labor 

informe técnico: technical report 
jicra: a finely weaved mesh bag fabricated from fish 

nets 
jornalero: day laborer 
lancha: a small motor boat 
larveros: small fishers who collected shrimp larvae 

along the beaches and bajiales in the early days of 
the shrimp boom 

la creciente: the rising tide 
la quiebra: a very low tide that happens once every 

month 
la seca or la vaciante: the ebb tide 
mandados: bossed around 
manglar: mangrove tree 
marea: the tide 
monte: hinterland 
muerte lenta: slow death 
oro blanco: white gold (in reference to shrimp larvae 

or seed) 
oro verde: green gold (in reference to the banana 

plants) 
papelería: store specialized in stationary, desk and 

writing supplies 
pescador/a artesanal: small fisher 
plurinacionalidad: plurinationality 
pre-asociación: informal association that has not been 

legally recognized by the state 
salitrales: salt lands or flats   
tejido de vida: social fabric 
teniente político: representative of the government in 

a particular territory 
tierras baldías: empty lands that do not have a legally 

recognized owner  
totora: a variety of cattail 
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Preface 

Picture 1: Washerwomen along the banks of Buenaventura’s river.1 

 
 

When Amada was around eight years old, she witnessed the clear-cutting of the forests and 
food crops that grew along the shores of the river that flowed in front of her house. She 
vividly recalls running through the fields with her brothers carrying large costales to gather 
fruits from the fallen trees. Oranges, mandarins, mangoes, avocadoes, cauges, pomarosas 
and zapotes were left to rot on the ground as loggers trailed deep into the foothills of the 
cordillera. It was the 1950s, the peak of Ecuador’s banana boom that transformed the 
country into the world’s leading exporter of the tropical fruit. Throughout the coastal region, 
la costa, small farmers, rural laborers, landowning elites and aspiring bananeros, were 
caught up in a banana fever that caused widespread deforestation and displaced native 
campesinos and campesinas from their lands. La fiebre del banano gave way to fierce 
struggles over land and water and resulted in a chaotic process of enclosure, privatization 
and dispossession that radically transformed the lives of rural residents and the places 
where they lived.  

Expelled from their home by the river’s edge, Amada and her family migrated to the city in 
search of new ways to make a living. After spending several difficult years in the slums of 
Guayaquil, Amada decided to return alone to Buenaventura. In less than a decade, the small 
rural outpost she had known as a child had grown into a bustling town that attracted 

 
 
1All pictures, unless otherwise mentioned, were taken by the author during fieldwork. The people on the photographs 
are not necessarily the ones mentioned in the text. 
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migrants from different parts of the country seeking work as jornaleros in the banana fields. 
The town was now entirely engulfed by plantations on all sides and every so often a small 
airplane flew over the fields releasing a toxic chemical mist into the air. With the spread of 
banana monoculture, most of Buenaventura’s residents had lost their access to the region’s 
land, water and forest commons and were for the most part dependent on plantation wages 
to subsist. Low salaries, harsh working conditions and constant exposure to dangerous 
chemicals formed the backdrop of everyday life in what became known as the zona 
bananera.  

Despite these difficulties, rural laborers continued to carve out a space for themselves in the 
crevices of the plantations. Working together, they claimed lands to build working class 
barriadas and expanded their self-constructed barrios into the surrounding banana fields. 
They formed comités and demanded access to public services and better living conditions for 
themselves and their families. Over the course of nearly two decades, brick by brick, Amada 
managed to build a spacious concrete home in the town center. With little money to her 
name, an abusive husband and ten children to support, she weaved an extensive social 
network that helped her raise a large family and provide her children with the basic 
education that she had always dreamed for herself. Twice she was elected ‘distinguished 
citizen’ of Buenaventura by the local government and she continues to lead the organization 
of her barrio’s yearly anniversary with the help of her daughters and grandchildren.   

Picture 2: Fisherwomen in the archipelago of Jambelí 

 
 
Not far from the coastal plains, a few kilometers off land, a different kind of fever was 
spreading in the manglar forests of the archipelago of Jambelí. Sulma, a fisherwoman from 
the island of Tres Cruces remembers the day when her son returned home carrying an empty 
jicra in his hands. With anger mounting in his voice he explained that a shrimp farmer had 
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denied him access to the town’s traditional cockle gathering grounds. The camaronero was 
leading a group of men who were cutting down the manglar forests at the southern edge of 
the island and building mud walls around the emptied terrain. It was the 1970s, when rising 
shrimp exports set off a race to occupy the remaining manglar and salitrales where artificial 
ponds were built to farm shrimp. Camaroneros sailed from the main port cities to the islands 
of the archipelago of Jambelí in search of mangrove covered areas that could be cleared for 
their ponds. In violation of state laws that protected the manglar, camaroneros deforested 
and enclosed extensive areas that were then placed under the surveillance of private armed 
guards. At the same time, they reached out to the archipelago’s artisanal fishers and offered 
them money to capture wild shrimp seed that would be cultivated in their ponds. The capture 
and sale of shrimp larvae in the estuaries provided temporary employment for island 
residents and an additional source of income. Yet the arrangement did not last long as the 
appearance of diseases among farmed raised shrimp temporarily put an end to the business. 
As camaroneros abandoned their ponds, artisanal fishers began to deploy different 
strategies to regain control over the manglar territory.  

In the late 1980s, resistance against shrimp farmers grew among those who remained in the 
archipelago. Along with her sons and daughters, Sulma travelled to the mainland to 
participate in region-wide protests against the destruction wrought upon fisher gatherer 
communities by the shrimp farming industry. Back on the island, she hosted communal 
meetings in her house where villagers discussed their plans to defend the mangroves. She 
signed various petitions to initiate legal processes against the shrimp farmers that 
encroached on her island and she participated in small acts of sabotage, stealing machinery 
from the workers’ camp grounds and setting earth removing machines on fire to prevent the 
further construction of camaroneras. These actions attracted the interest of environmental 
NGOs and government institutions leading to the recognition of the islander’s territorial 
claims by the state.  

In the year 2000, mangrove concessions were granted to fisher gatherer associations and 
ancestral communities who were officially recognized as ‘guardians of the mangrove 
ecosystem’. Sulma considered this distinction as a triumph for her family and her 
community. Yet she worried that new state laws would lead to the exclusion of certain 
groups from the manglar. She foresaw the rise of conflicts over the diminishing manglar 
territory and the ongoing depletion of the fisheries linked to widespread deforestation and 
rising levels of contamination caused by the shrimp industry. But instead of leaving the 
island to find work on the mainland, Sulma and her daughters chose to remain. To this day, 
they gather cockles and mussels in the mangroves and recently began to fish in the estuaries 
to increase their earnings. They participate in communal meetings and are actively engaged 
in the search for new ways to improve the living conditions of artisanal fisher gatherers who 
continue to work in the manglares that surround the island of Tres Cruces.  

The stories of Amada and Sulma reveal the tensions and contradictions produced by the 
encounter between export-oriented extractive industries, state developments and rural 
forms of life. On the one hand, they draw attention to the specificity and heterogeneity of 
capital and state interventions in different rural contexts and their connection to persisting 
inequalities, forms of violence and rising levels of toxicity in these places. On the other hand, 
they point to the wide-range of local responses to these interventions and the diverse 
strategies that people deploy to continue to create their lives, almost despite capitalist 
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degradations. They make visible the suffering, but also the strength and creativity of those 
who have remained and are inventing new ways of living in toxic monocultured landscapes 
that are dominated by the production and exportation of two of the world’s most desirable 
food commodities: bananas and shrimps.   

From the vantage point of those who remain, common definitions and understandings of 
capitalism as a totalizing system that necessarily calls forth myriad forms of resistance ‘from 
below’ do not account for the complexity of their everyday life experiences. As Tania Li 
(2014) observes in her book Land’s End, such Manichean representations of complex 
realities have been unable to explain how capitalist relations emerge and expand in different 
rural contexts. In her words, “Livelihoods in much of the world are shaped by capitalist 
relations, but we seldom stop to examine precisely what is distinctive about these relations, 
nor to consider how they are formed” (Li 2014: 5). She further argues that binary 
explanations have been unable to identify practical solutions that could actually work to the 
advantage of rural people. In a somewhat related manner, in The Mushroom at the End of 
the World, Anna Tsing (2015) argues that common definitions of capitalism as a monolithic 
system prevent us from understanding the “possibilities of coexistence with environmental 
disturbance” (2015: 4) that form the core of people’s everyday life experience in many parts 
of the world.  

Drawing from current discussions on capitalisms and diverse economies (Gibson Graham 
1996, 2006, 2008, Gago 2017, Baud, Boelens and Damonte 2019) and from recent 
explorations in the anthropology of capitalism (Li 2014, Bear 2015, Tsing 2015), this thesis 
attempts to map some of the effects and features of diverse capitalist manifestations in 
southern Ecuador. Specifically, it draws attention to two important elements. The first refers 
to the omnipresence of toxicity and ongoing environmental destruction as a result of the 
expansion of capitalist processes. The second refers to the effects of these diverse capitalisms 
on the lived experience of differently classed, gendered and racialized bodies that at times 
refuse but also enable their reproduction. The main argument builds on the difficulties of 
explaining the concreteness of toxicity in people’s everyday lives and at the same time the 
proliferation of diverse forms of living under capitalism. This leads to a central question: 
how should we understand people’s capacity to cope with and at times transform their lives 
in contexts created by savage forms of capitalism?  

Combining a historical and ethnographic approach, this thesis attempts to explain rural 
peoples lived experience of toxicity, large-scale capitalist transformations and state 
interventions. Moving between their memories of the past and the social and political actions 
that engage them in the present, it attempts to shed light on rural peoples own perception 
and understanding of macro political issues while exploring their intimate interpretations 
of their own lives, their changing relations to each other and to their surrounding landscape. 
Throughout the dissertation, their voices are deliberately allowed to disrupt the flow of 
dominant narratives and theoretical claims. The intention is to have their voices challenge 
general categories and broad abstractions often used to describe their experiences and to 
make visible their political work at the level of the household, the community and rural 
society at large.  

By placing the perspective of rural laborers and artisanal fishers who remained and 
continued to create their lives in the manglares and coastal plains of southern Ecuador at 
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the center of academic debates, this thesis also hopes to address broader issues of global 
concern. Among other aspects, it reflects an attempt to understand the enduring impacts of 
capitalist expansion in rural areas, the diminishing ability and willingness of governments 
to protect the lives of rural residents, and the relentless search for opportunities that 
characterizes the lives of those living in toxic and rapidly degrading rural environments. 
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Chapter 1 

Capitalist Transformations and Emerging Monocultures  
in Southern Ecuador  
An introduction to this dissertation 
 

Porque se va el montuvio […] 
Tal aguaje largo los arrastra el destino. 

Los montuvios se van pa’ bajo der barranco. 
Aguilera Malta et al. (1930: 1) 

 
Writing in the 1930s, following the outbreak of a deadly plague that destroyed Ecuador’s cacao 
plantations and plunged the country into a deep political and economic crisis, a group of young 
intellectuals from the city of Guayaquil set out to document the lives and stories of cholo and 
montubio2 peasant populations of mixed mestizo and afro-descendant origin living in the 
lowlands and manglares of the coast. Influenced by social realist artistic currents that were 
popular at the time, their writings were meant to denounce the injustices suffered by coastal 
populations as capital and state interests encroached upon rural territories. Their fictionalized 
accounts provide one of the few written records of the changes undergone in the lives of the 
southern coast’s rural residents in the first half of the twentieth century. The group’s first book 
entitled Los que se van (Those Who Leave) opens with the ominous epigraph, reproduced above, 
that roughly translates as follows: “Because the montubio are leaving, swept under the crescent 
tide of destiny, downward into the depths of the ravine” (Aguilera Malta, Gallegos, Gil Gilbert 
1930: 1). These lines manifest the group’s intention to write against the oblivion of coastal 
populations. Yet, reflecting the views of middle-class urban intellectuals, they presented an image 
of cholo and montubio people and the places where they lived as mere victims of capital and state 
dispossessions. From this perspective, peasant farmers, rural laborers and artisanal fishers were 
destined to disappear, chased from their territories by utopian dreams of progress that qualified 
their worlds as backward, underdeveloped and implausible in a modern post-colonial state.  

In the decades that followed, in Ecuador, such ideas remained at the center of popular and 
academic discussions concerning the effects of capital and state expansions in rural areas (see 
Chiriboga 1988 for a full review). The historical events that preceded the world crisis, la Gran 
Depresión of the 1930s partially confirmed these views. The spread of export-oriented plantations 
in the coastal region supported by local political and economic elites and foreign investors, two 
rounds of state-led agrarian reform and the later pursuit of neoliberal restructuring policies led 
to widespread deforestations, enclosures and privatizations (Striffler 2002, Larrea 2005, Breton 
2008, Wunder 2011, Martínez 2014). This resulted in the displacement of an unknown number 
of people and ecosystems from the coastal lowlands. Estimates of the scale of rural 
transformations during this period show that by the mid-1970s between 180,000 to 240,000 
hectares of forests were lost per year, with most clearings occurring in the coast and the 
Ecuadorian Amazon (Wunder 2011: 168). Additional studies estimate that by the 1990s coastal 
areas had lost more than ninety percent of tropical lowland ecosystems and up to half of the 

 
 
2From here on, in this dissertation I write montubio with a B rather than a V as most montubio intellectuals 
suggest. 
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manglar forests that grew along the coastal strip and the islands of the Gulf of Guayaquil (Larrea 
2005: 3).  

Several authors observe that this period was also marked by important cultural shifts expressed 
in rising discrimination against cholo and montubio groups and the devalorization of their 
traditional ways of life. Both Roitman (2009) and Bauer (2012) argue that cholo and montubio 
identities were systematically associated with negative connotations while Cervone (2010) 
observes that powerful political actors considered them too backward and unrefined to serve as 
positive referents for the national identity. Thus, for example, in his book Political Power in 
Ecuador (1980: 51), Osvaldo Hurtado writes that, “vagrancy, thievery, filthiness, drunkenness 
and deceit” were typical traits of the country’s coastal populations. He then goes on to blame them 
for the economic stagnation and underdevelopment of the coast in the period prior to the 
expansion of foreign and national compañías. As De la Torre and Salgado (2008) observe, the 
devalorization of peasant farmers and artisanal fisher groups was used by the state to justify the 
colonization of coastal lands and resources that would be put to the service of agrarian 
modernization and export-oriented production. As an effect of these racist policies and 
discourses, culturally and biologically diverse systems of production that were rooted in local 
forms of resource use, knowledge and management gradually disappeared from the coast. They 
were replaced instead by export-oriented monoculture and green revolution technologies based 
on modern/western forms of power and knowledge.  

The processes unleashed by state-led agrarian modernization deeply affected the lives of rural 
residents, their relation to each other and to the natural world. A concatenation of dispossessions 
that included their displacement from their homes and their places of work, the disappearance of 
common lands, water and forests, the loss of biodiversity and the progressive contamination of 
rural ecosystems with dangerous chemicals severely limited their capacity to maintain and 
reproduce their traditional ways of life. During this period, many chose to leave their lands and 
join the human flow of rural out-migrations to the urban peripheries or to foreign countries 
abroad. Important research has focused on the crucial problematic of the emptying countryside, 
its gendered connotations, and the difficulties faced by rural migrants in unfamiliar and often 
hostile urban environments (Bernard 1982, Radcliffe 1990, Waters 1997, Herrera et al. 2005, 
Martínez Valle 2005, García Pascual 2007, Vaillant and Oswald 2019). Yet we know much less 
about those who did not leave their exploited territories and remained in place despite the 
violence, contamination and destruction directed against their bodies and territories.  

This research traces the lives and stories of those who remain and the everyday strategies they 
pursue to continue to create their lives in the many crevices of capital and state developments. It 
focuses on the population of Ecuador’s southern coastal lowlands and manglar islands who 
experienced the transformation of their natural surroundings by large-scale monocultural 
production. It analyzes the lives of peasant families who were displaced from their homes and 
occupied lands on the margins of the region’s expanding banana plantations becoming the main 
labor force that supported the growth and expansion of Ecuador’s banana industry (Larrea et al. 
1987, Striffler 2000, Martínez Valle 2004, Rubio 2007, Cepeda 2009). It also traces the trajectories 
of small fisher communities in the manglar islands of the archipelago of Jambelí who remained 
attached to their artisanal fishing and gathering practices despite the expansion of large-scale 
shrimp farms in the surrounding manglar (Bravo 2013, Latorre and Ferrell 2014, Beitl 2014, Beitl 
et al. 2019). Although they experienced the severe reduction of their working grounds, some 
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continue to pursue their traditional ways of life while others are seeking to redefine their 
relations with the shrimp farming industry and the state. 

Before I turn to a more in-depth description of my research area and the specific case of the 
southern coast’s rural laborers and artisanal fishers, the next section lays out the main research 
question and objectives of this dissertation. This is followed by a description of the methods that 
were used to gather information for the construction of a more grounded discussion on the 
emergence and expansion of capitalist relations in rural Ecuador and the transformation of the 
country’s southern coastal region into a major banana and shrimp producing zone.  

Research questions and objectives 

Despite successive waves of capital and state interventions in rural territories, many peasant 
farmers, rural workers and artisanal fishers throughout the southern coast have stayed in their 
communities and continue to struggle to remain in place. By situating their stories and 
experiences at the center of my analysis, this dissertation explores how people learn to live in 
difficult social, economic and environmental circumstances and analyzes the different strategies 
they use to assure the reproduction of their lives. I argue that the transformative potential of rural 
people’s everyday living strategies has remained largely unrecognized and undervalued in the 
literature. Drawing on feminist theories and methods, I trace the heterogeneous making of 
diverse capitalisms to everyday human interactions and attempt to show how they may be giving 
rise to new ways of living in capitalism’s toxic and degraded environments. 

The main question that this research attempts to answer is how do people create and recreate 
their lives in toxic landscapes and to what extent are they capable of creating and defending spaces 
of autonomy in the wake of ongoing capital and state interventions. Central to this discussion is 
how intersecting class, gender and racial/ethnic differences inflect diverse people’s experience of 
social reality and enable or constrain differential responses on their behalf.  

I develop three subquestions along this line of inquiry. First, how are gender relations and social 
differences rearticulated in the wake of capital and state interventions? Second, how are toxic and 
exploitative relations reflected in and expressed by collective memories and lived experiences? 
And third, how are rural residents, in particular women, participating in the creation of new ways 
of living in toxic and degraded environments?  

My intention is to understand the relation between diverse capitalisms and the production of 
toxicity and inequalities through the perspective of those most affected by the ongoing 
destruction of diverse social and natural worlds. Overall, I have attempted to remain as faithful 
as possible to the perspectives of my interlocutors in the field and their particular experience of 
the changes undergone in their lives and territories. As Gago (2014: 18) observes, this entails 
accepting plural forms of capitalist development which in turn, “obliga más que a grandes teorías, 
a enunciados situados”. In other words, to understand capitalist processes and their rash 
developments, general theories must be abandoned in favor of situated arguments rooted in 
people’s everyday lives and myriad responses to the changes undergone in their surroundings. 
Such an approach necessarily begins in the field, by employing methods that allow for a greater 
collaboration of our research subjects and greater care and sensitivity towards their memories, 
their stories and lived experiences. 
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Methods: an ethnography of rural capitalisms  

In order to understand the effects of capital and state expansions in the lives of rural laborers and 
artisanal fishers, I travelled to the southern coast of Ecuador on three occasions between 2014 
and 2017 (see Annex). During this period, I lived with four different rural families for extended 
periods of time that went from several weeks to eight months completing a total of 20 months in 
the field. Ethnographic work was conducted in a small plantation town that I will refer to as 
Buenaventura located at the tail end of the zona bananera in the borderland province of El Oro 
and three different fisher villages located in the zona camaronera of this same province. I merge 
these three islands under the name of Tres Cruces, which like Buenaventura, constitute 
pseudonyms to protect the safety and identity of the people that collaborated with this research.  

Before going into the field, these places were not entirely unknown to me as I had previously 
visited the region on two separate occasions. The first involved a consultancy that took me to 
several towns in the lowlands where I collected life stories of elderly women’s experience of the 
changing climate. While conducting this research, I understood that the experience of these 
women constituted a valuable source of information for understanding the major changes 
undergone in the region. And yet, their knowledge was continuously being pushed to the margins 
of research and policy. One of the most interesting conclusions drawn from my interviews was 
that their stories traced major climate changes to the expansion of bananeras around their 
villages. Not only did these women maintain that the bananeras were responsible for the 
changing climate but also for a series of other related social and ecological transformations that 
far surpassed the limited scope of the consultancy. I was entrusted with pages and pages of 
information that were left out of the final report and was left searching for a vehicle to further 
explore and publish these findings.  

The second time I visited the coastal lowlands was through a project linked to the Sistema de 
Investigación sobre la Problemática Agraria en el Ecuador (SIPAE), a Quito-based research 
institute that focuses on the study of rural transformations. During this second visit I gained 
greater insights into the political, economic and ecologic dimensions of export-oriented 
plantations, focusing in particular on issues of land and water concentration and pesticide 
contamination. These reflections reinforced my wish to understand the transformation of one of 
the country’s richest and most biodiverse regions into a vast monoculture from the perspective 
of those who had lived through these changes. This is how I began to develop a research project 
based on qualitative methods, knowing that one of the most important aspects of my work would 
be to remain in the field for long periods of time to understand people’s concrete experiences of 
state and capital interventions. My objective was to develop a situated understanding of the 
problematic by experiencing firsthand what everyday life was like for rural laborers and artisanal 
fishers. I would learn not only by talking to them, but by ‘being there’, observing people’s daily 
practices, listening to the stories that they were willing to share with me and participating in their 
daily routines.  

While prior visits familiarized me with the research setting, they did not prepare me for the 
difficulties of establishing rapport with my research interlocutors. Being an Ecuadorian mestiza, 
speaking their same language and understanding many of the cultural norms that were implicit 
in people’s everyday actions certainly helped in this process. Yet coming from the capital city and 
entering the field as a young and highly educated female researcher also set me apart and 
sometimes inspired feelings of suspicion. I am aware that my gender identification as a woman, 



5 

my education and my privileged class position influenced the way different people interacted 
with me, how they responded to my questions and the kind of information they chose to disclose. 
In general, I found that my interlocutors, like most of the people we meet, were willing to talk 
about their lives and, at the same time, wanted to give a good impression of themselves and their 
communities. They were self-conscious and aware of the stigmas that were attached to them and 
the places where they lived and wanted to be portrayed in a different light. They did not want to 
be reduced to general categories and referred to as ‘poor’ or ‘undereducated’, characteristics 
often attached to rural people. They also did not want to give the impression that their barrios 
and villages were ‘dirty’, ‘contaminated’ or ‘dangerous’. The longer I remained in their 
communities, it became easier for people to talk about these issues. Many of my interlocutors told 
me that they were relieved that someone was asking them questions and was willing to listen and 
report their side of the story. Although noting down details about other people’s lives can 
sometimes be considered an act of aggression or domination, during these moments, I 
understood Nancy Scheper-Hughes (1993: 28) when she writes: “Seeing, listening, touching, 
recording can be, if done with care and sensitivity, acts of fraternity and sisterhood, acts of 
solidarity. Above all, they are the work of recognition. Not to look, not to touch, not to record, can 
be a hostile act, the act of indifference and of turning away”. I would add that this act comes with 
great responsibility that extends to the act of writing and sharing the information that I was so 
generously entrusted with.  

By the end of my fieldwork people had started to refer to me by the nickname ‘La Flaca’, and I did 
not have to stray far into town before I was approached for conversation. With trust comes great 
responsibility and I gladly dedicated my time and attention to these spontaneous encounters. Due 
to the informal nature of many of these conversations, they were not recorded. Instead I came to 
rely on the thin paper notebooks that I bought in the town’s small papelería. Most of the 
interviews I did record took place in the late evening after dinner when people sat outside their 
houses to cool off from the scorching heat and talk late into the night about the day’s events. 
Participating in these conversations but also taking on responsibilities that were expected of most 
young women made my presence more easily accepted. Being identified as a woman made me 
particularly attune to gender roles and inequalities and how they shaped the lives of women and 
men in very different ways. As a woman, I was expected to take part in the extra burden of unpaid 
care work in the evenings which sometimes made it difficult to keep track of my field notes and 
process the interviews I had recorded during the day.  

As Berry et al. (2017: 539) note, researchers should refrain from thinking that “rapport or 
intimacy with those with whom we are aligned necessarily results in more horizontal relations”. 
They go on to note that as female identified researchers, patriarchal power dynamics continue to 
operate on our bodies in disciplining ways. As such, while I fulfilled the expectations of a “good 
woman” by assuming cooking and cleaning tasks, taking care of children and participating in the 
organization of communal fiestas and neighborhood activities, I was awarded with respect. 
However, the times when I transgressed these boundaries, I was kindly and sometimes not so 
kindly reminded of my place as a woman. Thus, I learned about the various structures of power 
that constituted the different fields where I conducted ethnographic research. These experiences 
enabled me to better understand the gendered expectations that shaped the lives of women and 
men and how they were changing under the influence of ongoing capital and state expansions 
into their everyday lives. As Ortner (1995: 173) writes, “ethnography has always meant the 
attempt to understand another life world using the self – as much of it as possible – as the object 
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of knowing”. Staying with local families, paying for the meals and the bed I was offered in their 
home, and assuming responsibilities that were similar to those of the other female members of 
the household allowed me to gain further insight into women’s experience of everyday life, their 
worries and fears but also the hopes and dreams that inspired their actions and relations.  

The relations of trust that I was able to build and maintain with my interlocutors greatly 
determined how I viewed the diverse realities in which their lives were immersed. All these 
people helped me to better understand how they were able to continue living despite the 
worsening social, economic and environmental conditions that surrounded them. This 
manuscript builds, in particular, on the life stories of the two women I introduced in the prologue, 
Amada and Sulma. They are important protagonists of this dissertation and will introduce the 
readers to the different life worlds of the coastal lowlands and the manglares. The other people 
that appear in the following chapters are, for the most part, members of their families and 
communities. As such they are mainly peasant farmers, rural laborers and artisanal fishers. I was 
often personally introduced to them by Amada, Sulma or their daughters who became my most 
entrusted research assistants in the field. This particular form of snowball sampling allowed me 
to visualize the extensive social networks that women are capable of weaving and maintaining 
through different acts of care, mutual aid and reciprocity. While women remain the protagonists 
of this story, men play a central role due to their dominant participation in wage labor activities 
on plantations and in the mangroves and seas. Their diverse experiences allowed me to construct 
a larger picture of the emergence of capitalist dynamics and how they operate to transform 
different bodies and environments across land and sea. Throughout this dissertation, the 
identities of my research collaborators are protected by pseudonyms. While at times I use 
narratives that are directly drawn from their life stories, at other moments I use quotations that 
are taken from my recorded interviews. 

The time I spent alongside Sulma and Amada in the field, observing, participating, talking, and 
listening, gradually allowed me not just to see, but to gain a better understanding of the situations 
I observed and the stories I collected. Most of my time was spent shadowing the protagonists of 
this story in their household and barrio, on the plantations where they worked or in the mangrove 
forests, rivers and seas. “Being there” was crucial for obtaining what Geertz (1973) referred to as 
“thick data” distilled from the complexity of the everyday relations and exchanges that engage 
people as they struggle to make a living, move ahead, gain respect and build a better future for 
themselves, their families and communities. I also combined participant observation with 
different data-collection techniques including the reconstruction of life stories, extended 
conversations, semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, transect walks discussions 
and photography. In addition to the time I spent immersed in everyday life on the islands and 
plantation towns, I also conducted interviews with members of the local Junta Parroquial, land 
owners and entrepreneurs, agricultural engineers and local government authorities at the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, Aquaculture and Fishing (MAGAP) and the Subsecretary of 
Fisheries. The time I spent in the field was also complemented by an extensive review of primary 
and secondary written sources which included several weeks of archival research in the 
municipal library of Machala, El Oro’s capital city. The reviewed documents, my field notes and 
my own lived experience of the field have been the most important sources of information for this 
dissertation.  
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The case studies: on land and at sea  

Most of the fieldwork for this dissertation was conducted in two rural towns located in the coastal 
lowlands and manglar islands of the southern borderland province of El Oro. This relatively small 
and somewhat forgotten frontier region has been at the center of two of the country’s three export 
booms, cacao and bananas (the third being oil). Recently a fourth boom was added with the 
expansion of industrial shrimp farming. The province is crossed by a network of rivers that flow 
from the foothills of the Andes cordillera across the flat lands and into the sea, carving out one of 
the country’s most fertile and abundant plains along their path. Rich soils, tropical climates and 
proximity to the sea made this region the ideal site for the expansion of export-oriented 
plantations.  

Major landscape changes were started by Spanish conquistadores linked to the large-scale 
extraction of timber and the establishment of early cacao plantations. The introduction of slavery 
and other indentured forms of labor such as the encomienda and the huasipungo as well as contact 
with foreign diseases brought by the Europeans led to the decimation of native indigenous 
populations in this and most parts of the country. Their lands were conquered and colonized by 
foreigners and migrants who arrived at the coast from different parts of the country in search of 
land and labor (Laviana Cuetos 1987). After Independence, criollo elites took advantage of the 
unequal social structures established under colonial rule to continue the expansion of cacao 
plantations and the concentration of land and water among white/mestizo men and their families. 
Thus, until the final quarter of the twentieth century, no more than four families who had taken 
up residence in the city of Guayaquil possessed most of the lands that now constitute the entire 
province of El Oro (Chiriboga 1980, Roberts 1980, Larrea et al. 1987). The land itself was 
inhabited by a mixed indigenous, mestizo and Afro-American population who worked as small 
farmers, artisanal fishers and day laborers in the cacao fields. Those who occupied lands to plant 
crops and raise farm animals in the coastal plains were known as the montubio population, while 
those who spent most of their time fishing at sea and gathering cockles and other seafoods along 
the beaches and in the roots of the mangrove trees were referred to as cholas and cholos.  

By the early twentieth century, the region had already undergone successive waves of 
colonization that significantly transformed the diverse socionatural landscapes of the southern 
coast. However, the abundance of lands, rivers and forests allowed complex ecosystems to 
continue to thrive. This led to the emergence of the cholo, montubio and criollo populations, 
which adapted to these ecosystems creating a diversity of livelihoods (Chiriboga 1980, Cepeda 
2009, Maiguashca 2012). Hunting, plant gathering, fishing, logging and mixed crop agriculture 
shaped a rich agro-forested landscape alongside the region’s extensive cacao estates. This 
situation was dramatically altered in the 1920s by the spread of pathogens on cacao plantations, 
in particular a feral blight known as the Witches’ Broom, that decimated the crop and forced 
landowners to abandon their ruined haciendas. Taking advantage of the crisis, peasants and rural 
laborers seized lands and expanded their subsistence crops leading a process of re-peasantization 
in the face of rising levels of unemployment and scarcity. Their capacity to remain on the land 
was abruptly challenged by the arrival of the United Fruit Company (UFCO) on the southern 
coastal town of Tenguel in 1934 and its acquisition of the country’s largest hacienda (Striffler 
2000). The major transformations undergone as banana mono-culture continued to expand 
throughout the coastal plains provides the context of my first research site.  
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Bananas  

Before the arrival of the UFCO, bananas were an ordinary staple on peasant farms throughout the 
coast (Striffler 2000, Southgate and Roberts 2016). The self-propagating, high-yielding plant 
required little labor to cultivate and provided food for peasant families and the animals they 
raised on their lands. The plant’s tall and leafy stem also provided shade for tropical food crops 
that grew closer to the ground such as yucca or sweet potato, and also provided protection against 
the spread of diseases among the native cacao (Cepeda 2009). Beginning in the 1930s, under the 
influence of export production, bananas became a major cash crop. In the southern coastal plains, 
rural people began to refer to the fruit as el oro verde and many replaced their food crops with 
bananas. The switch to the new crop was also encouraged by state officials who facilitated 
generous loans and lifted environmental regulations for the colonization and deforestation of 
agrarian lands throughout the coast (Larrea 2005, De la Torre and Salgado 2008, Wunder 2011).  

Following the six-month Peruvian invasion of El Oro in 1941 and the subsequent presence of the 
Ecuadorian military in the region, a process of land re-concentration began to take place. 
Reconstruction efforts led by the Junta de Reconstrucción de El Oro focused on building the 
region’s agrarian potential (Medina 2008). The Junta opened secondary roads through the 
region’s dense tropical forests and built an extensive irrigation system to increase the land’s 
productivity. These public works went on to benefit local capitalists and the region’s political 
elites who invested in the enclosure of lands to establish banana plantations throughout the 
irrigated plains (Southgate and Roberts 2016). Changes at the regional level were also connected 
to broader changes that were taking place at the national level to produce a monocultured rural 
landscape shaped by modern ideologies of progress and expansion. While peasant farmers and 
rural workers were hired to cut down forests and drain wetlands to plant bananas, state officials 
planned the extension of the national road system into the southern coastal region and began to 
invest large sums of public money into the construction of an international port in the city of 
Machala (De la Torre and Salgado 2008).  

By 1948 banana exports neared one million tons giving rise to a period known in Ecuadorian 
history as el boom bananero (Larrea et al. 1987). The boom is remembered by many rural 
residents as a time of wealth and opulence. Legends about local bananeros celebrating their 
newly acquired wealth by lighting cigars with one hundred-dollar bills and importing containers 
full of whiskey and luxury goods are part of El Oro’s popular folklore. It was during these years 
that the city of Machala became an important social, economic and cultural center. A park with 
ornamented iron gates commissioned in Paris was built in the town’s center and in 1948 the 
famous opera singer Caruso gave a private concert at the city’s theater hall (Medina 2008). 
Prominent bananeros were among the group of investors that founded the region’s first bank, the 
Banco de Machala and the regional newspaper El Nacional that published its first edition during 
this same period.  

Meanwhile, the occupation and enclosure of the most fertile lands in the region was pushing 
peasant populations into the foothills of the mountains where it was harder for them to produce 
and commercialize their crops. Those who began to work in the banana fields as rural laborers 
were prone to exploitation and illness resulting from extremely harsh working conditions (Larrea 
et al. 1987, Martínez 2005, Cepeda 2009). In the early 1960s, as Machala was being christened 
the world’s banana capital and elected the first banana king and queen, a regional movement of 
peasant farmers and rural laborers invaded the United Fruit’s Tenguel hacienda demanding 
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access to land and better working conditions. Their action prompted a military coup led by young 
progressive cadres who went on to declare the country’s first agrarian reform (Striffler 2002).  

Picture 3: Bananeras encroaching on the town of Buenaventura. 

 
 
In 1964 agrarian reform law granted rural laborers and peasant farmers access to lands marking 
a watershed moment in the relations between the state, local capitalists and rural populations. 
However, the lack of resources available to peasant farmers and the scarce assistance that they 
were granted by state officials prevented them from retaining their access and control over the 
lands they were given. The enactment of a second agrarian reform law in 1973, that responded 
to the interests of modern capitalist elites ignored these problems (Striffler 2002). Ultimately, the 
displacement of peasant farmers and rural laborers from the fertile plains was accelerated by the 
introduction of a disease-resistant variety of banana in the fields (Cepeda 2009). Unlike other 
banana varieties, the Cavendish banana required capital- and labor-intensive methods of 
production that were out of reach for most peasant farmers. By spreading the new variety of fruit, 
capitalist growers displaced the traditional banana from the market and were able to concentrate 
more land and water resources to expand their business. Along with the Cavendish, a hazardous 
mix of toxic chemicals was also introduced to the fields to combat the spread of diseases on 
monocultural plantations (Southgate and Roberts 2016). Rising levels of toxicity brought about 
by the contamination of the region’s land and water resources with agrochemical pesticides 
continue to affect the health and well-being of rural people and the places where they live 
throughout the coastal lowlands (Harari 2004, Breilh et al. 2007, Naranjo 2017).  

The expansion of banana monoculture is reconstructed and analyzed from the perspective of the 
residents of Buenaventura, a small town located at the tail end of El Oro’s banana producing belt. 
With a population of more than 6000 people, Buenaventura is particularly interesting as a 
plantation town that was largely built from the ground up by displaced peasants and rural 
laborers who arrived to the region in the 1960s. To this day, Buenaventura is surrounded by 
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banana fields on all sides. These bananeras employ the majority of the town’s residents who are, 
for the most part, landless workers.  

Map 1: La zona bananera in the coastal plains of El Oro  

 
Elaboration: Marcel Heemskerk  

Shrimp  

While the banana sector dramatically transformed the coastal lowlands of El Oro, the coastal 
archipelago of Jambelí witnessed different, but no less dramatic changes. Although apparently 
disconnected, the transformation of the mangrove forests and the concomitant rise of commercial 
shrimp farming in the mangroves were no less radical. To understand this transformation, the 
second part of this dissertation follows the expansion of monocultural production from the 
coastal plains to the sea. In the 1960s, farmers began to experiment with the development of 
aquaculture along the coastal strip spreading out to the manglar islands of the archipelago of 
Jambelí (Bravo 2013, Moreira 2016). The success of early shrimp farmers attracted capitalist 
investors from within and outside the country who began constructing shrimp ponds along the 
coast and eventually spread to the manglar forests by the sea. In the 1970s, artisanal fisher 
gatherers who lived in the manglar islands were alerted by the speed and scope of the 
deforestation that was taking place in their surroundings. Rising levels of deforestation and the 
enclosure of large areas by shrimp farmers was depriving small fishers of important working 
grounds (Martínez-Alier 2002, Beitl 2014, Latorre 2014). Within this context, artisanal fishers 
decided to join the capture and sale of wild shrimp larvae for the shrimp industry to subsist. This 
work enabled some to prosper and switch their wooden canoes for fiber glass boats and bijao 
houses for concrete ones. But many refused to collaborate with the shrimp farmers and remained 
attached to their traditional fishing and gathering activities. 
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By the 1980s, virtually all of the archipelago’s salt flats and nearly half of the mangrove forests 
had been replaced by shrimp ponds (Larrea 2005, Veuthey and Gerber 2012, Rengel 2013). 
During this period, tensions between fisher gatherers attempting to access the remaining 
mangroves and shrimp farmers determined to expand and protect their private investments led 
to the formation of fisher gatherer associations and a region-wide movement to defend the 
manglar ecosystem (Latorre 2014). Then, the spread of pathogens in shrimp monoculture proved 
once again to be a major driver of structural changes as camaroneros put an abrupt end to the 
market for wild shrimp seed and reoriented their investments towards the development of 
disease resistant shrimp in laboratories. Upon their return to the mangroves, artisanal fishers 
who had been dedicated to the capture and sale of shrimp larvae were confronted by the extent 
of the destruction produced by camaroneros in their traditional working grounds. They were also 
confronted by the arrival of a growing number of young men from nearby port cities who had 
resorted to cockle gathering in the roots of the mangroves to earn a living outside of the formal 
economy (Beitl 2012).  

In light of this situation, the movement in defense of the mangroves gained popularity among 
artisanal fishers in the archipelago and beyond. Fisher gatherers throughout the coast were 
united in their demands to reclaim the mangroves for their communities and put an end to 
industrial shrimp farming in their ancestral territories. Calling themselves the Movement for the 
Ancestral People of the Mangroves, they caught the attention of environmental organizations that 
supported their struggle in national and international campaigns (Martínez-Alier 2002, Latorre 
2014). In 1998, at the peak of the protests, Greenpeace’s Rainbow Warrior vessel sailed to the 
archipelago of Jambelí to accompany local fisher gatherers in their destruction of an illegal shrimp 
pond. In the days that followed, mangrove seedlings were planted in the area as a symbol of fisher 
gatherers’ determination to regain control over their fishing territories. Following these events, 
in the year 2000, the government declared the creation of mangrove concessions for fisher 
gatherer associations and ancestral communities that would be recognized as the guardians of 
the mangrove ecosystem (Bravo 2013). The division of the mangroves into concessions was 
perceived as an important move towards the achievement of social and environmental justice in 
the archipelago. However, it also created problems for fisher gatherers who experienced new 
forms of enclosure and exclusion as a result of state interventions. Despite these problems many 
refuse to leave the islands, drawing strength from their sense of belonging to the manglar, the 
estuaries and seas.  

The transformation of fisher gatherer communities and the surrounding mangrove forests is 
analyzed in the second part of this dissertation based on ethnographic research conducted on 
several islands in the archipelago, in particular, in a place that I refer to as Tres Cruces. The 
residents of this small fisher hamlet belong to the third generation of artisanal fisher gatherers 
who arrived on the island to escape impoverishment and unemployment on the mainland. The 
majority of people that continue to live on the island are self-employed and work in the 
mangroves and seas. Weaving together the different perspectives of the fisher gatherers I lived 
alongside of, the remaining chapters of the dissertation address the complex and changing 
relations between artisanal fishers, the state and the growing shrimp industry.  
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Map 2: Shrimp production zone in the archipelago of Jambelí  

 
Elaboration: Marcel Heemskerk  

A guide to this dissertation  

In the foregoing I have introduced the subject of this research, the main questions and objectives, 
the protagonists, as well as the case studies and the area where the research took place. The 
dissertation that follows is divided into two parts that each contain two chapters. Part One is 
dedicated to the town of Buenaventura and the residents of the zona bananera, while Part Two 
reaches out to the sea and follows the residents of the island of Tres Cruces. A short chapter that 
draws a closer connection between these two distinct regions acts as a bridge between Part One 
and Part Two. Before delving into my empirical chapters, Chapter 2 provides the theoretical 
framework that allowed me to analyze the heterogeneous making of distinct capitalist worlds, 
people’s different responses to these processes and the particular experience of women living in 
increasingly toxic environments.  

Chapter 3 provides a historical and ethnographic reconstruction of the expansion of banana 
mono-culture along the southern coastal plains from the perspective of the people that lived 
through the transformation and contamination of their surrounding environment. The chapter 
traces the role of capital and state interventions in the region alongside the histories and place-
making strategies of rural women and men and their attempts to reappropriate the region’s 
history, drawing on collective memories to denounce present day injustices.  

Chapter 4 is set in the present and provides a deeper exploration of life in the orbit of the 
plantations focusing on the daily practices of paid and unpaid labor that engage the residents of 
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Buenaventura. I analyze the unequal relations that structure people’s gendered experiences of 
work and their different perceptions of toxic exposure. The chapter also explores the diverse 
social and economic arrangements that differently enable women and men to expand their 
opportunities and continue to create dignified lives for themselves. Their efforts may or may not 
contribute to positive social transformations in an increasingly toxic environment.  

Picture 4: An empty shrimp pond surrounded by manglares in the archipelago of Jambelí.  

 
 
Chapter 5 acts as a bridge between the coastal lowlands and the mangrove islands that provide 
the setting for the second part of the dissertation. It follows the river that flows from the 
mountains, through the town of Buenaventura and empties into the archipelago of Jambelí. Acting 
as an interlude, this small chapter reconstructs the multiple histories of the river as a means of 
transportation and communication between the islands and the mainland and more recently as a 
vehicle of contamination streaming toxic chemicals from the plantations to the sea. It does so by 
analyzing the Taura Syndrome, a disease that was linked to the presence of agrochemicals in the 
shrimp ponds located downstream from the banana fields. This brief intermission provides an 
entry point to the socionatural worlds of the manglar where artisanal fisher gatherers continue 
to struggle to defend pockets of autonomy amidst the region’s fractured and contaminated 
forests.  

To understand these tensions in Chapter 6, I provide a historical and ethnographic reconstruction 
of the changes undergone in the mangrove forests since the arrival of small fishers and 
camaroneros to the islands. I describe the socionatural world of fisher communities and analyze 
how the conflicting interest of small fishers, shrimp farmers and state officials continue to overlap 
and shape the present landscape in which fisher gatherers continue to live.  
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Chapter 7 is once again set in the present and draws attention to everyday life in a small fisher 
community. It shows the difficulties confronted by those who remained on the island following 
the expansion of shrimp farming and the creation of state granted mangrove concessions for 
ancestral communities and traditional users of the manglar. Furthermore, the chapter looks at 
how the gendered practices of island residents enable different forms of life to coexist alongside 
the shrimp farms, as well as the effects of a new peak in shrimp exports on the fragile relations 
that allow their maintenance and reproduction.  

In the conclusion I draw on evidence provided by the stories and lives of rural laborers and 
artisanal fishers, to return to the question of how rural residents both on land and at sea along 
the coastal archipelago are able to create and recreate their lives in a context of toxicity and 
capitalist degradation. I end by critically examining how thinking in terms of diverse capitalisms 
can provide important theoretical and methodological contributions to the study of 
contemporary capital and state developments in rural worlds. Importantly, I draw attention to a 
multiplicity of voices that have been unheard and remain invisible as a result of their 
misrepresentation within long standing intellectual debates, government policies and societal 
discourses. As Li (2014) writes, once the creativity and heterogeneity of rural worlds are 
understood, we may find a more fruitful entry to discuss vulnerabilities, potentialities and 
alternatives centered on the well-being of rural people and the environment. What follows is my 
own attempt to shed a different light on rural territories, the people that live in their midst and 
the struggles they pursue to remain in place. 
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Map 3: The spatial distribution of bananas and shrimp in the southern coast, El Oro  

 
Elaboration: Marcel Heemskerk 
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Chapter 2 

Capitalisms, Toxicity and Gender 
A theoretical perspective on monoculturalization and the making of rural worlds  
 
 
 
Seeking to understand how rural people experience capitalist expansion and how the impacts of 
monoculturalization are gendered, in this chapter I provide an overview of the distinct conceptual 
threads that helped me analyze the diverse realities of those living in southern Ecuador’s 
plantation zones. In order to identify the constraints and possibilities that the expansion of 
capitalist relations produced in these places, I start with two classic considerations of power 
under capitalism, the first associated with the work of Karl Marx and the second with the writings 
of Michel Foucault. Due to my interest in the lives of rural women and their particular experience 
of toxicity, socioeconomic and gender inequalities, I bring both streams of thought into dialogue 
with the work of feminist scholars who focus on agency and the transformative potential of 
people’s everyday interactions. From a feminist perspective, the diverse responses of women to 
social environmental changes and their contributions to the reproduction of life in difficult social 
and economic circumstances are crucial for comprehending how power is both reproduced and 
contested from the margins of large-scale capitalist developments. 

This perspective entails greater attention to the interrelations between rural women, the 
environment in which their lives take place and its influence over their everyday living strategies. 
The omnipresence of toxicity and its impact on both human and nonhuman worlds thus informs 
my understanding of the effects of capitalist expansions in rural worlds and the wide range of 
responses that emerge in their wake. In general, drawing from scholars working in different 
fields, in this chapter I attempt to weave a conceptual framework for analyzing the apparent 
contradictions between rural people’s search for opportunities to improve their lives on the one 
hand and the ongoing destruction of their socionatural worlds by capitalist intensifications on the 
other. In this sense, Tsing’s concept of polyphonic assemblages (2015) is especially useful for its 
insistence on a power-centered reading of capitalism that leaves space for the existence of 
multiplicity. These thoughts are further amplified by drawing on Gago’s (2014, 2017) exploration 
of the popular pragmatics and informal networks at the heart of Latin American economies. 
Inspired by their work, this chapter provides a broad overview of the theories that have been 
central to the study of capitalism and how they may be expanded and improved through the 
incorporation of new actors, both human and nonhuman, into the discussion.   

The origins of a long-standing debate  

The transformation of rural landscapes and livelihoods by capitalism has long been a subject of 
discussion for social scientists, philosophers and historians. Within these fields, early debates 
were strongly influenced by the classic works of the German philosopher Karl Marx. Important 
insights were drawn from his theory of ‘primitive accumulation’ that traced the origins of capital 
to the enclosures used by feudal landlords to separate rural people from their lands in sixteenth 
century England. For Marx, “the expropriation of the agricultural producer, of the peasant, from 
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the soil is the basis of the whole process” (Marx 1867 [1887]: 876). Such ideas inspired Kautsky’s 
(1899 [1988]) famous definition of the agrarian question as “whether, and how, capital is seizing 
hold of agriculture, revolutionizing it, making old forms of production and property untenable 
and creating the necessity for new ones” (cited in Akram-Lohdi and Kay 2010: 179). Building on 
these contributions, important debates concerning the role of rural peasant economies in the 
development of capitalism emerged along two main lines of thought. On the one hand, followers 
of Lenin’s (1899 [1964]) elaborations on Marx believed that the destruction of peasant 
subsistence-based livelihoods was necessary for the full development of capitalism and the 
subsequent emergence of a more just and equal society. Within this view rural people would be 
displaced by rising levels of industrialization, urbanization and greater market expansion into 
rural areas. In contrast, followers of Chayanov’s (1927 [1991]) work upheld their belief in the 
viability and strength of peasant societies and their capacity to maintain and defend certain 
aspects of their way of life under capitalism. They argued that peasant societies were inherently 
opposed to capitalism and were likely to refuse market and state control over their lives in favor 
of non-market subsistence-based forms of organization. Such discussions provided the 
foundations for critical peasant studies and the analysis of the particularities of peasant 
economies, their diverse responses to the growing influence of capitalism in rural worlds and 
their increasingly ambiguous relation to the market and the state (see Akram-Lohdi and Kay 
2010a).  

Publications as Alain De Janvry’s The agrarian question and reformism in Latin America (1981) 
further contributed to the field of peasant studies through their development of a theory of 
‘articulation’. Unlike his predecessors, De Janvry argued that the peasant non-commodity 
economy was inextricably linked to the wider political economy through unequal relations that 
enabled the ongoing extraction of surplus value from rural areas. Thus, the urban economy was 
able to benefit from cheap food and cheap energy supplied by rural areas as well as cheap 
(migrant) labor that provided capitalist entrepreneurs with a renewable mass of exploitable 
workers for their industries. In this dual economic theory, peasant communities were seen as 
being functional to the capitalist system (what De Janvry refers to as ‘functional dualism’) through 
their articulation with the urban economy. Drawing attention to the micropolitical level of the 
family, in his work Maidens Meal and Money (1981), Claude Meillassoux studied the functionality 
of women’s unpaid labor for the capitalist system. He argued that capitalist expansions into rural 
worlds would not pursue the eradication of what he called ‘the domestic community’ at the heart 
of peasant economies. Instead, according to Meillasoux, pre-capitalist forms of organization such 
as the domestic community would continue to thrive through their articulation with the wider 
economy. He went on to argue that pre-capitalist forms would survive because of the benefits 
they generated for the capitalist system by assuming the costs of the reproduction of the labor 
force. Both De Janvry and Meillassoux’s models of articulation provided a crucial counterpoint to 
general theories that attempted to explain whether non-capitalist relations would persist or 
disappear in the face of ongoing capitalist expansions. However, despite their important 
contributions, theories of articulation were criticized on account of their lack of representation 
of subaltern voices, in particular women’s voices, and their essentialist dualism and functionalism 
that failed to account for the persistence of diversity and heterogeneity in rural worlds (see 
Mackintosh 1977, Katz 1983, Assies 1987, 1997, 1999).  

In Latin America, early scholarly discussions continued to confront campesinistas who followed 
Chayanov in their defense of the vitality and adaptability of peasant societies and 
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descampesinistas who followed Lenin in his insistence on the inevitable decline and 
disappearance of peasant cultures (see Brass 2004 and Kay 2005 for these discussions). Such 
binary views eventually gave way to more nuanced debates. In Ecuador the study of ongoing 
historical processes (Barsky 1988, Chiriboga 1988, Korovkin 1992), the changing role of the state 
and international markets (Velasco 1972, Cueva 1977, Larrea et al. 1987, Acosta 2001), the 
importance of race and ethnicity (Sánchez Parga 1986, Valarezo 1993, Guerrero 1997, Baud 
2007) and indigenous-peasant movements and organizations (Guerrero 1997, Korokvin 1997, 
Pallares 2002) came to qualify broad theories and teleological descriptions of capitalist 
expansion. Despite the existence of a diversity of views, much work came to be dominated by the 
influential theories of Raúl Prebisch and the CEPAL (1988) which focused on the characterization 
of Latin America’s primary export economies, the role of extractive industries and so called 
‘enclaves’ (Cardoso and Faletto 1969, Kay 1989). These theories established a broad consensus 
regarding the dependency of Latin American economies on the extraction and exportation of raw 
materials and their unequal participation in global markets. However, they lacked a general 
perspective on the actual social and environmental impacts of dependency and its distinct 
manifestations in diverse rural territories. By focusing on the macro-political, dependency 
theories also failed to account for the wide-range of responses deployed by rural residents as 
large-scale export-oriented industries encroached on their lives and territories.  

The work of James Scott (1976, 1985, 1990) concerning the moral economy of peasant societies 
and his later theorization of ‘everyday forms of resistance’ and ‘hidden transcripts’ addressed 
these issues, becoming an important reference across the field of rural studies. Although Scott’s 
work has since been targeted for its excessive romanticization of resistance (Ortner 1995) and 
his tendency to ‘see resistance everywhere’ (Fletcher 2010), it continues to inspire researchers 
interested in understanding the heterogeneous logics of rural societies. Central to Scott’s 
argument is the need to challenge universal categories and the assumption that they can be 
applied across different contexts and cultures. He notes that, “for the victims as well as the 
beneficiaries of the large abstractions we choose to call capitalism, imperialism or the green 
revolution, the experience itself arrives in quite personal, concrete, localized, mediated form” 
(Scott, 1985: 348, also: 1990). Thus, following Scott, the particular ways that rural people 
experience and transform external interventions into their lives are crucial for understanding 
changes in the broader political economy. Through an analysis of people’s everyday interactions, 
we may better understand the influence of their diverse responses and strategies on the 
transformation of wider structures of domination that seek to govern their lives.   

The tensions between forms of domination and resistance from below remain at the center of 
important discussions concerning rural people’s experience in the context of ongoing capitalist 
expansion. These tensions persist in the work of scholars who have more recently been inspired 
by the theories of Marx and Foucault in their attempt to understand the latest neoliberal phase of 
capitalist expansion either as a new mode of accumulation or a new mode of government. These 
two streams of thought have been questioned by feminist scholars who maintain that broad 
theories and abstractions should be abandoned in favor of a situated analysis of people’s 
everyday interactions and their relation to the emergence of diverse economies. The final sections 
are dedicated to their work which has inspired my own study and analysis of rural capitalisms in 
the southern coast of Ecuador.  
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Neoliberalism as a mode of accumulation  

Neo-Marxist intellectuals understand present day rural transformations as the outcome of a new 
neoliberal phase of capital accumulation characterized by ongoing processes of dispossession and 
the reorganization of production on a world scale (Wallerstein 1979, Hardt and Negri 2000, 
Harvey 2003, Arrighi 2009, Moore 2015b). Under neoliberalism, they argue, capitalist processes 
and relations of class oppression have become increasingly blurred. With their emphasis on 
individual choice, economic growth and profit maximization, neoliberal theories have managed 
to conceal the underlying class project of accumulation that is still under way. In the words of 
David Harvey (2003: 119), “it has been part of the genius of neoliberal theory to provide a 
benevolent mask full of wonderful-sounding words like freedom, liberty, choice, and rights, to 
hide the grim realities of the restoration or reconstitution of naked class power, locally as well as 
transnationally”. Using a ‘benevolent mask’, he argues, neoliberal ideologies, projects and policies 
continue to support and enable the processes of accumulation that Marx had attributed to the 
origins of capital and treated as ‘primitive’ in his work. According to Harvey these processes are 
ongoing and continue to rely on new forms of privatization, commodification, financialization and 
state management to expand and bring new areas under capitalist domination. His use of the 
concept ‘accumulation by dispossession’ to emphasize the persistence and intensification of 
capitalist forms has been widely adopted and remains influential among present-day scholars. 
Evidence of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ can be found in the rise of increasingly aggressive 
enclosures and ‘grabs’, new forms of exclusion, expulsion and violence, alarming rates of 
environmental degradation, toxicity and contamination and the intensification of socio-
environmental conflicts throughout the world. As several studies demonstrate, these processes 
disproportionately affect rural people living in resource-rich regions, especially rural women and 
those belonging to afro-descendent and indigenous groups. The harm inflicted upon these people 
and the places where they live is directly related to the accumulation and concentration of 
extreme wealth often in the hands of privileged groups located far from the sites where capitalist 
extraction is taking place (Borras et al. 2012, Edelman et al. 2013, Hall et al. 2015, Sassen 2015).  

Neo-Marxist theories constitute important contributions for rethinking how power is deployed 
under neoliberalism and the constraints it imposes on resistance ‘from below’. However, they 
also present clear limitations. Neo-Marxist frames have been challenged on account of their 
reliance on a teleological historical narrative revolving around the long durée history of capital 
accumulation and peasant-worker struggles. Such interpretations tend to essentialize individuals 
and often ignore the agency and perspective of those who do not easily fit within either/or pre-
established categories. Feminist scholars have also problematized these theories for their scarce 
attention to the contributions of women’s unpaid work and its importance for processes of capital 
accumulation. By creating a false division between the spheres of production and reproduction, 
they argue, both Marxist and Neo-Marxist scholars have failed to address the role of household 
labor for the creation of value under capitalism (Dalla Costa and James 1972, Mies 1982, Benería 
2005, Razavi 2009, Federici 2012). This omission overlooks the ways in which capitalist forms of 
value have consistently been created from the appropriation of nature (raw materials) and 
women’s non-commoditized contributions to the reproduction of life (Moore 2015b).  

In Caliban and the Witch (2004), Silvia Federici addresses these omissions by presenting a history 
of capitalism that begins with the sexual division of labor and the appropriation of women’s 
unpaid work. From a feminist perspective, Federici argues that the exploitation of women has 
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played a key role in the process of capital accumulation due to the fact that women are “producers 
and reproducers of the most essential capitalist commodity: labor-power” (2004: 2). Her 
argument uses elements of articulation theory. However, her focus remains on the forms of 
violence that were necessary to subjugate women, destroy their power and appropriate their 
labor. In fifteenth-century Europe, she argues, women were stripped of their rights and freedoms 
by state-led campaigns that legitimized the use of violence against women who transgressed new 
societal norms that had been established to stimulate capitalist expansion. These women were 
accused of witchhood and burned at the stake after a series of tortures were used to obtain their 
false confessions. For Federici, public displays of violence were used to terrify women into 
accepting “a new patriarchal order where women’s bodies, their labor, their sexual and 
reproductive powers were placed under the control of the state and transformed into economic 
resources” at the service of capital accumulation (Federici 2004: 170). Women were thereby 
forced into their new role as “servants of the male work force”: they were denied wages for their 
work and burdened with the obligation of raising children, maintaining a household, and caring 
for their husbands, the elderly and the sick. In this way began what Mies (1980, 1982) calls the 
“housewifization of women” and their reduction to a second-class status by means of their 
dependence upon male wages. In their work, both Federici and Mies argue that the forms of 
violence and torture that were exercised on women’s bodies were exported to the colonies where 
non-Europeans were stripped from their power and their lands and forced into indentured labor 
to accelerate the expansion of capitalist patriarchy on a global scale. On the basis of these 
histories, these authors conclude that capitalism is a system that is necessarily committed to 
racism and sexism and is therefore incapable of ever promoting equality and justice.  

On a somewhat related note, Latin American feminists draw a direct link between capitalist 
relations, the expansion of the extractive frontier and the intensification of patriarchal structures 
in rural territories. Authors such as Segato (2016), Cabnal (2010) and Paredes (2010) maintain 
that in order to secure their power over resource rich territories and the populations that live 
there, state officials and capitalist entrepreneurs make use of pre-existing gender hierarchies to 
reinforce systems of male privilege, a process referred to as la repatriarcalización de los 
territorios. Capitalist relations thus intensify patriarchal practices and reinforce what Segato 
(2016: 16) calls el mandato de masculinidad whereby men are invested with power so long as 
they prove their capacity to expropriate value and exert domination over a territory. In her 
analysis of gender-based violence in Ciudad Juárez (2013), she shows how in the context of the 
savage forms of capitalism imposed upon this city, women’s bodies are perceived as territories to 
be conquered by men in their quest to achieve certification and acceptance. This was in turn 
connected to the concatenation of different forms of violence exerted against women and the 
wave of feminicides that had overcome the city since 1993. A similar pattern has been observed 
in rural territories where several authors and collectives observe a correlation between rising 
levels of gendered based violence and the spread of different forms of extractivism. In rural 
territories, they argue, the intensification of patriarchal structures is reflected in women’s 
diminishing access to land and water resources (Deere 2017), harsher working conditions, and 
rising levels of gender based violence, sexual harassment and abuse (Cabnal 2010, Paredes 2010, 
Segato 2014, Aliaga Monrroy 2019). At the same time, it has also resulted in women’s greater 
participation in resistance movements against extractive industries in their territories and the 
growing presence of women in the frontlines of anti-capitalist protests throughout Latin America. 



 

21 

As shown above, the work of feminist thinkers remains a crucial counterpoint to Marxist theories 
and a powerful contribution for understanding the inextricable connections between capitalism 
and patriarchy on a world scale. In particular, it shows that these systems rely on the perpetuation 
of gender, class and ethnic inequalities to accumulate power and profit. However, at times, their 
work seems to leave little space for difference and ambiguity which can lead to the reduction of 
women’s diverse experiences to a single narrative of exploitation. While crucial for understanding 
the structural conditions that impinge on women’s lives, such analyses are not always capable of 
capturing the contradictions that are inherent to capitalism and cannot explain unexpected 
events and outcomes. As a result, they may erase important differences in women’s lives and 
ignore the choices they consciously make in order to survive and perhaps defend a certain degree 
of autonomy in the context of ongoing capitalist expansion. To draw attention to the importance 
of diverse subjectivities and how they are affected by but also exert pressure on dominant 
structures, I turn to the work of Foucauldian scholars and their different interpretations of 
present-day neoliberalism. 

Neoliberalism as a mode of government  

Foucauldian inspired analyses of capitalist transformations are concerned with growing 
inequalities, structural violence and power under neo-liberalism. Yet they differ significantly 
from the propositions of Neo-Marxist scholars. Taking distance from the latter’s definition of 
neoliberalism as an ideological class project, Foucauldian post-structuralists view neoliberalism 
as a more general strategy to modify human behaviors in order to achieve the inclusion of diverse 
territories and populations within a broader project of governmentality (Boelens 2008, Foucault 
2008, Fletcher 2010, Li 2011). From this viewpoint, neoliberalism is perceived as an ‘art of 
government’ that is centered on creating the appropriate social, political and economic conditions 
for markets to operate freely and efficiently (Fletcher 2010). To arrive at this end, they maintain, 
neoliberalism does not act directly to suppress or exclude non-market or alternative social 
structures and forms of organization. Instead, neoliberal discourses and policies act on the 
incentive structures that influence people’s decision-making and motivates their actions. In 
Foucault’s (2008) words, neoliberalism is about the ‘conduct of conducts’, or the regulation of 
people’s behaviors to produce ‘governable’ subjects.  

Within any society, the implementation of neoliberalism requires “permanent vigilance, activity 
and intervention” on behalf of a variety of state and non-state actors, working with relative 
autonomy to defend market interests (Gordon 1991, Foucault 2008). Through the implicit 
steering of people’s beliefs, desires and aspirations, the ‘free’ market model is extended beyond 
the economic realm to all areas of life (Inda 2005, Foucault 2008, Fletcher 2010). Following this 
line of thought, critical scholars have dedicated important studies to the analysis of the discursive 
and material mechanisms deployed during processes of neoliberalization. A central question 
within their work concerns the production of “governable” subjectivities and counter conducts 
and how they enable or constrain capital and state interventions in people’s lives (Agrawal 2005, 
Boelens 2008, Fletcher 2010, Li 2011). Drawing on Butler’s (1999) philosophy of performative 
subjectivity, their work emphasizes that people are not only subjugated by power but also formed 
and shaped by its different manifestations. Within this view, “a power exerted on a subject […] is 
nevertheless a power assumed by the subject” which posits both subjection and agency as central 
elements in forging power’s dual attraction (Butler 1997: 11). From this perspective, subjects are 
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constantly influenced by different discourses and may simultaneously conform to and deviate 
from established social norms through their actions and desires.  

Using a poststructuralist Foucauldian framework, different scholars emphasize the contingent 
and discursive nature of all subjectivities, their constitution through relations of power, the 
importance of studying the systems of power/knowledge in which they emerge and the 
rationalities that operate through them (Agrawal 2005, Li 2007). In doing so, poststructuralist 
theories disrupt the binaries implicit in Marxist inspired thought drawing attention to the 
subjection of both ‘oppressed’ and ‘oppressors’ under neoliberalism and the multiple selves and 
identities that develop as a result of neoliberal expansion. Such views provide a more nuanced 
explanation for the emergence and ongoing expansion of capitalist relations by focusing on 
power’s ‘productive’ capacity and its ability to create neoliberal subjectivities by way of their 
inclusion within broader projects of socio-political transformation.  

At the same time, they too present important limitations. Foucauldian theories have been 
challenged for their excessive focus on an all-encompassing idea of power and their tendency to 
explain how power is deployed while refusing to identify its source. Such views undermine the 
importance of local social relations and the situated forms of agency through which modes of 
domination are mediated, exercised and transformed. As a result, the historical trajectories and 
micro-political struggles of diverse social actors tend to be overlooked in favor of overly 
structural generalizations of complex social realities. In so doing, they fail to provide a theory of 
empowerment for those subjugated within unequal power relations and tend to deemphasize 
people’s capacity to resist regulatory and disciplinary technologies. 

Feminist scholars have further drawn attention to the omission of the experience of women in 
Foucault’s work. As Federici (2004: ii) notes:  

Foucault’s analysis of the power techniques and disciplines to which the body has been 
subjected has ignored the process of reproduction, has collapsed female and male histories 
into an undifferentiated whole, and has been so disinterested in the ‘disciplining’ of women 
that it never mentions one of the most monstrous attacks on the body perpetrated in the 
modern era: the witch-hunt.  

In her view, the witch-hunt clearly demonstrates “the repressive character of the power 
unleashed against women and the implausibility of the complicity and role-reversal that Foucault 
imagines to exist between victims and prosecutors in his description of the dynamics of micro 
powers” (ibid: 16). From a feminist perspective, women’s bodies have historically been the main 
target and the privileged sites for the deployment of power techniques and power relations. As 
Deveaux (1994) observes, since the early 1970s, feminist studies have contributed to the 
construction of a discourse on power and the body rooted in the policing of women’s reproductive 
functions, the effects of rape and gender-based violence against women and the imposition of 
implausible beauty standards upon women as a condition for social acceptability. Important 
feminist analyses trace these forms of violence against women and their intensification through 
different forms of biopower to the rise of capitalism and its concern with the accumulation and 
reproduction of labor-power. Thus, feminist analyses emphasize how many of the institutions of 
modern life perceive women and men differently and create gendered experiences for both, an 
important observation that remains absent in Foucault’s work. As Bartky (1988: 63-64) rightly 
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asks: “Where is the account of the disciplinary practices that engender the ‘docile bodies’ of 
women, bodies more docile than the bodies of men?”  

Instead of examining how power relations become engrained in modern institutions, feminist 
scholars have worked to unveil how power is experienced and contested by gendered, classed 
and racialized bodies in their everyday relations. Thus, they maintain that to understand how 
power works and the responses it elicits, we must explore how different people experience 
freedom and the restrictions imposed upon that freedom. Rather than treating those who do not 
resist as victims of false consciousness, many feminist scholars are dedicated to finding 
explanations that highlight the relevance of people’s everyday actions for change. Thus, for 
example, bell hooks (1984) writes about the importance of considering the possibilities for 
political transformation borne out of our daily life experiences. Her work provides a theory for a 
“politics of location” as a means to counter the effects of domination and highlights the dual 
nature of marginality, both as a “site of domination” and a “space of resistance”. In this sense, 
feminist writings draw attention to the importance of placing the subject’s interpretation and 
mediation of her experiences at the center of scientific inquiries on power and resistance. In other 
words, they attempt to produce an explanation of change as the result of a field of relationships 
between free subjects that are capable of action and transformation despite the influence of 
dominant powers in their lives.  

This thesis takes such a feminist perspective as its point of departure, arguing that a greater focus 
on local actors, their stories and lives is crucial for understanding the heterogeneous dynamics of 
rural capitalisms. I further maintain that if no effort is made to understand the perspectives and 
agency of diverse people as self-aware social actors who are experiencing and acting to transform 
their realities, we are likely to be misled in our intellectual work. As Gibson-Graham (1996) 
observes, in the absence of a multiplicity of voices that have been historically excluded from 
dominant economic imaginaries or produced as little more than exploited laborers or condemned 
masses, mainstream theories have only been able to provide a limited range of potential 
responses to the degrading effects of capitalism. By incorporating diverse voices to the debate, it 
may be possible to escape the pitfalls of conjuring a hegemonic image of capitalism that only 
serves to reinforce its power over people’s lives.  

Drawing from the above, an expanded concept of agency that considers the influence of 
overarching structures in people’s everyday lives and people’s capacity to influence and change 
those structures can significantly advance our understanding of present-day capitalisms. Actor-
oriented approaches developed in the field of rural studies have long attempted to place knowing 
active subjects, capable of problematizing situations, processing information and deploying 
strategies in their everyday dealings with others at the center of scholarly analysis. These ideas 
are commonly traced to the early work of Norman Long (1989) with rural laborers and small 
farmers in Peru and Mexico. Long was able to demonstrate that within the limits of existing 
information, uncertainties and other constraints (physical, normative or political-economic), 
rural laborers and small farmers were able to find solutions to the problems they confronted. 
They learned to navigate within shifting fields of power and monitor their actions by observing 
how others reacted towards their own behaviors. For Long, the fact that social life is neither 
unitary nor built on a single discourse proved that no matter how restricted their choices, social 
actors faced some alternative way of formulating their objectives and deploying different modes 
of action. Further evidence of this was provided by what Long (1989) described as ‘interfaces’, 
the discrepancies and discontinuities that he perceived as inherent to the encounter between 
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diverse social actors who held conflicting or divergent interests and values. In a fundamental 
sense, writes Long (1989: 222), changes “can only result from the interactions, negotiations and 
social and cognitive struggles that take place” between local and external actors. Actor-oriented 
approaches that put the actions and perceptions of local knowing subjects at the center of 
analyses, he argued, could explain how interfaces were mediated in each context and how these 
encounters shaped and transformed outside interventions and structures from below.  

Following Long, giving voice to people’s own knowledge and experience of state and capital 
interventions does not imply that structural analyses of broader political and economic processes 
should be abandoned. Instead, a greater effort should be made to connect micro and macro level 
political economic analyses that may provide greater insights into diverse capitalisms and how 
they may or may not relate to local forms of agency. In the following section, I further explore 
how the contributions of actor-oriented approaches and feminist theories can provide important 
insights to this discussion by drawing attention to the ways that different actors, both human and 
non-human, influence events and outcomes.  

Landscape, environment and toxicity  

Drawing on the emphasis of feminist scholars on the ever-changing nature of power and the 
multiplicity of responses it elicits, within more recent debates, monolithic representations of 
capitalism as a unified body or system have given way to an understanding of its complex, 
variegated and transitioning nature. It is now generally agreed that capitalism is a constantly 
evolving process that is mediated and transformed through its encounters with local cultures, 
politics and places (Tsing 2005, Heynen et al. 2007, Castree 2010, Peck 2010, Li 2014, Tsing 
2015). Authors such as Fletcher (2010) further maintain that capitalism works in synergy with 
preexisting local institutions which affect how capitalist relations emerge and develop. Within 
these perspectives, capitalism is revisited as a historically and geographically determined social, 
cultural and economic system that exists nowhere in a pure state. Instead it is constantly mutating 
and adapting in order to expand its reach into new territories and domains of life to the point that 
few places today remain uncontaminated by its diverse manifestations.  

Similarly, it is also generally agreed that one of the central problems with the expansion of 
capitalist relations is the way that they systematically degrade environmental conditions. The 
appropriation of nature as a resource for the perpetuation of capitalist relations of production 
and the ongoing forms of destruction that this entails has placed environmental concerns at the 
center of scholarly debates. Some, like Jason Moore (2015a&b), argue that we are now living in 
the Capitalocene or ‘The Age of Capital’, a period defined by the consolidation of capitalism as a 
world-ecology that is threatening the continuity of all life on earth. Extending these ideas, 
McBrien (2015: 116) introduces the concept of the ‘Necrocene’, which directly alludes to the 
disappearance of species, languages, cultures, and peoples under capitalism. He goes on to write 
that “extinction lies at the heart of capitalist accumulation” and is therefore antithetical to life. 
There is no doubt that the changing climate and extreme weather patterns, mass extinctions, 
deforestation, soil degradation and rising levels of toxification produced by the expansion of 
capitalist industries has resulted in one of the gravest ecological crises known to human history. 
This situation is further aggravated by a new era of financial capitalism that enables enterprises 
to invest in different extractive sectors worldwide and also switch from one investment site to 
the next virtually free of cost. Within this context, capitalist entrepreneurs do not have to care 
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about the full depletion and destruction of particular places and populations, as they can easily 
remove themselves and begin new cycles of dispossession, accumulation and contamination 
elsewhere. Another important issue concerns the belief in the capacity of technology to save the 
world from ecological calamities within dominant spheres of power. Whereas Marx in his 
nineteenth-century analysis of capitalism could still argue that plunder had its ecological limits 
as depletion would affect the entrepreneurs themselves, it may be said that neoliberalism has 
changed and, in some ways, temporarily “solved” this problem by developing new supposedly 
less contaminating but equally dangerous technologies. The idea that “capitalism can be the 
savior of its own negative ecological contradictions” (Büscher and Fletcher 2015: 2) is further 
promoted by the discourse of corporate social responsibility, the Green Economy and diverse 
forms of payment for environmental services promoted by some of the most powerful non-profit 
corporations worldwide as well as governments and development institutions. Through these 
mechanisms, entrepreneurs are able to continue their ‘business as usual’ instead of taking 
responsibility for the negative social and environmental impacts of their extractive practices on 
both humans and nonhumans (Büscher and Fletcher 2015).  

The extent of today’s ecological crisis makes it difficult to open our awareness to the possibilities 
of other forms of life thriving in toxic and degraded landscapes. As feminist anthropologist Anna 
Tsing (2015: 22-23) observes, “entranced by the expansion of certain ways of life over others”, 
scholars have “ignored questions of what else was going on”. From her perspective, part of the 
problem lies in the human-centric perspective that often guides mainstream social science 
scholarship. To begin to notice what else is ‘out there’ beyond the destruction wrought by 
capitalist growth, she proposes a multispecies reading of the world. The concept of ‘assemblage’ 
borrowed from ecology is her point of departure to begin to notice the open-ended gatherings 
that form between human and nonhuman life ways across the supply chain. She identifies these 
assemblages as ‘polyphonic’ noticing that their existence injects multiple temporal rhythms and 
trajectories into the dominant capitalist form. Tsing develops these arguments in relation to her 
multispecies ethnography of the matsutake trade which led her to an exploration of the degraded 
landscapes where the mushroom is foraged by irregular groups on the margins of society. For 
Tsing, the fact that the matsutake mushroom flourishes in human-disturbed forests symbolizes 
the promise of resurgence amid toxicity and “guides us to possibilities of coexistence with 
environmental disturbance” (p. 4). 

While her work views the assemblages borne out of the matsutake trade as lessons in 
collaborative survival, this is somewhat moderated by the precariousness that the mushroom 
trade also calls forth. On the one hand, the reliance of the matsutake upon complex ecological 
arrangements makes its availability scarce and uncertain providing limited opportunities for 
people on the margins of the formal economy. On the other, mushroom picking is generally 
performed by an extremely flexible workforce that has been pushed to the margins of society and 
forced to seek refuge in the forests. While many mushroom gatherers associate their work with a 
particular form of freedom, the precarity it entails is not necessarily desired. Tsing’s ideas may 
be further challenged when applied to different contexts of capitalist destruction such as large-
scale monoculture plantations or sites of oil, gas and mineral extraction. One might ask whether 
collaborative survival between humans and nonhumans is possible in places affected by extreme 
levels of toxification where contamination has made contact with nonhuman life a lethal matter. 
Sadly, this seems to be the case in many contexts as capitalist industries continue to dump toxic 
waste upon society’s most vulnerable, destroying the places where they live. Such observations 
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are important, but they should not detract our attention from Tsing’s crucial contributions to the 
debate.  

Her ethnography of the matsutake makes a very strong case concerning the importance of 
learning to notice what other forms of life are proliferating in the context of ongoing capitalist 
extraction. Central to her argument is the fact that global capitalism, although often producing 
‘blasted landscapes’ is not a unitary and homogenizing system. It is therefore almost always 
possible to find diversity in the margins and interstices of capitalist developments. Her appeal to 
begin to notice the forms of life that thrive in degraded landscapes is central to the subject of this 
dissertation. Tsing’s attention to the significance of nonhuman contributions to events and 
outcomes and her construction of a multispecies historical perspective further provides a 
necessary correction to human-centered perspectives that continue to ignore the influence of the 
nonhuman world altogether. In this sense, her work also opens up possibilities to expand the field 
of agrarian studies in enlightening ways owing to the importance that rural people attribute to 
the nonhuman world and its influence upon their actions and decisions. Essentially, as O’Brien 
(2018: 7) notes, Tsing’s discussion “provides an important reminder that existence is neither self-
contained and bounded but relational and entangled”. This coincides with current debates among 
environmental justice scholars who look for integrating justice for vulnerable human groups and 
nature, at once (see, for instance, Schlosberg 2013). The importance of these debates is 
particularly evident in rural areas where natural conditions often shape people’s identities, their 
diverse economies and ways of living. 

Elsewhere, Akram-Lodhi and Kay (2010a&b) have argued that rural production processes and 
capitalist forms of accumulation are always embedded within ecological dynamics that influence 
and shape particular and widely diverse outcomes for rural populations and the places where 
they live. They note that this may be related to the geophysical features of a particular territory, 
the materiality of raw materials and differences between specific kinds of natural resources and 
the kinds of technologies that may or may not be applied within a particular terrain. Other 
examples of the influence of the nonhuman world upon human events have been pointed out by 
Striffler in his study of agrarian modernization and peasant struggles in southern Ecuador. 
According to this author, geography “profoundly shaped the type of political and economic 
opportunities that have been open to, created by, and closed off from peasants and workers in 
different times and places” (2002:13). Striffler observed that peasant farmers living in the 
foothills of the cordillera were able to organize and resist the expansion of monoculture in their 
territories due to their access to lands and common resources. Their actions eventually inspired 
plantation workers to organize a general strike and reclaim lands for themselves and their 
families.  

Another example of the influence of the nonhuman world can be deducted from people’s 
responses to different types of extractive industries. As Boelens observes (personal 
communication), agribusiness extraction seldom leads to open or large forms of resistance. This 
is due in part to deeply entwined social relations of dependency between local populations and 
the owners of the means of production who may allow a minimum redistribution of wealth 
through the promotion of labor opportunities on their plantations or land leases for further 
agribusiness development. This is different from what may happen in cases of mining 
extractivism or hydropower where wealth is directly extracted and taken outside the region 
resulting in less interdependency and fewer labor opportunities for local populations, although 
there are always groups that benefit from these activities. In the first case, one is more likely to 
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find the everyday forms of resistance and hidden transcripts described by Scott while in the 
second, organized resistance may be an important feature in the strategies used from above and 
from below to regain control over territories and resources (see also Hidalgo-Bastidas and 
Boelens 2017).  

In both cases, rising levels of toxicity and their negative impact on human health and the 
surrounding environment are making life more difficult for the residents of capitalist production 
zones and their capacity to reproduce their ways of life. As Haraway (2015: 160) observes, “right 
now, the earth is full of refugees, human and not, without refuge”. Even in cases where human 
and nonhuman assemblages may provoke changes to dominant structures, they are often forced 
to coexist with dangerous levels of environmental contamination and toxicity with important 
consequences for the future survival of rural people and their ways of life. Within this context, a 
multi-scale interregional perspective remains crucial for understanding the heterogeneity of 
capitalist practices and how they are reproduced and contested from below.   

Capitalisms, crises and popular voices: a view from Latin America 

In Latin America, the resurgence of neoliberal policies, the dismantling of government protections 
and the proliferation of diverse forms of labor and exchange among impoverished sectors of the 
population force us to think differently about common notions on power and resistance under 
neoliberalism. As Gago and Mezzadra (2017: 575) observe, the popular uprisings of the 1990s 
and early 2000s that contested the legitimacy of neoliberal market policies in the region produced 
an important shift in social life. The challenges posed by social movements and massive street 
protests opened the way for the election of “popular” and progressive governments in most 
countries in the region. In Ecuador, this moment was marked by the election in 2007 of the 
progressive leader Rafael Correa who went on to proclaim the end of the long neoliberal night 
that had plunged the country into the shadows. During this period which Correa acclaimed as la 
revolución ciudadana, “the citizens’ revolution”, the government assumed a central role in the 
organization of social and economic life. The return of the state was announced alongside the 
promise to reform all areas of government to overturn the rule of capital over people’s lives. This 
moment was defined by the enactment of hundreds of legislative measures that allowed the state 
to use and direct part of the rent obtained from natural resource extraction to finance public 
investments in infrastructure and a series of social redistributive programs for marginalized 
groups. Such measures improved the lives of the most impoverished sectors of the population 
and led to a significant reduction of socioeconomic inequalities in the country (Conaghan 2015). 
Yet they also fostered authoritarian political practices and made the government more dependent 
on the extraction and exportation of raw materials with often devastating consequences for rural 
populations and territories (Gudynas 2010, Acosta 2013, Svampa 2015). During this period, the 
state also reformed the Penal Code introducing a series of measures that were used to silence and 
criminalize critical views and population groups, in particular, indigenous federations and 
environmental activists who opposed the expansion of the extractive frontier. Due to the 
intensification of extractive activities, from large scale mining to agribusiness, oil drilling, 
commercial forestry, industrial fishing and the exploitation of offshore hydrocarbon reserves, 
throughout this period, Ecuador remained fixated within its traditional role as provider of cheap 
labor and raw materials for global markets producing new rounds of dispossession and 
contamination throughout the country (Latorre et al. 2015).  
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Other elements help explain the persistence of capitalist relations despite the opposition of vast 
sectors of the population. For example, in their analysis of capitalist expansions, Baud, Boelens 
and Damonte (2019) observe that as a result of ongoing adaptations and adjustments to the 
demands of national governments, the claims of local populations and consumer coalitions, Latin 
America saw the rise of ‘benevolent’ manifestations of capitalism, increasingly presented as 
‘sustainable’, ‘green’, ‘pro-poor’ and even ‘pro-indigenous’. These authors point to the existence 
of capitalisms – in the plural – that rely on state structures to reconfigure local territories and re-
pattern social relations of access, use and control over productive resources. These actions 
generated benefits for the state which temporarily translated into increased public spending in 
infrastructure, health and education, producing a shift in the social landscape in Ecuador and 
most Latin American countries. Gago (2017: 5) describes this shift as the passage “from the 
misery, scarcity, and unemployment of the early twenty-first century (and the forms of struggle 
and resistance that emerged then) to certain forms of abundance found in new forms of 
consumption, work, entrepreneurship, territorial organization and money”. These new 
expressions, borne out of the precariousness experienced under neoliberalism, gave rise to the 
diversification of subsistence strategies and the proliferation of informal networks of labor and 
exchange.  

Gago suggests that, as a result of the neoliberalism of the 1990s, in Latin America the majority of 
the population came to rely on their own economic institutions (of savings, exchange, loans and 
consumption) to ensure their subsistence and reproduction. Drawing on her extensive research 
in La Salada, one of Latin America’s largest informal markets on the outskirts of the city of Buenos 
Aires, she shows how in response to ‘neoliberalism from above’ defined as a series of political and 
economic measures imposed by international institutions and national state mechanisms, people 
learned to combine diverse knowledges and potentialities to negotiate opportunities for 
themselves and their communities. Their actions resulted in the emergence of informal 
economies in the many crevices of capitalist and state structures. She goes on to write that these 
informal or popular economies are in many ways an offspring of capitalism itself and constitute 
a form of what Gago calls ‘neoliberalism from below’. At the same time, they differ significantly 
from the dominant form and are in many ways contributing to its transformation though the 
reclamation of public spaces and the deployment of different rationalities rooted in popular 
pragmatics that are shaping the emergence of new urban and rural landscapes.   

New ruralities in toxic circumstances  

Central to the functioning of popular economies is the act of weaving together diverse relations 
and practices that can variously be cooperative, communitarian, conflictual or exploitative, 
“reconstructing a new political dynamic that overflows and qualifies neoliberalism itself” (Gago 
2017: 5). In Gago’s view, informal economies are “the origin of reality creation” and “a source of 
incommensurability” that introduces new ways of measuring value and creates new rules and 
institutions that operate on the street level (2017: 15). In this manner, those who sustain these 
informal networks, mainly women, migrant laborers and the unemployed, are generating 
important changes from below: they conquer spaces, challenge the city and create different ways 
of living almost in spite of dominant capitalist structures. In this sense, her work can be read 
alongside Holston (2008) and his use of the idea of autoconstrução which he derives from the 
auto-constructed spaces built from the ground up by rural migrants in the outskirts of major 
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Brazilian cities. For Holston (2008: 9), auto-constructed spaces function to sustain dominant 
forms of citizenship but are “also the conditions of its subversion”. In this sense, these spaces 
become strategic nodes to study the many ways in which capital and state interventions are 
modified, reinterpreted and refracted from below.   

Both authors point to the value of people’s daily practices as they try to improve their lives and 
construct their own version of a dignified life. Such work shines a different light on the small 
domestic truths of everyday life and highlights the quotidian ways that people learn to negotiate 
and transform dominant structures so as to have their interests prevail. As Baud (2018: 15) 
observes, “the back and forth mutual constitution of quotidian activity and institutional change” 
explains “the political and social vitality of Latin American society and the ways Latin American 
populations have confronted the dramatic social, political and economic changes they have 
experienced”. Both Baud (2018) and Gago (2017) draw attention to the gendered dimensions of 
these negotiations and the crucial role of women in the maintenance and reproduction of popular 
economic alternatives and the relations of trust and solidarity that they often rely on. As Baud 
(2018: 27) argues, “Confianza is strongly gendered and often remains a female domain. Many of 
the strongest networks of confianza are clearly dominated by women”. In contrast to common 
interpretations that view informal networks as forms of exclusion, here they appear as the 
bedrock of communal relations and alternatives to capitalist degradations. Both Gago and Baud 
emphasize how subjects who are often categorized as “dispossessed” make use of their creativity 
to establish their own rules and structures and continue to exert agency in difficult and often 
repressive contexts. Larissa Lomnitz (1977: 208) makes a similar argument in her study of 
Mexico City where she observed that the urban poor resorted to relations of kinship, 
compadrazgos and friendships to solve their problems of precariousness and insecurity. Through 
practices of mutual aid, solidarity and reciprocity across multiple levels of interaction, people are 
able to somewhat divert the most negative effects of capitalist relations. In their everyday lives, 
they incorporate a variety of mechanisms that enable their survival and learn to combine and 
articulate their practices with other knowledges and ways of doing to have their interests prevail. 
In doing so, ordinary people manage to imprint different spatial and temporal dynamics into the 
landscape, contributing to the transformation of dominant forms. For Gago (2014:18), 
understanding popular dynamics as they emerge and adapt to shifting contexts is crucial for 
expanding our knowledge of how capitalism is translated and transformed both from ‘above’ and 
from ‘below’.  

Although most of the above-mentioned authors draw examples from urban settings, their 
analyses also apply to rural contexts. In many cases, the kinds of social relations they describe 
can be traced to the rural origins of the residents of urban barrios and the practices they learned 
and inherited in the countryside. Historically, rural people have relied on social networks of trust 
and solidarity to survive in hostile environments, particularly in the wake of ongoing capitalist 
expansion. It has further been observed that capital and state developments are strongly rooted 
in rural worlds which are the origin of the cheap food, labor and energy that enable their growth. 
Thus, to fully understand the emergence of capitalist relations, their effects on people’s lives and 
the places where they live, we must return to the study of the rural countryside and the strategies 
deployed by those who remain despite capitalist degradations. In their pursuit of a dignified life, 
rural people draw on the many resources they have at hand to forge new relations among each 
other and their surrounding environment. These practices may result in the emergence of Tsing’s 



 

30 

(2015) polyphonic assemblages: the gathering and co-constitution of multiple spatial and 
temporal realities that are able to coexist and mutually transform each other.  

To contribute to a better understanding of these assemblages, their historical roots and their 
importance for the reproduction of life in rural societies at present, this dissertation attempts to 
achieve three main objectives. First, it seeks to analyze and compare how capitalist relations 
emerge and develop in distinct rural contexts and asks whether or not we can speak of diverse 
capitalisms. It further explores whether such a proposition can enhance our understanding of 
how capital and state powers intervene and transform rural territories. Second, it draws attention 
to the intersecting gender, class, and racial/ethnic inequalities that underlie capitalist 
developments in rural worlds. This links, thirdly, to the differentiated gendered responses of rural 
peoples to the advancement of capitalist relations and the proliferation of diverse ways of living 
that are reconfiguring present day rural landscapes.  

This research also attempts to address the effects of toxicity understood as a central structuring 
element of different capitalist manifestations. While many studies have focused on the conquests 
of indigenous-peasant movements and organizations in rural areas, few have considered the 
activities of ordinary residents and their daily efforts to produce situations that they recognize as 
just. I consider my own project of documenting the transformation of rural environments from 
below as a way of underlining the contributions of rural women and men to processes of social 
change while seeking to better understand the effects of capitalist degradations in their everyday 
lives.   
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ON LAND: PART ONE 
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PART ONE: ON LAND 

(previous page) 

Picture 5: DANGER. Banana crossing on the road to Buenaventura, El Oro. 
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Chapter 3 

People, Plants and Capital 
The making of El Oro’s zona bananera 

 
 

Comete suicidio un pueblo el día en que fía su subsistencia a un sólo fruto.3 
José Martí, 1975 [1883] 

 
Sin guineo, no hay meneo.4 

Popular saying 
 
 

If you travel south by car from Guayaquil, Ecuador’s largest city and main port located on the 
sweltering Pacific Coast, toward the borderland province of El Oro, you will, after about 85 
kilometers, find yourself surrounded by a sea of green banana fields. The landscape of endless 
rows of bananas lining both sides of a narrow highway and spreading from the coastline deep 
into the foothills of the Andes cordillera has long been a familiar sight for the people living in this 
region known as the country’s zona bananera. Every week, for the past sixty years, several 
thousand tons of bananas have been harvested from these lands, packaged and shipped to distant 
markets around the world. As a result of this continuous production, bananas affect almost every 
aspect of life in the coastal lowlands. As the residents of this region often say, “here, we live and 
die by bananas”. 

Once a region of expansive forests and agro-forested fields, the southern coastal lowlands are 
now home to one of the country’s largest monoculture of bananas. In El Oro, banana plantations 
of different sizes stretch over approximately 46,000 hectares of land, encroaching upon small 
rural towns and coastal cities (INEC & Senplades 2015). Nearly 2 million tons of fruit are 
harvested from these plantations each year, contributing to more than 23 percent of the country’s 
total banana exports. According to regional authorities, banana plantations and their related 
industries remain the region’s largest employer and provide jobs for more than 200,000 people. 
Yet, despite the employment opportunities created by the industry, the expansion of bananeras 
did not always result in better living and working conditions for El Oro’s rural residents. Prior 
studies link powerful sectors of the banana industry to high levels of land and water 
concentration, the contamination and loss of tropical lowland ecosystems and the ongoing 
violation of banana workers’ rights (see Larrea 2005, Vallejo 2006, Maldonado y Martínez 2007, 
Breilh et al. 2007, Naranjo 2017, Macaroff 2018b). The contradiction between the amount of 
wealth extracted from these lands and the social and environmental degradations that people 
experience in their everyday lives are at the heart of many unresolved tensions in the zona 
bananera.  

This contradiction can be traced back to a period known in Ecuadorian history as el boom 
bananero. In the late 1940s, international development agencies, government officials and 
private investors endorsed banana production and transformed the fruit into a symbol of 
capitalist progress and modernization. During this period, the government made every effort to 

 
 
3 A people that commit themselves to the production of single fruit commits suicide.  
4 Without bananas, nothing swings.  
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promote the expansion of bananas across the entire coastal region. Between 1948 and 1952, the 
liberal government of Galo Plaza, an agricultural engineer with close ties to the United Fruit 
Company, invested over 70 percent of the national budget in developing the country’s agricultural 
sector focusing on banana production. Roads were built to connect the sierra highlands with the 
coast and more than 2,600 million dollars were granted in credits to banana producers (Larrea 
2005: 52). The government also introduced a series of reforms to encourage the colonization of 
tierras baldías and embarked on a national campaign to eradicate malaria in coastal regions to 
ensure a healthy workforce for the plantations (Salgado 2008: 150). From Plaza’s perspective, the 
development of the banana industry would achieve the transformation of “tropical swamps and 
jungles” into “productive gardens” and introduce “never before seen agrarian practices” to 
produce “millions of stems of the golden fruit for export” (Plaza and May 1962: 22).  

Important studies have focused on the links between foreign compañías, international financial 
agencies and Plaza’s developmental state and analyzed their role in the emergence of the 
Ecuadorian banana industry (Larrea et al. 1987, Hurtado 1997, Acosta 2001, De la Torre and 
Salgado 2008, Ospina 2016). Most of these studies have focused on the important subject of the 
political economy of banana production and the specificity of Ecuador’s experience with the crop. 
Unlike Guatemala, Costa Rica, Colombia and other Latin American and Caribbean countries where 
multinational fruit companies imposed their business practices on weaker states, in Ecuador, the 
government assumed an active role in the expansion of the crop by supporting national 
producers. In her analysis of the banana boom, Salgado (2008: 132) argues that modern ideas 
about progress and development that were concocted within international agencies were never 
strictly imposed or dictated upon the country. Instead, she writes, these ideas were translated 
and reworked at the national level to advance the political agendas of economic and political elites 
in power. This resulted in an aggressive pursuit of agrarian modernization and economic growth 
based on the inclusion of growing numbers of peasant farmers in the banana trade. In this sense, 
Ecuador cannot be considered a banana republic in the classic sense of the term. Instead, the 
country claimed its own identity as a self-made banana producing and exporting country, proudly 
introducing itself to world markets as un país bananero.  

Despite the importance of the above mentioned studies, they reflect a wider tendency among 
scholars to overemphasize the agency of capital and state powers in the transformation of rural 
landscapes and livelihoods. Striffler (2002) has been one of the few to challenge dominant 
assumptions on the omnipotence of the state and global markets in the specific case of Ecuador’s 
southern coastal region. Focusing on the emergence of a movement of peasant-workers that took 
over the United Fruit Company’s (UFCO) Tenguel hacienda in 1962, he shows how the residents 
of the zona bananera were able to challenge and at times redirect the policies that were set in 
place by government authorities and banana company managers. Through a historical and 
ethnographic reconstruction of the events that followed the general strike orchestrated against 
the UFCO, Striffler’s work shows how the actions of peasant-workers influenced the way that 
agrarian capitalism developed at the national level and also shaped the contours of the 
international banana trade. It shows how the study of those most affected by capitalist processes, 
their actions and their specific histories can push scholarly inquiries into new and unexpected 
directions.  

In this chapter I follow this line of research and embark on a historical reconstruction of the 
expansion of the banana frontier in El Oro as experienced by peasant farmers and rural workers. 
I argue that both the actions of rural residents and non-human actors, mainly plants, pathogens 
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and pesticides, influenced the emergence of different capitalisms and shaped the present-day 
zona bananera as a place where intense forms of exploitation coexist with instances of hope, 
solidarity and struggle. The chapter combines conventional historical accounts of the banana 
boom with ethnographic research to analyze different people’s perspectives on the effects of 
banana monoculture and its encroachment on everyday life. This account reaches back in time to 
the spread of plagues in the region’s cacao estates and the cultivation of bananas on these lands. 
It then traces the development of the banana boom in El Oro following the introduction of a new 
disease resistant variety of fruit which led to the emergence of the modern banana industry and 
the rise of banana entrepreneurs. Despite recent efforts made by progressive governments to 
regulate the bananeros and their encroachment on rural lands and labor, the final section 
demonstrates the ongoing power and influence of the banana industry, particularly at the local 
and regional level. The chapter ends with the memories of Buenaventura’s oldest residents. I 
argue that their attempts to reappropriate the past can help us to better understand their present-
day responses to ongoing exploitation and rising levels of toxicity. Before history unfolds, I 
introduce the rural town of Buenaventura where I began my inquiry into the socionatural worlds 
of El Oro’s present-day zona bananera. 

A modern banana town  

I arrived in Buenaventura on an early August afternoon in 2014 in search of a group of 
banana workers that I had previously interviewed in the town’s surrounding banana fields. 
The bus stopped in front of a large public square, the town’s parque central, surrounded by 
food stalls, a few small shops, an imposing Catholic Church and the offices of the local junta. 
The park’s renovation had been at the center of an ambitious political campaign to improve 
Buenaventura’s reputation which had been affected by the rising incidence of crime and 
gang violence in the area. The park’s new design would replace the negative image of the 
town and its residents with a cleaner and more modern aesthetics. The grassy tree-covered 
hill that used to stand in the center of the town had been cleared and leveled using earth 
removal machines brought from nearby mining sites. Concrete was then poured over 
mounds of soil and a series of neatly arranged ceramic tiles were placed above to form a 
large square. In place of the town’s iconic hill, the former president of the junta 
commissioned an artwork that would, in his view, restore a sense of lost pride among the 
residents of Buenaventura. The artwork was placed at the center of the renovated parque 
central.  

“Buenaventura is the world’s true banana capital. People all around the world eat bananas 
that are produced on our lands. This is something that the people of Buenaventura should 
learn to be proud of”, the former president told me. He went on to explain that the monument 
was created in honor of the ‘banana king’, a title conferred to the largest banana bunch 
harvested in the region at Machala’s annual international banana fair. For several 
consecutive years, this title had been awarded to banana bunches harvested in 
Buenaventura’s surrounding plantations. The four-meter-tall statue of a green banana 
bunch wrapped in a ribbon with the yellow, green and white colors of the provincial flag was 
placed under a metal railing (similar to the ones used to transport banana bunches on 
plantations) and adorned with a large golden crown. The structure was then mounted over 
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a globe of the earth and placed at the center of a water fountain. “There is no other one like 
it,” he said proudly, “In Buenaventura, the banana will always be king!”  

With its closed shops and empty streets, I thought I had stumbled into a tropical ghost town 
until Amada, a small mestizo woman in her early seventies, stepped out of her home pulling 
two plastic chairs behind her. She had been watching me from her window and invited me 
to take a seat on the sidewalk in front of her house under a corrugated iron roof to protect 
us from the glaring sun. After a brief introduction, Amada explained that the workers I was 
interested in would return in the evening después del embarque once the banana harvest 
had been completed and the trucks that transported the fruit were on their way to the port. 
She expected her son to return from the plantations at any moment and suggested that I stay 
and wait with her. In the waning heat of the afternoon, Amada and I engaged in a 
conversation that would carry on throughout the entire year that I remained in 
Buenaventura. She offered me a bed in her home in a room that I would share with her 
youngest daughter and several of her grandchildren. It was through Amada’s memories, her 
knowledge of the past and her lived experience of the major changes undergone in the region 
that I began to understand the different ways that banana production had affected the lives 
of rural residents in the lowlands of El Oro.  
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Picture 6: “Buenaventura is the world’s real banana capital”. 

 



 

38 

Picture 7: A barrio in Buenaventura – children play with kites made from pesticide-laced bags used on the 
bananeras. 

 

Amada’s story  

Back then, en el tiempo de antes, Buenaventura used to be a small caserío surrounded by 
cacao groves. Only a few families lived here. We all built our houses from caña guadúa and 
used bijao leaves to make thatched roofs. We raised our houses on stilts to prevent flooding 
and to keep the animals out of the house. First it was just my mother, my older brother and 
me living by the river. Then came two more brothers and a younger sister. My mother took 
care of all of us on her own because there was never a man to help her out. I think that’s 
what made her so rough and angry. She didn’t have enough money to send us to school so 
she taught us to work. In those days everything had to be made from scratch. We had to fetch 
water from the river and collect firewood in the forests to light the stove. We grew our own 
food, maize, beans, yucca, sweet potato, plantains and bananas and kept farm animals below 
our stilted house. We had something like 150 or 200 chickens and cocks, guinea pigs and a 
few large hogs. I was the oldest daughter so I helped my mother with household chores and 
washed clothes with her to earn a living. Every day we carried piles of dirty laundry on our 
heads to the river and waded knee-deep into the water. We each looked for a nice rock where 
we could scrub the clothes clean. My mother washed our landlord’s clothes for free in 
exchange for the house where we lived. To earn a little extra money, she would send me and 
my brothers to work in the cacao harvest.  
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Picture 8: Amada’s grandchildren play outside their house. Like most of Buenaventura’s residents, their 
parents aspire to replace the wooden planks with bricks and later concrete walls.  

  
 

All this land used to be covered with cacao and it all belonged to a single man. People say 
that he used to be the owner of the entire province. When the cacao pods were ready to be 
plucked from the trees, my brothers and I would go to the fields to pick the fruit off the 
branches. We pried it open with machetes for a few extra cents. When the harvest was 
finished, the older workers would come around to collect the beans in costales. They sent the 
cacao to Guayaquil and from there I don’t know where it ended up. The workers let us take 
oranges, mandarins, mangoes and all the fruit that grew with the cacao in the orchards. 
They would also let people take wood from the guayacán, laurel and pechiche trees. Beyond 
the cacao it was all jungle, pura selva. Some people hunted gualillas, guatusas and deer in 
the forests. We also used to fish in the river. On silent nights you could hear the fish swarming 
downstream. With a single atarrayazo we caught bucket loads! Sometimes people set off 
dynamites or spread barbasco in the water. Then the whole town gathered around the 
shores of the river and we all filled entire costales with fish.  

Everyone helped each other out in those days. Every year my mother would sacrifice a pig to 
share with all the neighbors. People didn’t used to be stingy. I never heard of anyone being 
stopped from taking fruits from the trees or from fishing in the river. We didn’t have to ask 
for anyone’s permission. Each person took what they needed and there was more than 
enough for everyone to have. I never experienced hunger in those days. We were poor, but 
we ate better than the rich. Every evening we would sit on the floor of the house with my 
brothers, my sisters and my grandparents and make a big circle to eat our food like the 
Indians. In the candlelight I watched my mother serve overflowing plates of soup from a 
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giant clay pot with big chunks of fish or meat and all the ingredients we collected from her 
chacra. It was a time of abundance. 

The origins of the plantation 

Although Amada’s recollection of the past is permeated with nostalgia, her story draws attention 
to the existence of a very different way of life in the coastal plains before the arrival of bananas. 
To begin with, the native cacao tree used to dominate the landscape. In the nineteenth century, 
criollo descendants of European elites established the region’s first cacao estates on the banks of 
the main river routes throughout the coast (see Chiriboga 1980, Guerrero 1980, Roberts 1980). 
The demand for cheap labor on their plantations and the abundance of tierras baldías attracted a 
first wave of migrants from different parts of the country to the sparsely populated coast. 
Reachable only by canoe or horseback, the southern lowlands remained a relatively isolated 
frontier region. Beyond the plantations, the land was covered by dense forests inhabited by the 
remaining native populations. According to the 17th century Spanish chroniclers cited by Laviana 
Cuetos (1987), these populations combined agriculture and animal raising with a wide range of 
subsistence activities that included hunting, fishing, plant gathering, small scale timber extraction 
and rubber tapping. They also engaged in forms of barter with fisher gatherers who lived in the 
manglar and travelled up the river on canoes offering seafood and tropical fruits. Native 
populations were gradually displaced by colonos who settled on public lands on the margins of 
the region’s expanding cacao plantations and joined the trade as small and medium cacao planters 
(Striffler 2002, Maiguashca 2012).  

According to Chiriboga (1980: 215), although “the image that prevails of cacao plantations is that 
of a pre-capitalist estate […] this image is not exactly true for cacao growers in general”. In his 
detailed description of the organization of labor on cacao plantations, Chiriboga argues that cacao 
production first introduced capitalist relations to rural residents. He uses the wage contract as 
evidence of capitalist expansion demonstrating that plantation workers were paid a salary of 
$0.80 to $1.50 per day of work. According to the author, wage contracts were introduced to 
mitigate the high rate of desertion and mobility of rural workers who resisted capitalist discipline 
and forms of labor exploitation on the estates. The emergence of a wage labor market allowed 
people to sell their labor to whoever offered them the best conditions, attracting new laborers to 
the plantations. Chiriboga finds further evidence of the spread of capitalist relations in the 
appearance of a land market that was largely manipulated by local elites who managed to 
accumulate extensive lands and abundant water to expand their production. Monocropping 
which would become one of the defining traits of capitalist agriculture was also first introduced 
in the southern coast’s cacao estates (Laviana Cuetos 1987, Roberts 1980). While the cacao trade 
continued to generate profits for landed elites, at the turn of the century, the expansion of 
monoculture and the introduction of a more productive variety of cacao resulted in the spread of 
plagues that put an abrupt end to the business.  

In the 1920s, successive waves of plagues and diseases produced a significant decline in cacao 
production that coincided with the crashing price for the fruit in global markets. The resulting 
demise of the cacao trade deprived the state of its main source of revenue, plunging the country 
into a deep social and economic crisis. In the face of rising unemployment, workers in the city of 
Guayaquil organized massive protests and street riots that ended with the massacre of more than 
one thousand workers on 15 November 1922. Following the tragic incident, rural workers and 
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peasant farmers deployed different strategies to occupy lands that had been abandoned by cacao 
producers and expand their subsistence crops to make up for lost wages and employment 
(Striffler 2002). Thus Ospina (2016: 53) writes that even if the cacao crisis produced dramatic 
dislocations, “it also increased the economic autonomy of small and medium size landholders” 
who would fare better than the region’s bankrupted elites. To survive the crisis, rural residents 
began to produce foodstuffs for local markets while others set up small businesses and traded 
goods imported from neighboring provinces. Boat owners offered to transport goods and people 
and washerwomen flocked to the river shores to wash travelers’ clothes in exchange for small 
sums of money. While political and economic elites declared a national crisis, throughout the 
coastal lowlands, peasant farmers, squatters and a migrant workforce contributed to the growth 
of a dynamic economy and culture that combined diverse forms of remuneration with a wide 
range of subsistence activities. People’s access to land and common resources pushed forward a 
process of repeasantization and enabled the emergence of new markets and social relations that 
guaranteed the autonomy and relative stability of rural people despite the crisis experienced 
across the country.  

On the trail of green gold 

In the late 1940s, the transformation of bananas into a highly commodified food crop created a 
deep shift in rural societies throughout the coast. For hundreds of years, bananas had been a 
common staple crop on peasant farms. The fruit was likely introduced by Spanish merchants and 
missionaries during the conquista; however, indigenous and peasant farmers also spread the crop 
to feed themselves and their families in times of scarcity and famine (Soluri 2005, Koeppel 2007). 
The fruit’s popularity owed much to its physical properties. The high-yielding herbaceous plant 
required little labor to cultivate and could bear fruit within nine months of planting. Once the first 
banana bunch was harvested, the plant’s pseudo stem was cut down to allow a new one to sprout. 
New stems and bunches would continue to emerge so long as the banana corm (or seed) remained 
under fertile soil, providing peasant families with a generous supply of foodstuff for themselves 
and the animals they raised on their farms. Banana leaves were also used to wrap and cook foods, 
adding flavor and decoration to many local dishes. Octavio, an elderly campesino in his eighties, 
recalls that bananas were so common “that we used to urge travelers to take a banana bunch 
along with them on their journey. We had to find ways to get rid of so much fruit!”  

Bananas were first exported from Ecuador in the late nineteenth century. The fruit was 
transported on large wooden rafts down the Pacific Coast and sold in Peru and Chile (Roberts 
2009: 30). In 1908, the Chilean Compañía Frutera Sudamericana (SAFCO) established a 
commercial agency in Guayaquil and began to buy bananas from peasant farmers in the 
surrounding rural areas. In the 1930s, Amable Calle, a middleman working for the SAFCO, began 
to distribute the company’s Gros Michel variety of bananas among peasant farmers who lived 
along the river. Calle encouraged small farmers to plant the banana corms, offering to buy their 
fruit at a good price in the future. He eventually bought up lands to establish his own plantations 
and is considered to be one of El Oro’s first bananeros (Roberts 2009, Southgate and Roberts 
2016). The spread of commercial bananas, instigated by a growing market for bananas and 
middlemen such as Amable Calle, led to the first land clearings and the arrival of new people to 
the region who were on the trail for this green gold.  
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Banana production was significantly transformed when foreign banana companies began buying 
up rural lands to the south of Guayaquil. The SAFCO was one of the first to set up a banana enclave 
in the coastal plains, followed by Standard Fruit and the United Fruit Company (Striffler 2002, 
Roberts 2009). The acquisition of the region’s largest hacienda by the United Fruit Company 
(UFCO) in 1934 led to the establishment of the first large scale banana plantation. The UFCO 
opened the US market to Ecuadorian banana producers and considerably boosted the demand for 
the fruit. To meet their growing needs early on, las compañías signed banana purchasing contracts 
with small and medium size banana producers and peasant farmers who grew a few bananas on 
their plots of land. Foreign company managers also granted loans to those interested in banana 
production and offered technical advice for the maintenance of the crop (Striffler 2002). Local 
elites, intermediaries and small farmers embraced the opportunities created by the companies’ 
growing demand for fruit, triggering a banana fever that swept through the coastal lowlands. 
During this period, struggles over land and water resurfaced, producing a new wave of enclosures 
and privatizations that pushed squatters and peasant farmers to the margins of the region’s 
sprawling plantations.  

The expansion of bananas in rural areas was in many ways made possible by the prior existence 
of an unequal social structure based on the exploitation of class, gender and racial/ethnic 
differences. These inequalities enabled a small group of white/mestizo men to concentrate land 
and water at the expense of rural residents. Within this context, the participation of small and 
medium size banana growers in the trade and their defense of a relative autonomy vis-à-vis the 
market remained controversial. The persistence of peasant farmers and their modes of 
production where women played an important role contested the power of capitalist elites and 
led to a greater diversification of banana production. However, the expansion of the crop and 
peasant farmers’ unequal participation in the market also allowed capitalist elites to extend their 
power in the region through their control of the internal market for bananas and fruit exports. 
During this period, banana plantations were established on the grounds of former cacao estates 
and equipped with a predominantly male labor force (Striffler 2000, 2002). Meanwhile, small and 
medium farmers continued to plant bananas alongside their subsistence crops using family labor 
to maintain and at times expand their farms (Larrea et al. 1987, Cepeda 2009).  

In 1941 the six-month long Peruvian invasion of El Oro partly unsettled these arrangements. 
Military occupation and airstrikes against civilian outposts led to a massive exodus and a refugee 
crisis that would last approximately one year (Quintana García 2012). After the war, the 
Ecuadorian military took control over extensive lands in the borderland province and set up their 
own plantations as a means to finance their operations and prevent future invasions from 
neighboring Peru. Despite their growing influence in the region, the return of rural people who 
fled during the war consolidated a differentiated land tenure structure where small and medium 
size banana producers continued to coexist alongside foreign enclaves and large-scale 
plantations.  

From the late 1940s onwards, the state began to actively support regional efforts to transform 
the southern coast into a vast agricultural enterprise. The construction of road infrastructure, 
loans for domestic banana producers and a series of regulations to stimulate the colonization of 
tierras baldías significantly pushed forward the expansion of the banana frontier (Larrea et al. 
1987, De la Torre and Salgado 2008). Impoverished farmers from the drought-stricken sierra 
highlands migrated in large numbers to places like the southern province of El Oro where they 
cleared forests, gained land rights and established their own farms. Brownrigg (1981) describes 
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a group of rural-to-rural migrants who moved from the southern highlands of Loja to the Andes 
foothills in El Oro and reproduced the diversified farming systems they had previously practiced 
on their former lands. She argues that the success of these groups was connected to the existence 
of growing urban food markets, new wage labor opportunities and other possibilities opened up 
by the banana boom. The largest sector of the migrant population was directly employed on 
plantations and their related industries.  

The expansion of bananas was further enabled by how simple it was to plant and reproduce the 
Gros Michel variety. In general terms, any person endowed with a small plot of land within reach 
of a road or a navigable river could become a potential bananero. The plant was inexpensive to 
grow and harvest and required no additional processing or packaging to be exported. Bananas 
spread like an invasive weed throughout the coastal lowlands to the point that researchers 
declared banana cultivation “a bad habit” that was encroaching on all kinds of soils (CIDA 1965: 
396). The gradual transformation of tropical lowland ecosystems into a vast monoculture 
continued to attract labor migrants that were hired to raze forests to the ground and plant entire 
fields with bananas. To secure a stable workforce, banana growers not only paid higher wages 
compared to other regions but also provided accommodation for their workers on the 
plantations. For the most part, labor migrants settled in small towns that began to emerge in the 
areas between plantations as banana growers continued their expansion.  

Urban sprawl and the spread of banana monoculture was responsible for widespread 
deforestation and dramatic ecological changes along the coast. In 1951, the CEPAL estimated that 
tropical forests still covered approximately 75 percent of lands while agricultural crops covered 
less than 5 percent (CEPAL 1954: 43-48). Forest loss data for this period is substantially variable, 
yet the existence in 1961 of approximately 115,000 hectares of bananeras serves as a reference 
for the extent of deforestation (Wunder 2011: 167). This drastic reduction in forest coverage had 
important social and environmental consequences. To begin, the construction of plantations in 
complex tropical ecosystems led to a severe decline in biodiversity and stimulated the spread of 
plant diseases and plagues (Larrea 2005: 81). Deforestation was also linked to soil erosion and 
the introduction of chemical fertilizers on plantations to replenish the soil with nutrients and 
minerals (Vallejo 2006). The release of thousands of tons of carbon dioxide into the air by means 
of widespread deforestation is likely to have caused changing weather patterns and the 
disruption of important hydrological processes in the region. This was reflected in the greater 
incidence of floods and droughts experienced by rural residents in the 1980s and the particularly 
strong El Niño phenomenon of 1982.  

The loss of forest coverage also meant the disappearance of vital means of subsistence for the 
residents of these areas. Cut off from their access to land and water, rural residents were no 
longer able to reproduce their autonomous ways of life and became increasingly dependent on 
plantation labor. This process particularly affected women who were denied work on the 
plantations in the early days of the banana boom. Some women found cooking, cleaning and 
washing jobs on the plantations, yet they were paid significantly less than men. Separated from 
common land and water sources, women were no longer able to practice subsistence forms of 
agriculture that could provide food for themselves and their families. As a result, women became 
increasingly dependent upon male wages to subsist (Striffler 2000). 

The number of people that were expelled from their lands and forced to migrate in conditions of 
extreme vulnerability and poverty during this period is unknown. However, it was not an unlikely 
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fate for landless peasants who were unable to join the ranks of plantation workers and squatters 
who were displaced by the enclosure and privatization of public lands. Once unleashed, these 
forms of primitive accumulation intensified in scope and speed. They were further pushed on by 
the introduction of a new hybrid variety of fruit and the geographic concentration of banana 
plantations in the coastal provinces of Los Ríos, Guayas and the southern lowlands of El Oro. 

Picture 9: Bananeras surrounding the town of Buenaventura.  

  

El Oro’s banana fever 

I must have been my granddaughter Danita’s age when they started to tear down the cacao 
groves. It was like a fever took hold of people and they abandoned everything to plant 
bananas. They hacked away at the trees and tore down their own food crops to make space 
for the bananeras. If they could they would have turned themselves into a banana and sold 
themselves for a few reales. La fiebre del banano made us all blind.  

The first to plant bananas in Buenaventura were the Ugartes and Riveras. They inherited all 
the lands that had been abandoned and appropriated much more. Then came the 
Encalada’s. They had nothing when they arrived in Buenaventura and made a fortune on 
these lands. No one knew how they did it. My grandfather who worked in Don Manuel’s 
orchards told me it was all the devil’s doing. At night he watched Don Manuel collect dried 
cacao leaves in large costales that he left out overnight. In the morning, instead of dried 
cacao leaves the costales were full of money. My grandfather said Don Manuel had made a 



 

45 

pact with the devil. How else could he make such a fortune for himself while we all went on 
being poor?  

When there was no more land, everyone started to work in the bananeras. I was hired to 
work in the kitchen of a small restaurant that made food for the plantation workers. That’s 
where I met Alberto and a few months later I moved in with him. We lived on an empty piece 
of land in the town center. I made a small shelter with plastics and we both slept on the floor. 
As soon as we moved in together, Alberto started beating me. Then he started to drink away 
most of his salary. I didn’t have the courage to leave but I’m certain that with a better father 
my first child wouldn’t have died on the plantations. 

I worked every job I could find. I washed clothes, I was a maid in rich people’s mansions and 
I also cooked on their plantations. I had to leave my babies with the neighbor’s kids and when 
I returned, they would be crying out of hunger. It made me crazy not to have enough food 
for them but the money I earned wasn’t enough. My oldest son was the only one who helped 
me. He was twelve when he joined a work crew on one of the plantations and nineteen when 
he died. At the public hospital the doctors didn’t tell me anything but a nurse said that my 
Holguer had died of stomach cancer. It was the chemicals they used on the plantations that 
killed him.  

I only kept working because I had my small children to care for. I took one of my daughters 
to cook with me on the plantations. We prepared meals for a workforce of about forty men. 
When the day was over, we climbed into the back of those old banana trucks and returned 
to town with the rest of the work crew. We earned five dollars a day each. For fifteen years 
we worked on the plantation and in the landowner’s house until one day the landowner’s 
son, a boy I raised myself, called me to his office. He said there was food missing from his 
refrigerator and asked me if I had anything to do with it. I felt so embarrassed and 
humiliated. I swear I never… He gave me 2,000 dollars and pushed me out of the door. It was 
over for me. My body was finished. After all those years wasting away on the plantations and 
what was I left with? 

As this narrative makes manifest, in the late 1960s, the lives of Amada, her family and her 
community were radically transformed by the encroachment of banana plantations on their 
surrounding environment. According to economic data, during this period, banana production 
and exportation experienced a severe decline. Yet plantations continued to spread in El Oro. 
Several factors explain this apparent contradiction. The decline in banana exports was largely the 
result of the appearance of the Panama Disease on plantations in the northern province of 
Esmeraldas. In the absence of a cure against the spread of the fungus, banana growers 
experienced the loss of their production. In less than a year, the disease had spread throughout 
the northern region forcing many banana growers to abandon their estates. Others began the 
search for disease-free lands further south along the coast to establish new plantations. With its 
abundant lands, good roads and port infrastructure, the province of El Oro offered important 
advantages to banana producers. During these years, the slow movement of people and crops that 
had been taking place in the southern lowlands since the 1930s took off, producing sweeping 
changes that would deeply transform the lives of rural residents and their surrounding 
environments.  
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In response to the appearance of the Panama Disease, banana growers began to introduce a new 
disease resistant variety of fruit on their plantations (Southgate and Roberts 2016). The 
Cavendish banana had been created by scientists working in the Honduran laboratories of the 
Standard Fruit Company by cross-breeding samples of hundreds of varieties of bananas collected 
from different parts of the world. Fruit companies had delayed the introduction of the Cavendish 
to the market, fearing that consumers would reject the new banana that was smaller, slightly drier 
and less sweet than the Gros Michel. Instead, banana companies had continued to expand their 
plantations into new disease-free areas, such as the Ecuadorian coast. Yet the persistence of the 
Panama disease forced the companies to introduce the new variety of fruit and gradually displace 
the Gros Michel from the market. The Cavendish had several advantages. To begin, the plant was 
immune to the Panama Disease and could grow on infected soils. The plant itself was smaller than 
the Gros Michel allowing producers to plant bananas at a higher density to increase productivity 
on their plantations. The smaller and sturdier plant was also better suited to resist the hurricane 
winds of Central America and the Caribbean where banana companies continued to own 
extensive enclaves (Striffler 2002). But in other ways, the new variety presented a series of 
disadvantages that would transform banana production into a labor-, capital- and chemical-
intensive process that was increasingly out of reach for small and medium size farmers.  

The switch from the Gros Michel to the Cavendish entailed the entire reorganization of banana 
production, transportation and commercialization. Major changes were once again driven by the 
physical properties of the plant (Cepeda 2009, Wunder 2011). The Cavendish demanded a greater 
supply of water and produced a fruit that was more fragile and vulnerable to bruising and 
transport damages. This made it necessary to implement a series of on and off farm technologies. 
Those who could afford it invested in the construction of irrigation and drainage systems on their 
plantations to carry and control the fruit’s higher water demand. On-farm funicular systems were 
also built to transport the harvested bunches from the fields to the processing plants (enjabadora 
or empacadora) to prevent damage to the fruit. At the processing plant an additional group of 
workers was needed to select and remove the banana hands from the stems, wash and cut each 
hand into clusters and package the bananas into cardboard boxes for export. Banana growers also 
had to invest large sums of money in the incremental use of agrochemicals to prevent the spread 
of new plagues and diseases. On plantations, banana plants were reproduced asexually as the fruit 
itself contains no seeds and does not produce pollen suitable for pollination. As a result of this, all 
Cavendish bananas were genetically identical facilitating the spread of plagues and diseases from 
plant to plant. Making use of Green Revolution technologies, a wide range of chemicals were 
introduced and directly applied to the soil and onto each plant or sprayed over the entire surface 
of the plantation. Each banana bunch was additionally wrapped in a pesticide-laced plastic bag to 
protect the fruit from insect bites and manipulate its growth.  

Once the fruit was harvested, processed and ready for export, access to good roads was also 
needed to prevent bruising and transport damage. The proximity of Puerto Bolivar and first-rate 
road infrastructure made the coastal plains of El Oro especially desirable for banana production 
(Preston 1965, Larrea et al. 1987). Former peasants describe both the legal and extra legal means 
by which capitalist producers sought to displace them from the coastal lowlands to consolidate 
their control over the most fertile areas. Land sales were at times mutually agreed upon; however, 
negotiations between capitalist investors and peasant farmers were almost always unequal. 
Capitalist producers were also accused of deploying different strategies to expel rural residents 
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from their lands. One of the most frequent tactics deployed was the obstruction of peasants’ 
access to water. As Don Rogelio, a former banana grower explains: 

If you refused to sell your land the bananeros would simply cut off your water supply. 
Without water the banana plants started to wilt and died in less than a month. Then they 
offered to buy the lands at bargain prices. And what could you do? All that was left was to 
beg for work in the bananeras. 

Picture 10: On modern plantations, metal railings are used to transport Cavendish bananas from the fields to 
the packaging plants.  

 
 
Using strategies such as these, capitalist producers managed to extend their ownership over the 
most fertile and well-irrigated lands in El Oro. In the process they displaced peasant farmers to 
the margins of their plantations and into the foothills of the cordillera. Few survived in the 
interstices of the plantations where they attempted to maintain their subsistence crops and 
reproduce their former ways of life.  
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Due to its negative impacts on the diverse economies of peasant farmers, the switch from the Gros 
Michel to the Cavendish was initially resisted by small and medium size farmers who were unable 
to assume the costs of the transition. Historian Lois Roberts argues that the new variety was in 
part resisted on account of myths about the inferior taste and appearance of the Cavendish 
banana and ideas about a US-backed conspiracy to destroy independent suppliers of fruit by 
forcing foreign technologies upon them (2009: 155). However, the resistance of small and 
medium size farmers is more likely to have been rooted in their experience as producers of the 
fruit, their special relation to the land and their attachment to their traditional ways of life. As El 
Oro’s peasant farmers explain, the Panama disease did not eradicate Gros Michel bananas. In fact, 
the Gros Michel, popularly known as guineo seda, continues to be cultivated as a food crop on 
their farms. It is highly probable that the mixed cropping systems employed by peasant farmers 
in the coastal lowlands prevented the further spread of the Panama disease as research in the 
field of agro-ecology is beginning to reveal (Altieri 2002, Soluri 2005, Breilh 2017). El Oro’s small 
and medium size farmers were aware that the switch to the Cavendish was a decision that was 
being forced upon them by market interests that would affect their capacity to remain in the 
trade.  

As the regional newspaper El Nacional reported on 7 November 1965, the transition would entail 
losses of more than 700 million sucres. On top of this, small and medium size farmers would have 
to assume the additional costs of implementing on farm technologies and pay for agrochemical 
inputs. As noted above, the switch to the Cavendish banana did not simply entail planting a new 
crop, but demanded the entire reorganization of labor and production to meet global market 
demands. In the late 1960s, exporters began to establish quality control stations at the ports and 
employed certificadores (certifying officers) to verify that the selected fruit met international 
standards. During inspections, Gros Michel bananas were rejected by the hundreds, severely 
affecting the economies of small and medium farmers. Additionally, Gros Michel plantations were 
excluded from government programs that extended loans to banana producers and offered free 
fumigation cycles to control the spread of plagues. As a representative of El Oro’s small producers 
exposed in assembly, “Only large producers sell their fruit, the ones close to powerful exporting 
companies, the Cavendish. Small producers, the ones in distant areas, the Gros Michels, are 
headed towards the abyss” (Palacios Saenz: 1967). The changes left growers few other choices 
than to switch to the new variety or join the growing ranks of landless laborers.  

Land struggles and agrarian reform  

In 1964 and 1973, the enactment of agrarian reform laws brought about another wave of changes 
in the rural countryside. In El Oro, these reforms were punctuated by clashes between local elites, 
capitalist entrepreneurs, rural workers and peasant farmers. These processes can be traced back 
to 1962 when a group of workers and peasant farmers invaded the UFCO’s Tenguel hacienda 
demanding that the government set in place a redistributive land reform that would benefit small 
farmers and plantation workers (Striffler 2002, Ospina 2016). In 1963, the military intervened in 
Tenguel to put an end to the strike and a tripartite Military Junta went on to seize power. The 
Junta began to implement the reforms and laws that were recommended by the US-backed 
Alliance for Progress to stall the influence of communism in Latin America following the triumph 
of the Cuban Revolution (Macaroff 2018a: 13). One of the first actions undertaken by the Junta 
was the declaration of the country’s first agrarian reform and the creation of the Ecuadorian 
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Institute of Agrarian Reform and Colonization (IERAC) to implement the reform throughout the 
country (Barsky 1988, Chiriboga 1988, Breton 1997).  

In El Oro, the IERAC announced that it would redistribute 10,000 hectares of land and promised 
to extend 400 legal property titles to peasant farmers organized in state-sponsored cooperativas 
(Ugarte 1965). Local elites publicly accused the IERAC and its cooperados of instigating land 
invasions and banditry in rural areas. One of the most controversial cases confronted José Ugarte, 
then judge of El Oro’s provincial court and one of the largest landowners in the region, against 
IERAC officials and groups of cooperados. In an editorial published in the journal El Nacional, 
Ugarte denounced the IERAC for being responsible for “excesses and acts of criminal barbarism” 
that were tearing the countryside apart. Despite his power, on this particular occasion, Ugarte did 
not succeed in stopping the expropriation of his lands that were then redistributed among 
peasant workers. Once lands were granted to peasant-workers, they became engaged in a 
different kind of struggle. 

In most cases, cooperados lacked the means and technical support to make their lands productive 
in line with state and market demands. This led to new conflicts between peasant-workers and 
capitalist producers who were aggressively seeking to acquire more lands. As Anahi Macaroff 
(2018a) suggests, agrarian reforms often benefitted the country’s modern elites who used 
government incentives to enclose and privatize additional lands. They were thus able to influence 
the state by increasing their investments in rural areas. This collusion between elite and 
government interests facilitated the transformation of the countryside into a large monoculture. 
Through their control of the state, capitalist elites could ensure the further expansion of market 
relations and the use of public forces to eradicate social conflicts. As Lisa North (1985: 434-438) 
writes, after the enactment of the 1964 agrarian reform “landowners from the sierra and the costa 
banded together to ensure that neither rural workers nor campesinos held a position in the 
Executive Council of the IERAC” and were thus able to have their interests prevail over the 
demands of rural residents. By the late 1970s, large producers had consolidated their control over 
extensive lands and invested large amounts of capital in the creation of an extensive and pesticide 
intensive banana monoculture across the coastal lowlands.  

In spite of these difficulties, small and medium size banana growers continued to persist and 
carved out spaces for themselves in the many interstices of the plantations (Larrea et al. 1987, 
Cepeda 2009). In most cases, they were drawn into unequal negotiations with capitalist 
producers and exporters through a system of quotas that anticipated contemporary forms of 
contract farming. In exchange for a market to sell their fruit, small and medium size farmers 
accepted the terms and prices established by large producers and exporters. These contracts 
demanded that farmers relinquish their control over production and agree to the standardization 
of their plantations according to global market rules. Generally, this entailed the eradication of 
subsistence crops on their farms, the prohibition to raise farm animals and the obligation to use 
specific agricultural inputs including chemical fertilizers and pesticides sold by the banana 
companies. These fruit purchasing contracts were rarely backed by legal documents and were 
frequently settled on a handshake leaving small producers vulnerable to abuse and exploitation 
(Cepeda 2009).  

In 1976, the Standard Fruit Company inaugurated its program of productores asociados in El Oro 
promising to extend technical assistance and loans to small and medium producers who would 
provide the company with a steady supply of bananas (Larrea et al. 1987: 23). Similar programs 
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were set in place by Ecuadorian growers and exporters. Exportadora Bananera Noboa, a company 
founded in 1947 by businessman Luis Noboa in the city of Guayaquil maintained its system of 
cupos (quotas) and re-named its providers asociados (Rubio 2007). Noboa went on to control over 
46 percent of the internal market for bananas, becoming the third most powerful fruit trader in 
the world, rivalling with Chiquita Brands (United Fruit Company) and Dole (Standard Fruit) 
(Larrea et al. 1987: 75). Noboa’s success allowed him to exert influence over the government and 
establish allies in important positions of power. Not only did the company benefit from additional 
investments in agribusiness implemented by the Military Junta. It also benefitted from state 
prerogatives which included the acquisition of fuel for maritime transport at less than half its 
value in international markets. According to Larrea et al. (1987), this was probably the main 
reason behind Exportadora Bananera Noboa’s outstanding growth between 1973 and 1977.  

As these contracts make clear, underlying the success of large producers and exporters was their 
reliance on the labor and production of small and medium size banana farmers. Due to their 
importance in the banana trade, efforts were systematically made to mine their power and their 
bargaining capacity vis-à-vis the state and banana exporters. This included the rejection of their 
fruit, the denial of additional quotas or the sudden drop in the price that intermediaries would 
pay for their bananas. Although many continued to struggle to sell their fruit to intermediaries, a 
significant number of small producers began to form associations as a means to build up their 
volume of production and become direct exporters of the fruit (Rubio 2007, Cepeda 2009).  

Picture 11: Alberto, a former banana worker walks through a plantation.  

 
 
The changes that emerged in response to the adoption of the Cavendish variety and the ongoing 
land struggles also had important implications for plantation workers. Salaries, once the highest 
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among rural workers, gradually began to decline from the 1970s onwards (Larrea et al. 1987: 60-
61). The wage cutback was in part connected to the rising costs of banana production brought on 
by the need to hire additional workers in processing plants and the incremental use of costly 
chemical products. On average, Ecuadorian plantation workers earned half the salary of their 
Central American counterparts for performing the same tasks in the banana industry (Frank 
2005, Rubio 2007). Cheap labor became the main source of Ecuador’s comparative advantage 
against other banana producing countries that were geographically closer to US and European 
markets (Larrea et al. 1987, Martínez 2005, Rubio 2007, Cepeda 2009). To further reduce the 
costs of production, the use of child labor was widespread on plantations as children earned less 
than half the salary of an adult worker (Human Rights Watch 2002). All profits generated by the 
banana trade were directly related to different forms of exploitation and human rights violations 
on plantations.  

Poverty wages and the denial of basic social guarantees increasingly became the norm in the 
banana industry. Workers were rarely able to denounce these injustices as they lacked concrete 
evidence of these violations and were often threatened by plantation owners and administrators. 
In most cases, workers were not given a labor contract and were hired to work on a piece-rate 
basis. Archival pictures depict shirtless, barefoot banana workers carrying heavy loads on their 
bare backs on the plantations. Former workers recall that they had no access to toilets, medical 
aid or drinking water. To quench their thirst in the suffocating heat they would drink the drops 
of water that accumulated between the folds of the banana leaves. If there was an accident and a 
worker was injured, they were left to suffer and had to continue with their work to get paid. As 
Alberto recalled:  

With all the sharp blades that we used to process the bananas there were always accidents. 
If someone was injured, we’d tear off a piece of cloth from our shirts and make a knot over 
the wound so that the person could continue working. The bananeros didn’t care. It was as 
if they had a bunch of animals working for them in the banana fields.  

In many cases, due to the premature physical wear caused by harsh working conditions, laborers 
were dismissed without compensation after a few years and replaced by young men who 
continued to migrate in large numbers to the southern coast. Labor unions struggled to rally 
banana workers that were often moving between plantations and had little time for union 
meetings and activism. According to Larrea et al. (1987: 31), at the time their book was published, 
less than ten percent of the labor force was involved in a workers’ union.  

As these stories demonstrate, the emergence of the modern banana industry relied on 
deteriorating working conditions, rising levels of contamination and high levels of land and water 
concentration (Martínez Valle 2005, Cepeda 2009). The spectacular growth of the banana 
economy driven by the neoliberal policies of the 1980s and 1990s went on to produce the 
country’s first millionaires, banana tycoons known simply as bananeros that expanded their 
vertical control over the entire banana supply chain. In 1994, the Ley de Desarrollo Agrario, 
opened the path for further capital accumulation enabling, among other aspects, the registration 
of communal lands as private property, the sale of public lands to private investors and the free 
import and distribution of agricultural inputs (Ley de Desarrollo Agrario 1994, Macaroff 2018a). 
Bananeros produced the fruit on extensive plantations, bought additional bananas from small and 
medium growers that they supplied with agricultural inputs and charged them for technical 
services to maintain their plantations according to global market standards. Paraphrasing Breilh 
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et al. (2007), the expansion of the banana industry in the southern coast created a topology of its 
own, dispersed throughout the territory: plantations, chemical plants, administrative offices, 
landing strips, spray planes, truck fleets, industrial warehouses and shipping fleets at the port 
became the landmarks of the country’s zona bananera.  

The triumph of the citizens’ revolution 

During the eighties and nineties, peasant and indigenous social movements staged a strong 
opposition to the structural adjustment programs implemented by successive neoliberal 
governments. Their demands were mainly concentrated around the redistribution of land and 
water resources, the recognition of plurinacionalidad and more widespread political participation 
for historically discriminated population groups. The strength of these protests caused the 
overthrow of various governments and blocked some of the most radical neoliberal proposals 
such as the privatization of public water resources and the signing of a free trade agreement with 
the United States. It also paved the way for the election in 2007 of a progressive government led 
by the political outsider, Rafael Correa.  

From the platform of his political movement, Correa sharpened his criticism against 
neoliberalism and proposed ‘a return of the state’ to promote a more equitable distribution of 
wealth. During his campaign, the promise to carry out a ‘citizens’ revolution’ by promoting a new 
constituent process was key to gain the support of broad sectors of the population that 
strengthened his candidacy at the national level. Prominent social and intellectual leaders 
participated in the creation of the 2008 Constitution which, among other aspects, guaranteed and 
extended rights to nature and historically discriminated groups (Acosta 2008). The participation 
of diverse groups was crucial to define, among other aspects, a new development regime based 
on ‘sumak kawsay’ or the ‘good living’ of indigenous peoples, to establish food sovereignty as a 
strategic objective of the state, declare the country free of transgenic seeds and promote land 
redistribution on a national level.  

The triumph of the self-proclaimed citizens’ revolution lifted the hopes of people living in the 
country’s banana producing zones. During the presidential campaign Correa vehemently attacked 
labor exploitation practices and the use of child labor in the banana sector. These attacks directly 
targeted his opponent in the race. The five-time presidential candidate, Álvaro Noboa, was the 
country’s biggest banana entrepreneur and one of Ecuador’s richest men. During his campaign, 
Correa went so far as to proclaim that he would not let the country be run “like one man’s private 
banana hacienda” (Tercer Canal 2016). After he was elected president, Correa promoted a 
campaign at the national level for the eradication of child labor which included the payment of a 
small monthly pension to families with children in situations of vulnerability. These cash transfer 
schemes benefitted a large number of people in the zona bananera and increased their support 
for Correa’s party. The government also undertook a series of labor reforms that were meant to 
strengthen the rights of workers against the power of banana tycoons. These included the 
abolition of precarious forms of labor contracting, including intermediation and terciarization, 
and the legal classification of the non-affiliation of workers within the state’s social security 
program as a crime in the Criminal Code that was punishable by three to seven days in prison and 
economic fines amounting to five basic salaries (Código Criminal Penal 2014). Finally, the 
confiscation of the country’s most extensive banana estate, Álvaro Noboa’s Hacienda La 
Clementina, by the Internal Revenue Service in 2013, was widely publicized as one of the 
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government’s most notorious attacks on big business. Following the confiscation, the National 
Financial Corporation (CFN) extended a 95-million-dollar credit to the workers of the hacienda 
with the purpose of transferring the property. In legal terms, La Clementina’s former workers 
became the owners of the hacienda.  

Despite the symbolic importance of this act, since the expropriation, few information was made 
available concerning the situation of the workers who remained inside the hacienda. They were, 
for the most part, forced to continue working in difficult conditions to repay the debt that they 
acquired with the state. Union leaders within the plantation who denounced irregularities in this 
process were removed from their position and accused of betrayal. Their claims added to growing 
discontent with the government’s policies for rural and indigenous territories. These sectors 
were joined by environmentalist groups who denounced the negative effects of the expansion of 
agribusiness and other extractive activities on rural populations and the places where they lived. 
They also denounced the government’s criminalization of social protests (Cano 2012, Amnesty 
International 2012) and demanded that the government respond to serious allegations of 
corruption that revealed connections between government officials and powerful companies (El 
Universo 2016). 

The reforms and the laws of change 

To finance its ambitious social reform programs Correa’s government came to rely on the 
exportation of raw materials to China’s growing markets. This in turn led to the expansion and 
intensification of extractive activities throughout the national territory and a race to exploit the 
country’s remaining land, oil, gas and mineral reserves. This process was accompanied by the 
construction of a new legal framework that would govern the relations between state institutions, 
capital investors, diverse territories and the labor force that was needed for production. With 
regard to the agricultural sector, in 2014 a new law to manage water use and access was approved 
followed by the 2015 reforms to the labor code. In 2016 a new law for Rural Lands and Ancestral 
Territories was approved alongside a new Environmental Code. Among other aspects, this legal 
framework provided the grounds to connect the country’s productive resources, with the 
demands of private investors in order to increase productivity and economic growth.  

This was also accompanied by a change in the government’s discourse concerning the importance 
of food sovereignty and peasant production. Instead, the government began to promote capitalist 
expansion, insisting on the greater efficiency of agribusiness and qualified peasant production as 
inefficient and unproductive. The country’s agricultural sector was repeatedly signaled out as the 
most backward and impoverished and was chastised for its failure to welcome a culture of risk 
and innovation. In 2011, on his weekly televised address to the nation Correa declared that “small 
rural property goes against productive efficiency and poverty reduction schemes [...] more 
serious than the problem of access to the land is the problem of productivity [...] to redistribute a 
large property into many small ones is to distribute poverty” (cited by Isch 2013). These ideas 
were in direct opposition to the constitution’s stated goals of promoting greater wealth 
redistribution and defending food sovereignty as a governing principal. Instead, they intensified 
neoliberal growth in rural areas.  

In line with these declarations, the reforms proposed by the government for the agricultural 
sector focused on the incorporation of peasant farmers within agro-industrial chains to produce 
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food commodities destined for urban markets and the agro-export sector. In 2007, the 
government inaugurated the state company UNA-EP to promote banana exports among small and 
medium size producers. In 2013, the Ministry of Agriculture created the Programa de Desarrollo 
de la Productividad de Pequeños Productores Bananeros to extend technical support and access to 
credit for small banana producers and promote the formation of trade associations among them. 
These initiatives benefited a significant group of small producers in the southern coast, however, 
their planned integration into an increasingly globalized and competitive production chain 
increased their vulnerability within an oligopolistic market. A clear example of this was the 
persistence of irregularities in fruit purchasing contracts signed between small producers and 
exporting companies who continued to impose their own rules and prices. These policies also 
implied that the government would reduce its promised support for food sovereignty and the 
sumak kawsay of peasant communities. As a result, the situation became harder for small banana 
producers who pursued diverse agricultural practices and insisted on growing bananas on their 
own terms alongside their subsistence crops.  

Rural workers employed in the banana fields also confronted new challenges. According to official 
figures, 75 percent of the Economically Active Population (EAP) in rural areas remained 
underemployed, meaning that they did not have access to a fixed salary or social security (INEC 
2010). The workers of the banana sector, who make up approximately 25 percent of the 
agricultural EAP, are especially vulnerable to these conditions. And yet, their lived experience of 
the changes undergone since the expansion of bananeras in their surrounding environment 
remains a largely unexplored subject. In the following section I turn to the memories of the 
residents of Buenaventura, arguing that their reappropriation of the past may help us to better 
understand their present-day responses to greater government and capital interventions in their 
lives and territories.  

Buenaventura: making sense of capital and its discontents  

Until now I have told a somewhat familiar story: a story of banana pioneers, progress and the 
transformation of ‘tropical swamps and jungles’ into ‘productive gardens’. I have brought 
attention to the political and economic threads of this story, but also to its social and ecological 
implications. In this sense, I have underlined the impoverishment and contamination experienced 
by rural residents and the lost livelihoods and damaged landscapes that were intrinsic to the 
process of capitalist accumulation in the coastal lowlands. In particular, I have attempted to shed 
light on the agency of both human and nonhuman actors and how their actions influenced the 
emergence of different manifestations of capitalism at particular moments shaping the modern 
banana industry.  

It is also important to explore less familiar historical narratives expressed through the memories 
and oral histories of Buenaventura’s older residents. How did the inhabitants of the southern 
coast perceive the encroachment of bananeras into their lives and territories? How did they 
interpret the processes of capital accumulation that developed among them? How did they make 
sense of the rise of the bananeras? The stories that people tell about the past, their memories and 
shared experiences can shed light on these questions. Memory, as Perreault (2018: 8) argues, 
plays a central role in the production of collective meaning and may, under given circumstances, 
inspire collective actions. Auyero and Swistun (2009) observe that memories do not only refer to 
the past but constitute an important reflection on the present. By retelling the past, memories 
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also constitute a counterpoint to official historical accounts and enable subaltern subjects to 
reappropriate their own histories. In Buenaventura, there is a wide variety of perspectives and 
points of view on the past. Many people feel ambivalent towards the changes introduced by the 
expansion of bananeras in their surrounding: banana exports were at once a threat to their way 
of life and a source of opportunity. Nevertheless, in conversation, people brought up recurrent 
themes. This was often the case concerning their memories of the landscape before bananas. 
Stories about wild forests and animals, abundant resources and a pesticide-free environment 
constitute the backdrop of people’s shared experience of the past. Though less widespread, 
stories of devil-pacts and how they facilitated the accumulation of wealth in the hands of 
bananeros are also told by the older residents of Buenaventura. In the remaining part of this 
chapter I explore these narratives as a form of rewriting the past to open new possibilities for 
reclaiming the future. 

Picture 12: Don Fernando, on his way to work on a plantation. 

 
 
Before bananas, it is often remarked, people had access to lands where they cultivated food 
gardens and raised farm animals. As Don Fernando, a former peasant turned banana worker, 
explained:  

In those days we each had our chacra where we cultivated maize, beans, yucca and 
plantains. We rarely went to the store. The land was so fertile that you could plant stones 
and they’d grow into a tree! Now things have changed. We don’t have land anymore and 
most of the money we make goes into buying food, medicines and paying debts.  

Beyond the cultivated areas, wild animals roamed in the forest and there were plenty of fruit and 
timber trees in el monte. The abundance of the forests is often evoked in legends where lions and 
tigers preyed on the peasants’ animals and mythical creatures such as the sacha runa, the man of 
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the forest, kept loggers at bay. Doña Blanca, who arrived in the region with her husband after the 
war and worked hard to establish a small banana farm, recalls:  

This was all monte when we came. It was the home of the sacha runa. My workers saw him 
one day when I asked them to prepare a piece of land to plant bananas. They said that when 
the logs started to fall, they saw a man sitting on a stone with hair down to his ankles. They 
got scared and started to make noise with their machetes and the creature started to run 
but his feet faced the other way around and he stumbled and fell. They say he left because 
all the trees in the forest were logged and he had nowhere to live. 

Many stories are also told about the abundance of fish in the once pristine river. Fish used to be 
an important source of protein for the residents of Buenaventura and is still the main ingredient 
in many local food dishes. In people’s memories the river literally swarmed with thousands of fish 
that formed a flashing silver shoal beneath the water. They were caught by the bucket loads using 
a simple throw net and could even be caught between one’s hands. Roberta, a washerwoman who 
grew up in Buenaventura remembered:  

Today you can’t find a single fish in the river. Have a look for yourself. Not one. Back then 
there was fish in such great quantities that we had to dry them in the sun hanging from a 
string so they could be kept for longer. In my house we ate fish for breakfast, lunch and 
dinner.  

Picture 13: Doña Blanca on her small farm where she continues to cultivate banana and cacao plants.  

 
 
The landscape described bears a stark contrast with the banana fields that now surround 
Buenaventura. Despite the changes brought about by the prior spread of cacao groves and the 
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accumulation of lands by traditional elites, lands were still abundant enabling peasant workers 
to practice their ways of life. Thus, despite evidence of the unequal structures set in place by the 
cacao trade, most people connect their expulsion from the land and the disappearance of plants 
and wildlife to the banana trade. It may therefore be said that people’s recollection of the past as 
a time of abundance and free access to resources is a reflection on the extent of environmental 
contamination they experience at present and the deepening social and economic inequalities 
that sustain banana production.  

The subject of money is another recurring theme in people’s stories. Memories of bananeros 
lighting cigars with wads of burning dollar bills or bananeros soaking in pools full of whiskey are 
common in people’s imaginaries. Some bananeros are revered as the town’s patriarchs due to 
their economic exploits and are said to have introduced modern innovations to Buenaventura 
including potable water and electricity. Bananeros are also praised for donating lands for the 
construction of schools and the town’s health sub-center. While some people express their 
admiration for banana pioneers, stories of pacts with the devil are also common. In particular, 
these stories center on the controversial figure of Manuel Encalada, a smallholder and petty 
trader from Buenaventura who went from having very little to building a profitable banana 
empire that positioned him and his descendants as leading political figures in the region. Stories 
about devil-pacts were fueled by his peculiar habits. According to oral histories, Encalada was 
always dressed in poor men’s clothes, khaki pants and a rough long-sleeved shirt, giving rise to 
his nickname el Pobrecito Encalada. He rode a white horse in town and carried a leather alforja 
(shoulder-bag) with him at all times that was allegedly packed with money. It was also said that 
he granted people loans to expand their holdings only if he liked the shape of their hands. 
According to most buenaventureños, he was sabido, a sly character that imposed strict payback 
terms on the loans he granted. If a person failed to meet the payments, he did not hesitate to claim 
the lands for himself and expel those that he went on to consider as illegal squatters on his 
properties. In some versions, Encalada was also responsible for adding fuel to the conflicts that 
broke out between traditional landowners such as José Ugarte and the IERAC, loaning workers 
and peasant’s money to invade lands and promising to buy their fruit at a higher price. His actions 
enabled the emergence of a new class of capitalist elites that went on to influence political 
decisions at the regional and national level.  

The most frequent story told about Encalada involves his legendary alforja, a Ford pickup truck 
and a stack of dollar bills. According to the legend, Encalada, dressed in his usual attire, walked 
into a store to buy a pickup truck for his hacienda. The salesperson mistook him for a peasant and 
repeatedly denied him service. El Pobrecito Encalada then walked into the neighboring store 
where he emptied his alforja of dollar bills. He went on to pay for his pickup truck in cash vowing 
to always buy his trucks from the same store. The improbable economic ascent of a person from 
humble origins such as Encalada, was perceived by Buenaventura’s residents as the act of obscure 
forces giving rise to many devil-pact stories. Workers claimed that Encalada roamed his 
plantations alone at night collecting leaves from the remnants of cacao trees. The following day, 
the leaves he collected had turned into the dollar bills that he stowed away in his alforja.  

Some also assured that Encalada had promised the devil the life of a newly born boy each year in 
exchange for his fortune. This explained Encalada’s constant preying upon young girls that he 
hired as servants in his home. As Edelman (1994) suggests, devil-pact stories were one way in 
which people interpreted their experience of interlocking systems of gender, class and 
racial/ethnic discrimination that were reinforced by the advent of capitalist relations. In an 
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earlier work Taussig (2010 [1980]) sustained that devil-pact stories reflected people’s 
uneasiness with the expansion of capitalist relations and the wage contract. Although this work 
has been much criticized, it opened up a line of inquiry that remains attentive to people’s own 
interpretations of the changes introduced by capitalist expansion. In the case of Buenaventura, 
devil-pact stories may be read as part of larger memory narratives that serve both as critique of 
capital accumulation and patriarchal excesses and as the breeding ground of bonds of solidarity, 
mutual aid and reciprocity between plantation workers living in working class barrios 
surrounded by the bananeras.  

Picture 14: A monument of Manuel Encalada at the entrance of the girl’s primary school. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter I have attempted to move past conventional understandings of the expansion of 
banana monoculture by bringing attention to the specificity of situated histories and the wide 
range of responses triggered by the consolidation of a modern agro-industrial enterprise in the 
southern coastal lowlands. In doing so, this chapter questions three fundamental assumptions. 
The first is the idea of a monolithic capitalism imposed from above and outside. Capitalist 
development in the southern coast was a highly uneven and patchy process. It was, to use Wendy 
Brown’s (2015) expression, a stealth revolution that transformed lives and landscapes over the 
course of various decades. In the process, an important number of peasant farmers lost their land 
and, along with rural workers, became dependent on wage labor on plantations to subsist. 
Second, capitalism rarely functions as a self-contained and independent system. Rather it relies 
on the articulation of non-capitalist relations and forms of production that particularly affect 
women. While this is often interpreted as the end of non-capitalist relations and exchanges, I 
show that they can also facilitate their reproduction. Such is the case of the resilience of small and 
medium size banana growers that constitute the backbone of the banana industry, although the 
importance of their work remains largely invisible and undervalued. Third, neither the residents 
of the zona bananera nor the landscapes they inhabit remained passive in the wake of capitalist 
transformations. Plants, pathogens and pesticides have influenced distinct manifestations of 
capitalism in the southern coastal lowlands. At the same time, people living in these places have 
adopted different strategies in the face of historical change, producing moments of resistance, 
confrontation, negotiation and engagement with the banana trade. These strategies have enabled 
them to remain in place.  

In the town of Buenaventura, a highly proletarianized workforce expresses their autonomy 
through the retelling of their own histories. These actions have allowed plantation workers to 
revitalize their sense of belonging to the land and carve out a space for themselves in a landscape 
largely dominated by the banana economy. However, contrary to what may be assumed, 
collective memories have not been mobilized towards the negotiation of better working and 
living conditions in the zona bananera. The following chapter interrogates the absence of 
collective action among the residents of Buenaventura in a context of growing social and 
economic inequalities and widespread environmental contamination produced by the banana 
industry. This inquiry led me to an exploration of the power dynamics that operate at the local 
level of the banana trade, how they are influenced by widespread toxic exposure and the role of 
gender and labor hierarchies in the constitution of the modern banana industry.  
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Chapter 4 

Living in Toxicity 
The plantations, the barriada and the household 
 

 

Like most rural towns located in the southern coast’s zona bananera, Buenaventura is entirely 
surrounded by a sea of green banana fields. Banana monoculture spreads for more than 40,000 
hectares of land surrounding the town and is divided up among approximately 2,300 privately 
owned plantations (González 2017). Unlike other modern agricultural crops that rely on 
mechanized labor processes, banana production continues to require a large human-powered 
workforce both in the fields and in banana packaging plants. The small rural towns that dot the 
banana fields thus constitute strategic nodes in the banana economy. They guarantee a constant 
supply of workers for the plantations and provide the conditions for their reproduction. Since the 
early days of the banana boom, the cheap labor of rural residents and migrant laborers who 
continuously flow to the region in search of work on the plantations has been central to the 
functioning and growth of the banana industry. Yet on plantations, workers have historically been 
deprived of dignified wages, fair working conditions and a safe environment. As a complaint filed 
in 2010 by a former fumigation pilot and syndical leader at the Defensoría del Pueblo states, the 
ongoing violation of the human rights of thousands of people on Ecuador’s banana plantations is 
hardly a secret (Cazorla 2015). Banana workers condemn the forms of labor exploitation that 
were declared illegal in the constitution – and that still persist today. They continue to be 
harassed, threatened and blacklisted when they demand respect for their rights and fair 
treatment from banana growers and plantation administrators (Cazorla 2015, ASTAC 2010, 2017, 
Vitali 2017, Macaroff 2018b, Galarza Suárez 2019). Critically, they say that exposure to toxic 
agrochemicals in the banana fields and in their homes is damaging their health and making them 
terminally ill.  

For those who work on plantations and live in nearby towns, exposure to the pesticide-suffused 
environment of banana production is part of everyday life. A recent study shows that more than 
twenty different chemicals ranging from moderately to extremely dangerous according to the 
standards of the World Health Organization (WHO) are currently used on Ecuador’s large-scale 
banana plantations (Naranjo 2017). Almost on a weekly basis, pesticides are sprayed by crop 
dusting planes over the fields and are also applied manually by workers on the ground using 
atomizers and backpack sprayers. Although banana growers and public officials defend aerial 
spraying as the most efficient method to combat the spread of diseases, several studies have 
demonstrated that up to 90 percent of the products sprayed over the fields end up in the region’s 
air, water and soil with grave consequences for the environment and human health (Castillo et al. 
2000, Vallejo 2006). According to epidemiological research conducted by Harari (2009), 
Maldonado and Martínez (2007) and Breilh et al. (2007), the spraying of dangerous chemicals is 
connected to the higher frequency and intensity of respiratory problems, skin diseases, 
neurological disorders, cancers and infant malformations in Ecuador’s banana producing zones. 
A recent investigation by DanWatch (Josefsen Hermann and Calabria 2018) found that nearly 
twice as many children are born with birth defects compared to the national average and cancer 
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and mortality rates are 25 percent higher in El Oro’s banana producing region. This explains why 
in Buenaventura people refer to agrochemicals used on plantations as veneno (poison). From 
their perspective, permanent exposure to pesticides constitutes a form of muerte lenta (slow 
death). As Amancio, a banana worker in his late forties explains, “We are dying inside… ask any 
banana worker, we are condemned to a slow death”.  

In this chapter, I explore how rural residents make sense of these contradictions and learn to 
navigate their dependence on the plantations and their feelings of uncertainty, outrage and 
resistance against those who are responsible for their illnesses and impoverishment. I explore 
the “everyday living tactics” (De Certeau 1984) that people deploy as they learn to live under 
conditions of toxicity, and analyze the importance of the small changes that they produce in their 
experience of everyday life. Beyond Berlant’s (2011) conceptualization of the search for 
opportunities within oppressive structures as a form of “cruel optimism”, I argue with Gago 
(2017) that people’s perseverance is also evidence of their creativity and vitality in the face of 
precarity. To evoke “vitalist pragmatics”, writes Gago (2018: 2), “is to emphasize the immanent 
pursuit of opportunities under relations of force that are characterized by the persistence of 
neoliberal conditions”. From this perspective, it may be said that while rural residents contribute 
to the reproduction of neoliberal forms through their work on plantations, they also use their 
skills and knowledge to challenge these forms and contribute to the making of diverse rural 
worlds.  

Picture 15: A family truck picks up banana refuse that will later be resold and recycled. 

 
 
This chapter describes how everyday life unfolds for the residents of Buenaventura whose 
subsistence is tied to the logics of banana production. It shows how the distribution of banana 
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income becomes entangled with the endurance and resilience of the town’s residents almost 
despite capitalist exploitation and toxicity. The first part analyzes people’s perception of the 
banana industry and how it was shaped by their experience of the transformations undergone in 
their surroundings but also by external interventions into their lives. The second part documents 
people’s complaints but also their resignation and acceptance of the effects of widespread 
contamination and toxic exposure on their bodies and lives. I argue that this is both a reflection 
of their particular understanding of unequal social structures but also as a result of their 
dispossession and economic dependence on the banana trade. In the third part I analyze the 
influence of gender labor relations on people’s everyday life experience and its effects on their 
different responses to capitalist degradations. The final part of the chapter draws attention to the 
relations and exchanges that engage women and men beyond the plantations. Within a context 
suffused by toxicity and capitalist exploitation, I show that people continue to devise strategies 
to defend a certain degree of autonomy. While they do not show open resistance, they continue 
to challenge the hegemony of dominant structures in their lives. In doing so they have been able 
to find opportunities to make their lives better, even if these opportunities do not always create 
or reflect a situation of greater social and environmental justice. 

Picture 16: Bananeras surrounding Buenaventura. 

 

Rural life with bananas  

Drawing from critical perspectives on the impacts of the expansion of capitalist relations in rural 
people’s lives, in Ecuador, prior studies conducted in the zona bananera have focused on the 
uneven geographies of banana production, the social inequalities underlying the growth of the 
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banana economy and more recently on the impacts of this activity on the environment and human 
health (Larrea et al. 1987, Larrea 2005, Martínez 2005, Rubio 2007, Cepeda 2009, Brisbois 2011, 
Wunder 2011, Naranjo 2017, Macaroff 2018ab). The study of ordinary life with bananas, 
however, remains a rather understudied subject. As I explained in the previous chapter, during 
the banana boom, workers’ settlements that were dispersed throughout the banana fields began 
to consolidate and develop into small rural towns. Many of Buenaventura’s older residents 
experienced this moment as a time of growth, and associate the spread of bananeras with the 
creation of jobs, poverty reduction and prosperity despite the persistence of harsh working 
conditions on the plantations. For many years, the prevailing view, promoted by government 
officials and private investors, was that banana production had transformed the country’s 
depressed tropical regions into bulwarks of agrarian modernization and capitalist development, 
thus creating new employment and investment opportunities.  

While popular opinion about the virtues of banana production has since turned more critical, 
older residents still find it difficult to speak of the harms of banana production without 
mentioning its importance for El Oro’s development and the progress of their small towns and 
barriadas. For older men like Tomás, a former estibador who loaded banana boxes into the back 
of large transport trucks, if it had not been for the bananeras, “Buenaventura would still be a small 
cacerío with dirt roads and a few old wooden shacks…” In his view, “Banana growers employed 
hundreds of people on their plantations. They built roads, schools and health centers. They 
brought life to the town. Without the bananeras, we’d still be living in the misery of the past”. 
Alberto, a former campesino who migrated to the region from the sierra, similarly described his 
arrival to the coast as the pursuit of a creole version of the American Dream, “When I left, I was a 
hungry, penniless campesino… the coast was my generation’s American Dream, a land of 
opportunities that offered the possibility of moving ahead in life”. These memories continue to 
influence people’s perception of banana production as a positive presence whose economic 
contributions outweigh the harms it causes to the environment and human health. As Rosalía, a 
young mother and housewife told me: 

Without the fumigations there would be no bananas, and without bananas we would be 
unemployed. Vivimos del banano. We live off bananas. Everything we have is because of the 
bananeras. What good does it do to protest against the fumigations even if they make us 
sick? 

Some residents also experience an emotional attachment to the bananeras rooted in their 
memories of the social investments that were made by early banana capitalists. In Buenaventura, 
this attachment expresses itself through the maintenance of paternalistic relations between the 
region’s bananeros and plantation workers. In ways reminiscent of the feudal past, workers 
continue to rely on bananeros to grant them loans to buy land and build their houses or to help 
their families in case of a health emergency. They also pursue relations of friendship and 
compadrazgo with them to strengthen these protective bonds. In exchange, bananeros expect 
loyalty from their workers and may also ask favors of them. These unequal relations reach back 
to the early days of the banana boom when first generation bananeros invested part of the profits 
they earned from banana production in making small improvements in rural towns near their 
plantations. In Buenaventura, bananeros donated lands and money for the construction of two 
primary schools, a public health sub-center, and the Catholic Church that presides over the parque 
central. They additionally set up private health dispensaries for their workers and their families 
as well as company stores where they could acquire goods at a lower price. Capitalizing on these 



 

64 

ties, in Buenaventura and other rural towns, bananeros commonly engaged in local and regional 
politics and continue to do so, positioning themselves as presidents of local juntas, mayors and 
governors of the province.  

Banana elites used their political power to consolidate their influence on the southern coast: they 
commissioned monuments celebrating the region’s identidad bananera and used public funds to 
organize El Oro’s annual Feria Mundial del Banano in the city of Machala. During this event, local 
authorities elect the banana king among the largest banana bunches harvested in the province 
and the world banana queen among international models flown into the city from countries that 
produce and consume bananas. Through public works and events such as these, local 
governments encourage the idea that the region owes its prosperity and development to the men 
that uphold the banana industry. This idea is replicated through other public institutions and is 
particularly entrenched in the education system where children learn about the importance of 
bananas for regional and national development from a young age. In this manner, bananeros and 
public officials consolidated a strong nexus between bananas and prosperity. Within this context, 
the persistence of health problems in banana producing zones and their connection to people’s 
exposure to dangerous pesticides is an increasingly controversial subject.  

In recent years, the intensification of aerial fumigation campaigns due to changing weather 
patterns and pathogen resistance to certain products has led to mounting criticism against the 
banana industry by syndical leaders and environmental groups (Naranjo 2017). In El Oro, Vallejo 
(2006: 145) found that banana growers apply between 14 and 16 fumigation cycles over the fields 
while the recommended dosage for the systemic fungicides applied is no more than six annual 
fumigations. Permanent exposure to dangerous pesticides has made the residents of the zona 
bananera attuned to the harms of banana production. Although most residents defend the 
economic importance of the banana industry, they also express concerns over the negative effects 
of widespread pesticide use on their health and surrounding environment and the unequal 
distribution of the harms and benefits obtained from banana production. As Thiago, a young 
banana worker, observed, “We waste our bodies working on the plantations and for what? We 
don’t even make the minimum wage!” Banana workers are aware that while they suffer the 
consequences of hard labor and exposure to dangerous chemicals, they rarely share in the 
economic advantages that bananeros often boast about. As Amada remarked, “The poor will 
always remain poor... no matter how hard we work. At my age I still have to work any odd job to 
earn a few dollars and I have to be grateful if anyone is willing to hire a sick old woman like me”. 
For both Thiago and Amada, poverty, lack of opportunities for social mobility and exposure to 
toxicity are deeply interrelated. As Jaffe (2016: 135) noted in her study of Jamaica and Curaçao’s 
impoverished barrios, residents of contaminated areas do not see “environmental problems as 
separate or even distinct from violence, deficient infrastructure, and socioeconomic 
disadvantage”. Yet, despite their awareness of these injustices, residents do not necessarily 
engage in sustained mobilization against these issues. In the following section I analyze different 
people’s experience of toxicity and how their economic dependence on the plantations influences 
their perceptions of the contamination of their bodies and environments.  

Encountering toxicity  

What seemed like a regular morning in Buenaventura was interrupted by the sound of an 
ambulance siren speeding through town towards the girl’s primary school. We had just 
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finished breakfast and were preparing to wash clothes in the courtyard with Amada and 
three of her daughters. At the sound of the ambulance we decided to leave household chores 
for later and head out to the school to check on the girls. As we turned the final street corner 
of the barriada we saw the ambulance parked outside the school and a crowd of women 
gathered around. We could hear the paramedics shouting at the crowd to move back and 
make space for air. Amada’s daughters approached the scene trying to see who lay 
breathless in the back of the ambulance. The girls’ story circulated among the crowd in a 
series of stammering sound bites. The children had been playing in the open courtyard 
during recess when an airplane scheduled to fumigate a nearby plantation had mistakenly 
released a cloud of pesticides over the school. Shortly after, two girls, ages six and eight, 
began coughing heavily and dropped suddenly to the ground. Their teacher called the 
ambulance that arrived moments later to the scene. The girls were diagnosed with mild 
pesticide intoxication and were taken home to rest. The neighboring bananero apologized 
to the family for what he insisted had been a rare accident. The following week the 
fumigations continued (my observation, July 2017).  

Picture 17: Aerial fumigations in the zona bananera. Picture by Ronny Zambrano (El Universo, 23 March 
2015).  

 
 
After the incident with the two girls, banana fumigations briefly became the talk of the town. On 
street corners, at the local food store and at the playing fields by the river, residents’ complained 
about aerial spraying and local bananeros’ disregard for the law. In Ecuador, legal regulations 
establish a 200-meter buffer zone around residential areas where aerial spraying is explicitly 
prohibited (Reglamento Interministerial para el saneamiento ambiental agrícola 2015). The law 
also states that workers cannot be present on plantations if fumigations are taking place and 
advises banana growers to establish an alarm system to alert their workers before fumigations 
begin. According to the workers, banana growers rarely take these regulations into account. 

“They (the plantation owners) don’t respect anything” explained Thiago, “They even 
fumigate during our lunch hour while we’re eating. We’ve asked the owners to respect the 
fact that we’re eating, but they say that they have to fumigate when it’s best for the plants. 
You know what that means? It means our lives are worth less than a banana!”  
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Plantation workers also complain that they don’t receive the appropriate equipment from their 
employers to protect themselves from pesticide exposure. During a focus group that I conducted 
with ten female banana workers, I was told that plantation owners only handed out protective 
gear on their plantations when government officials or international certification companies 
announced a visit. According to Ruth, a woman in her early thirties, “After they leave, we have to 
give everything back. It’s up to us to buy our own gloves and boots, but most of us need the money 
for other things so we just work in our regular clothes”. Her testimony coincides with the results 
of a recent study conducted by the Association of Banana Workers and Campesinos (ASTAC) 
which states that only one fifth of banana workers regularly use rubber gloves and masks to apply 
pesticides. The main reason cited for the absence of protective measures is that the owners fail to 
provide the required equipment (ASTAC 2017).  

Banana workers are not the only ones affected by agrochemicals applied on plantations. The 
negative effects of pesticide-use spill over into the workers’ homes and nearby towns. Liseth, one 
of Amada’s youngest daughters, remarked that after the planes pass, everything is covered in a 
pungent oily substance and “has to get washed twice or even three times. Sometimes it’s 
impossible to get rid of the smell”. Leandro, one of Amada’s grandchildren also complained about 
the smell and the sound of the planes flying over the fields, “It’s really insoportable! Sometimes I 
want to take a nap when I get home from school but the sound of the airplanes won’t let me. I 
can’t play outside either because of the stench. They fumigate when we’re playing soccer and we 
have to cover our faces with our shirts. But the chemical gets on your clothes and under your skin. 
You can’t escape it”. Not only did the residents of Buenaventura complain about the air, water and 
sound pollution they experienced as a result of the fumigations. They also expressed concerns 
about the negative effects of toxic exposure on their health.  

In Buenaventura almost everyone had either lost a close friend or relative to symptoms related 
to toxic exposure, or knew someone who had. Dayana, an informal retailer in her forties lost both 
her husband and her son to stomach and liver cancer. She firmly believed that “the poison they 
applied on the plantations killed them both”. Aurora, a former banana worker who lost her 
teenage son to a liver disease also blamed the chemicals. “The doctors said that my son died 
because he was an alcoholic and had cirrhosis. But my son was allergic to alcohol. He died because 
of the chemicals. He was always exposed to them because he was an enfundador. His job was to 
wrap pesticide laced bags around the banana bunches. He started working as a child on the 
plantations because he wanted to help the family”. After her son’s loss, Aurora suffered from 
severe depression and has been unable to return to her work on the plantations. In 2016, a 23-
year-old enfundador also passed away in Buenaventura as a result of a lung disease that doctors 
were unable to diagnose. Those who knew him attribute his death to his exposure to 
agrochemicals on the plantations. “He was a close friend” Thiago told me, “It’s sad to see someone 
die so young. It’s like we’re destined to that kind of suffering and death because we’re nothing 
more than banana workers”.  

In Buenaventura, the head of the local health sub-center did not deny the relation between the 
residents’ health problems and ongoing chemical fumigations. However, he maintained that 
nothing could be done. “We are surrounded by plantations and people make their living from the 
banana fields. You can’t ask them to stop working and you can’t ask the bananeros to stop 
fumigating. It’s sad but it’s the truth”. While evidence of the negative effects of toxic exposure on 
the environment and human health continues to accumulate, few efforts have been made on 
behalf of banana entrepreneurs and government officials to enforce environmental regulations 
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or promote less harmful and more sustainable forms of agriculture. Neither is there a sustained 
effort on behalf of the residents to mobilize against the widespread and unrestrained use of toxic 
chemicals. Instead, many express feelings of powerlessness and resignation in the face of rising 
levels of toxicity and the contamination of the air, water and soil with dangerous chemicals.  

Picture 18: An enfundador wraps a pesticide-laced bag around an emerging banana bunch. 

 
 
In more than sixty years of banana production, the residents of Buenaventura could recall only 
one case in which a group of banana workers received compensation for health problems 
connected to chemical exposure. This was the case of the workers who applied 
Dibromocloropropano (DBCP) on banana plantations in the 1980s. Investigations revealed that 
producers of DBCP had evidence of the chemical’s negative effects on sterility and human health 
when they sold the product to banana companies that forced their workers to apply the product 
(Thrupp 1991, Colopy, 1994, Harari et al. 2004, Boix and Bohme 2013). The town’s older 
residents remember that the product was sold in Ecuador under the commercial name of 
Fumazone but were unaware of the ongoing legal battle that pitted banana workers from Central 
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and South America against the companies that had forced them to use DBCP. In 2010, a woman 
who worked for a lawyer from the city of Guayaquil arrived to Buenaventura to meet the workers 
who had applied DBCP and informed them of the legal case. She also said that if the workers tested 
positive for infertility, they would be entitled to an economic compensation granted by the 
banana companies. According to Armando, a former banana worker who had applied DBCP on 
Buenaventura’s nearby plantations, “She gathered a group of us and hired taxis to take us to a 
private clinic in Machala. She paid for the tests and made us sign a bunch of papers. Some of us 
got good money but we never heard from her again”. On their own, the workers did not pursue 
further legal action against the banana companies and the incident was perceived as a strike of 
good fortune.  

Very few workers have mobilized against the banana industry to demand greater protection and 
access to information concerning agrochemical exposure. While some express that they do not 
have time for syndical organization, others simply believe that it is not worth the effort. In 
Thiago’s words, “Things won’t change. As long as they have to fumigate the bananas, they’ll 
continue to fumigate us”. Fear is a crucial factor in a context where the bananeras are the main 
source of employment. The majority of the people I interviewed believed that protesting against 
the banana sector’s polluting practices could cost them their jobs and prevent them from finding 
work in the future. Some workers spoke of black lists circulating among bananeros that contained 
the names of the workers who protested on plantations. Few wanted to draw attention to 
themselves as social leaders. Instead, the residents of Buenaventura have begun to perceive 
toxicity as something permanent, unavoidable and to a certain degree necessary for the 
maintenance of the plantations and the salaried work they provide. “There’s nothing we can do 
because we need to work”, Rosalía told me, “Most of us are used to the fumigations. It’s part of 
our lives”.  

In Buenaventura, most people’s experience of everyday life in the zona bananera is marked by 
widespread skepticism regarding the possibility to change structural conditions. A similar 
conclusion was arrived at by Javier Auyero and Débora Swistun (2009), who conducted research 
on environmental suffering in Flammable, a heavily contaminated barrio in the city of Buenos 
Aires. Studying the residents’ lived experience of toxicity, they discovered that most people were 
paralyzed by what they called ‘toxic uncertainty’. Swistun and Auyero argue that people are less 
likely to mobilize against toxicity because of inconsistent and contradictory external 
interventions that produce a mix of confusion and denial among the residents. They also trace the 
residents’ lack of mobilization to internal divisions between barrio residents and differing views 
regarding the sources and effects of pollution. In the case of Flammable, this was further 
complicated by the residents endless waiting for a promised government relocation that 
continuously failed to happen. According to the authors, toxic uncertainty and endless waiting 
immobilized the residents of Flammable, producing new situations of social and environmental 
injustice thereby unintentionally contributing to the making of their own environment suffering. 
I observed a similar situation in Buenaventura where the residents’ collective inaction is partly 
the result of a reluctance to criticize the banana industry and a general skepticism regarding the 
possibility to effect structural change. In Buenaventura, this is significantly reinforced by people’s 
economic dependence on the banana industry and their struggle to improve their lives despite 
capitalist degradations. Unlike the residents of Flammable where the petrochemical company 
employs few residents, in the zona bananera most women and men derive their main source of 
income from their work on the plantations.  
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This has important implications for how we understand agency in contexts of toxicity. As Jaffe 
(2016: 152) remarks, any analysis that overemphasizes powerlessness and resignation risks 
portraying people as passive victims. She cites Anja Nygren (2012: 354) who observes that “Even 
if they are relatively powerless, local inhabitants can hardly be passive playthings, condemned to 
live in a ‘reality’ totally dictated by other, more powerful actors”. Both authors call for a closer 
look at people’s own perceptions of toxicity and the different ways that they learn to construct 
and inhabit semi-autonomous spaces despite the ongoing threat of toxicity. Jaffe concludes that 
people learn to assess social, economic and environmental threats and benefits in light of their 
particular contexts, memories and lived experiences. Before drawing on these ideas to analyze 
the different responses developed by the residents of Buenaventura’s banana barrios, in the 
following section I draw attention to the way that dependency is constructed on plantations and 
how it operates on differently gendered bodies to discipline and control their diverse expressions. 

The workers and the plantations 

In order to keep earning regular wages for their labor, the residents of Buenaventura have 
learned to adapt to the demands of the banana sector. The demand for workers on banana 
plantations fluctuates throughout the year in response to changing weather patterns that 
accelerate or delay the fruit’s growth. For banana workers, the year is commonly divided into two 
seasons. The months between December and May are known as el tiempo bueno (the good 
season). During this period, rising temperatures and abundant rainfall make bananas grow and 
ripen at a faster rate which in turn forces plantation owners to hire additional workers for the 
harvest. By contrast, the months between June and November are known as el tiempo malo (the 
bad season) due to the drop in temperatures which slows down production and the plantations’ 
demand for laborers. In addition to fluctuating labor demands, labor arrangements on plantations 
are highly variable. Martínez (2005) identifies two different categories of banana workers 
between temporary and semi-temporary workers while Cepeda (2009: 148) identifies up to four: 
permanent workers hired by the same producer each week; temporary-regular workers hired by 
different producers on a per day basis; temporary workers who hustle day by day for work; and 
family workers who work on their relatives’ farms on a regular or temporary basis. Most 
plantations employ a limited number of permanent workers to perform daily agricultural tasks 
and hire temporary workers for the harvest on fruit processing days which occur, depending on 
the size of the plantation, once or up to six days a week.  

In Buenaventura, semi-permanent labor arrangements are the most common. These 
arrangements allow the reproduction of profoundly unequal relations as they enable plantation 
owners to dismiss their workers at any moment without legal consequences. They also allow 
bananeros to cultivate paternalistic relations with their workers by conditioning the renewal of 
their informal contract to their good service and loyalty. Bananeros often seek to maintain 
affective bonds with their most faithful workers through the extension of gifts and generous loans 
or by accepting compadrazgos where they become godfathers to their workers’ children. They 
also support communal initiatives and act as priostes, hosting the town’s annual civic celebrations 
and participating in street parties and folkloric dances. Despite the modern veneer of the banana 
industry as one of the country’s most important agroindustrial sectors, workers’ stories reveal 
that the industry continues to rely on paternalistic strategies to produce the loyalty and 
submission of the workforce in a context of ongoing labor irregularities.  
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During Correa’s government, several reforms were introduced to address the ongoing violation 
of workers’ rights. Following a popular referendum, the government approved several 
modifications to the penal code. Among these, articles 243 and 244 established the non-
registration of workers for the government’s social security program as a criminal offense, 
punishable with three to seven days of prison and the payment of up to five minimum salaries 
(Código Orgánico Penal 2014). According to the latest population census conducted in 2010, in El 
Oro, where a large part of the population is employed in banana production and its related 
industries, more than 70 percent of workers were not registered for social security (INEC 2010). 
Although official numbers are unavailable, according to the workers’ that were interviewed for 
this research, the reform led to the registration of an important number of workers. However, 
they also mentioned irregularities in this process and the general failure of the government to 
enforce the law in the zona bananera. As the vignette that opens the following section shows, 
women and men were very differently affected by the ongoing violation of the law in the zona 
bananera. 

Making bananas 

On fruit processing days, los días de embarque, Miriam has a regular morning routine. She 
wakes at 4 a.m. to cook, clean her two-bedroom house and prepare her children for school. 
She drops them off at her mother’s house and continues to walk down the dimly lit streets 
and dirt roads of her barriada to Buenaventura’s parque central. On a street corner she 
meets a foreman and other members of his work crew. Along with dozens of other women 
and men that gather each morning at the park in the early hours of dawn, Miriam waits for 
a banana truck to arrive and transport her crew to one of the hundreds of plantations that 
surround the town. She ponders over buying a glass of morocho from Don Libo’s bicycle cart 
or a plate of southern style ceviche from Felicia served warm with fish, yucca and fried 
plantain chips. Like most days, she’ll most likely skip breakfast and jump into the back of the 
banana truck on an empty stomach hoping for a free meal on the plantation.  
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Picture 19: Miriam at dawn, on her journey to the plantation. 

 
 
The town’s parque central is the main gathering point for anyone interested in buying or selling 
labor. For the most part, the women and men that meet at the park are members of a cuadrilla 
(work crew) managed by the capataz (foreman). The capataz is a central figure in the 
organization of labor on plantations, acting as an intermediary between the landowners and the 
workers. In many cases, foremen (always men) used to be workers themselves and managed to 
upgrade their position by weaving an extensive social network and acquiring work experience. 
The capataz is sometimes regarded as the plantation owner’s right-hand man. “Se hacen del 
patron,” workers will say, accusing the foreman of siding with the landowners and turning a blind 
eye to the violation of their rights. In some cases, however, the foreman may use his privileged 
position to negotiate better salaries for his work crew or to exclusively employ members of his 
own family. Typically, the foreman starts to contact his crew after receiving instructions by 
telephone from the plantation owner or the administrator regarding the number of boxes that 
has to be produced for the following day. Depending on the number of boxes, he calculates how 
many workers will be needed. He meets them at the park the following day and hires a temporary 
worker (eventual) on the spot if someone doesn’t show up.  

Men with no previous work engagement also gather at the parque central and hustle for a position 
on a cuadrilla for the day. This act is known as aventurarse, to venture or to try one’s luck in the 
labor market. The act is restricted to men only and considered improper and dangerous for 
women. Women do not have the same freedom as men and are obliged to make an agreement 
with a foreman, an administrator or a plantation owner beforehand if they want to work. As I will 
explain further below, women are thereby put in a position of vulnerability and report the 
common incidence of sexual harassment in their dealings with men in positions of power in the 
banana industry.  
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At the park, many of those who were trying their luck explained that they enjoyed the freedom 
and flexibility of informal work arrangements. However, the lack of formal labor contracts also 
places them in a position of vulnerability. From the perspective of plantation owners, the constant 
availability of young able-bodied workers allows the continuous rotation of the workforce which 
in turn enables them to avoid any legal responsibilities towards their workers. It also allows 
plantation owners to maintain low salaries and quickly rid themselves of those who are unwilling 
to comply with their rules. The constant availability of workers for the plantation increases 
competition among eventuales. This situation is especially difficult for older workers who must 
compete with younger men for a position on the cuadrilla. At the same time, it drives down the 
costs of labor as some are willing to accept lower payments to get hired.  

At 5:30 a.m., old banana trucks sent from the plantations begin to arrive to Buenaventura’s 
parque central. The foremen point their workers to their assigned trucks and one by one, 
women and men jump into the back of the shipping containers. In the larger trucks, they sit 
on the floor and lean their backs against the container wall. In the smaller ones, they squeeze 
into the back and complete the journey to the plantation standing uncomfortably. The 
inadequacy of the means of transportation is a frequent source of complaint among banana 
workers. As Thiago told me, “They treat us like animals. Nos tratan como animales. They 
have new cars at the hacienda but keep sending these old trucks for the workers”. 

 

Picture 20: Banana workers hired in Buenaventura’s parque central are packed into the back of an old 
banana truck to transport them to the plantations. 
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The gendered division of labor 

At the plantation, workers are divided into two groups: field workers (trabajadores de campo) 
and fruit processors (trabajadores de proceso). Male workers are for the most part hired to work 
in the banana fields and are in charge of the agricultural side of banana production. In the past, 
women also worked in the fields clearing weeds with machetes, spreading fertilizer around the 
plants and wrapping each banana bunch in a pesticide-laced bag. Yet, according to women’s 
testimonies, their work was often perceived as complementary to men’s labor. They were not 
officially hired by bananeros and were not remunerated for their work. Only men were paid to 
work and their salary was expected to cover the entire family’s expenses (Striffler 2000). This 
situation began to change when bananeros switched to the Cavendish variety and began to hire 
women to work on processing plants on their plantations. Prior research performed by feminist 
scholars has drawn attention to the association between agricultural modernization and the 
emergence of new gendered dynamics in rural areas which sometimes reinforce previously 
existing inequalities and at other times create new ones (Mies 1982, Federici 2004, Paulson 2013, 
Segato 2014). This was very much the case along the southern coast of Ecuador where the spread 
of banana monoculture transformed women’s relation to the land and to their labor through the 
reinforcement of gender hierarchies on plantations and their extension into neighboring rural 
towns. 

According to Paulson (2013), the rise of individualistic masculinities that connected manhood to 
the domination of nature were central to the capitalist transformation of rural landscapes and 
livelihoods. The author notes that during the Green Revolution, new models of rural masculinity 
were used to normalize the risks of agrochemical exposure among men. Sickness as a result of 
pesticides was considered a sign of effeminacy among men and led to forms of self-exploitation 
among them. At the same time, femininity was associated with weakness and the inability to 
perform certain jobs. This in turn led to the exclusion of women from remunerated work and their 
confinement within the household where they were charged with the reproduction of the 
workforce. In the 1970s, when women entered the labor market, they continued to perform tasks 
that were perceived as an extension of domestic work. On banana processing plants, they were 
hired to clean and manipulate the fruit largely based on the perception that these jobs required 
greater delicacy and care. Foremen and plantation owners commonly believed that women were 
able to handle the fruit with greater precision than men because of their soft hands and nimble 
fingers. As Maria Mies (1982) argues in her classic study of the lace makers of Narsapur, women’s 
association with their role as caretakers and housewives influences the kind of work they do 
outside the home and how their work is monetarily valued. The feminization of particular tasks 
was used as a justification to pay the workers’ who performed these tasks substantially less. Thus, 
by introducing and reinforcing patriarchal structures based on particular beliefs about 
masculinity and femininity, plantation owners were able to do two things. On the one hand, they 
justified a gender wage gap that discriminated against women in the banana industry. On the 
other hand, they subjected male workers to unprotected toxic exposure and extremely hard labor, 
on account that they could endure these treatments because they were hombres del campo. This 
division of labor continues to the present.  

In the banana fields, agricultural workers are responsible for a number of tasks that include the 
preparation of the soil (abono), the control of the water supply (irrigar), the selection of new 
sprouts (deshijar), the control of diseases (deshoje) and the application of chemical fertilizers as 
well as a wide range of nematicides, herbicides, insecticides and fungicides. Additionally, a group 
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of enfundadores is in charge of wrapping each banana bunch in a pesticide laced bag to protect 
the fruit from damage. On harvest days, agricultural workers are joined in the fields by a few 
members of the cuadrilla. It takes three men to harvest each banana bunch: one man (virador) to 
cut the banana bunch off the stem using a podón, a second one (arrumador) to receive the bunch 
on a cushion over his shoulder, and a third (garruchero) to hang the bunch on a funicular cable 
system that connects the banana field to the packing plant. The garruchero then attaches the 
hanging banana bunches in groups of twenty to his waist and runs with them to the packing shed 
where the cuadrilla continues the process. He uses the funicular as a swing to carry himself back 
into the fields to continue the harvest.  

At the packing shed, women and men are organized around a coordinated assembly line where 
each person is assigned a specific task. When work crews are mixed, these tasks are gender 
specific. Women are typically in charge of cleaning the banana bunches as they arrive from the 
field, removing the plastic bags that cover each bunch and the Styrofoam collar that separates 
each hand of fruit. Women also pick the dried flowers that hang from the tip of each banana finger 
(desflorar) by moving quickly up and down the bunch and pressing their fingers tightly against 
the dried-up bulb. Once this process is completed, the banana bunches are washed with a 
pressure hose and passed on to a lineup of male workers that use a curved steel blade (cuchareta) 
to separate the banana hands off each stem (desmanar). The hands of fruit are then tossed into 
the first pool of water where they release their milky latex. At the other end of the pool mostly 
male but also a few female workers cut the banana hands into clusters using small knives called 
curvos (picar) and toss the clusters into the second pool. The bananas are then placed on a plastic 
tray and then onto a conveyor belt. A female worker is often in charge of spraying the crown of 
each cluster with fungicides to prevent rotting (fumigadora) and of sticking labels onto each 
banana finger (selladora) as they move across the conveyor belt. The crown of each cluster is 
sometimes wrapped in paraffin before they are placed inside cardboard boxes and made ready 
for export. The final stage of the process involves the careful packaging of the banana clusters in 
cardboard boxes, sealed and carried onto a container locked to the back of a truck. This work is 
usually performed by men who are the highest paid workers on the assembly line (embalador).  
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Picture 21: The garruchero ties the hanging banana bunches to his waist and runs with them from the field to 
the packing shed. 

 
 
Women who participate in plantation labor face different obstacles than men. To begin, most of 
the women I interviewed were struggling with la doble jornada, the double-shift, juggling 
between housework and plantation labor. Most of them, like Miriam, were awake by 4 a.m. and 
worked between 9 to 12 hours at the plantation. As members of the work crew, they were forced 
to remain on their feet during this entire time repeating the same controlled bodily movements 
at high speed. Women expressed mixed feelings about their work. Some told me that even if they 
found the repetitiveness of the work dull and difficult to bear, it eventually grew on them and 
they were at times able to enjoy it. As Miriam explained, “In the beginning the cuadrilla is difficult 
for women, se hace pesado, because we have to be on our feet the entire day repeating the same 
movements. But after a while you get used to it, una se enseña. It’s almost automatic”. Elsa, a 
woman in her early forties, described the work as a form of entertainment because it gave her 
temporary relief from the stress of household burdens and preoccupations. Along with other 
women, she experienced the plantation as a space of socialization beyond the confines of her 
household and barriada. On the assembly line Elsa also developed skills and work experience that 
allowed her to bargain for better wages for herself and her female coworkers. She used her 
position to negotiate a five-dollar raise for female workers at the plantation where she worked 
going from USD 15 to USD 20. In her words, “Yes, you have to make a little sacrifice. But after that 
it becomes a game. You laugh, you relax and for a moment you forget your worries”.  
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Picture 22: A woman weighs the banana bunches and labels each fruit. 

 
 
While some women experienced pride in their work and described it as pleasurable, others were 
unable to find a sense of fulfillment. The majority of women found difficulties navigating male 
power structures and abuses on the plantations. The high incidence of sexual harassment was 
what women most disliked about their job. According to Yadira, a woman in her twenties, “The 
foremen and the plantation owners are trying to seduce you, están intentando enamorarte. And if 
you don’t like it, they leave you at the parque […] if you don’t respond, si no le pelas la muela, or 
let them grope you, they leave you behind and bring another girl”. Other women reported that 
some foremen demand sexual favors from women in exchange for securing a stable position on 
their cuadrilla. Women who refuse their advances earn a reputation as ‘trouble-makers’ which 
makes it difficult for them to find work on other cuadrillas. The fear of retaliation and public 
humiliation silences women who struggle to condemn the abuses. According to Miriam, 
demanding sexual favors from women in exchange for a position of a cuadrilla is considered 
‘business as usual’. She explained that some women conceded out of necessity: “Some insinuate 
it and others tell you directly. There are women that do it out of necessity. It’s something common, 
algo común que se vive aquí”. I spoke to women who believed that if they behaved ‘properly’ they 
would be able to avoid uncomfortable encounters. For example, according to María “a woman 
should behave well to avoid problems […] she should dress appropriately and shouldn’t go 
around laughing and making jokes with the men”. Others insist that the problem is systemic. As 
Adriana, a 25-year-old woman explained, “As soon as you arrive at the plantation, the foreman 
starts propositioning you. He says he’ll give you an extra day’s work if you go out with him. I didn’t 
want to, so he started insulting me.... He called me marimacha and cauchera5 just because I refused 

 
 
5 Both nicknames have negative connotations and are used as insults against lesbians and women who are 
considered ‘unfeminine’.  
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to sleep with him.... It affected me a lot. They think that because you are a woman on a cuadrilla 
you’re easy. They think they can sleep with you and move on to the next one”.  

Picture 23: A woman washes the collars placed between each banana hand to be reused on the plantation.  

 
 
According to the Association of Banana Workers and Campesinos, sexual harassment is often 
justified as ‘part of the culture’ in the banana industry (2017). The high incidence of sexual 
harassment can influence women’s decision to abandon the workforce, reinforcing their 
dependency upon male wages. This in turn enables the reproduction of unequal power relations 
from the plantation to the household and barriada. Another issue that specifically affects women 
banana workers is the high rate of dismissals among pregnant women (Cooper 2015, Henry and 
Adams 2018). Some women explained that they chose to leave their jobs when they found out 
that they were pregnant to avoid agrochemical exposure and its threat to their reproductive 
health. Others, however, confided that they had been fired without notice once the administrator 
found out that they were pregnant. Women suffer from gender-specific forms of discrimination 
and their bodies are differently affected by agrochemicals. Pesticide exposure has been associated 
with menstrual cycle disturbances, reduced fertility, spontaneous abortions, stillbirths, and 
developmental defects. The negative effects of agrochemical exposure are also passed on to their 
children through transplacental transfer or breastfeeding, extending the risks of agrochemical 
exposure to an ever growing population. Women banana workers are thus more vulnerable than 
male workers for both biological and social reasons: beyond the physical harms produced by 
agrochemical exposure, they are also socially impaired by unequal wages that negatively affect 
their autonomy. 
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Plantation wages  

On average, female banana workers earn between 20 to 40 percent less than their male 
coworkers, a salary which is popularly referred to as la media plata, the half wage. According to 
Samuel, an experienced foreman on the plantation: “The work of a woman (mujercita) is easier 
and much lighter (más suave) than the work of a man. That’s why they get paid a little less”. Most 
women disagree, as one worker who overheard our conversation told me later: “Men say it’s 
women’s work but when they’re asked to do it then they say it’s too difficult for them. And when 
a woman does a man’s job, they’re the first to say that it looks nicer!” Wages remain a source of 
dispute between workers, foremen and plantation owners, aggravated by the fact that banana 
workers rarely sign labor contracts on the plantations where they work. According to the workers 
who were interviewed, those who are asked to sign a contract do not receive copies and are rarely 
given the time to read through the document. Most workers believe that these contracts are used 
by plantation owners as proof of their compliance with labor regulations. Before they receive 
each payment, workers are additionally asked to sign a payroll usually at the plantation’s 
administrative offices. Many workers also experienced irregularities in this process. Thiago was 
the most outspoken, “They make us sign payrolls. They put our names, they put the date, and then 
they list all the money and benefits that they never give us and we have to sign it if we want our 
money! They’re sabidos, your signature is on the paper, it’s legal, how are we supposed to 
complain or report anything if we don’t have the proof?” The workers of a cuadrilla are either 
paid per day of labor or per task, a destajo, and receive the money at the end of each week or every 
fifteen days. Temporary workers, eventuales, are paid directly in cash by the foreman and may 
also be asked to sign a payroll or receipt in exchange for the money. On average, in El Oro, 
plantation workers earn between USD 15 and 25 per day of labor or USD 0.40 cents per box of 
fruit. Working three days a week, a man barely makes the minimum wage currently estimated at 
USD 386 a month, let alone a woman who earns substantially less per day of work.  

To collect a full minimum wage, men hustle on other plantations as eventuales while women seek 
odd jobs in the informal labor market. By fitting together different forms of employment, banana 
workers can earn more than the minimum wage. However, they rarely make enough to satisfy a 
family’s basic needs which is calculated in terms of a basic food basket (canasta básica) currently 
estimated at $700 dollars per month. Workers are aware of their exploitation on the plantations 
and of the enormous profits that their labor generates for the industry. At the end of the workday 
I sat down with a group of workers who challenged me to ‘do the math’. They explained that an 
average banana grower in Buenaventura, produces approximately 43 boxes of fruit per hectare 
per week. At that rate, more than 150,000 boxes of bananas are produced each week. If each 
producer was paid the official price of six dollars per box of fruit, bananas would create a 900,000-
dollar weekly cash flow. The workers explained that it takes a single palette, a unit of 42 banana 
boxes, for a producer to pay the entire workforce, “… and we make thousands of boxes each week 
[…] se llenan los bolsillos, they fill their pockets at our expense.”  

After the last truck is loaded with banana boxes and ready to travel the distance to the port, 
the foreman declares the end of the workday. Exhausted from the day’s labor, the workers 
climb back into the banana truck that drops them off in the town center. With their arrival, 
the streets come to life. Food stalls pop-up on street corners, bets are placed on the evening 
sports games and children just out of school run to meet their parents in the street. Tito 
jumps out of the back of the truck, promising to show up at the soccer field later for a match. 
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Miriam makes her way back home just as the street lights of her barriada are beginning to 
turn on. She greets her neighbors gathered outside and quickly gets up to date with the day’s 
gossip. She picks up her two children from her mother’s house, yelling out their names from 
the street and together they head to the local food store where Miriam does a few groceries 
and asks the store owner to write them down on her tab. At home, Miriam prepares food 
with the help of her daughter while her younger son watches television. After dinner she 
helps the children with schoolwork and then lets them play while she sits down to watch the 
late-night telenovela. She waits to hear back from the foreman about tomorrow’s harvest. If 
she isn’t called back to the cuadrilla, it may be a while before she gets work again. Then she’ll 
have to find other ways to make ends meet.  

Picture 24: A man cuts banana hands into clusters using a sharped curved knife, el curvo. 

 

Performing solidarity  

The previous two sections show the connection between the residents’ economic dependency on 
the bananeras, ongoing gendered inequalities and rising levels of toxicity. By describing banana 
workers’ experiences on Buenaventura’s surrounding plantations, I have tried to show the 
difficulties that women and men confront in their daily lives and the contradictions that they 
embody as they continue to make a living in conditions of toxicity and exploitation. This 
contradiction partly explains the lack of collective action against the banana industry and the 
continuous violation of social and environmental regulations by powerful landowners in the 
region. However, the absence of social organization should not be read as a form of passivity on 
the part of the residents or a lack of agency. During my fieldwork I observed that while the 
residents did not join efforts to overthrow dominant structures, they remained engaged in 
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individual and collective initiatives that helped sustain multifarious social networks based on 
forms of solidarity, confianza and mutual aid.  

The existence of support networks among the residents of Buenaventura shows that their lives 
are not solely determined by toxicity and capitalist exploitation. In many cases, banana workers 
perceive their relations to the plantations as instrumental for sustaining diverse economies and 
networks of support. During my fieldwork, I observed that people tended to attribute a greater 
importance to these networks than to the physical characteristics of their contaminated 
environment or the conditions of exploitation that they experienced on the plantations. Residents 
often remarked that what they liked most about Buenaventura was that people knew each other 
and looked out for one another. As Sonia, a transgender woman in her early thirties told me, “I 
wouldn’t change my Buenaventura for anything. We all know each other in this town and believe 
it or not we help each other out. If someone has money troubles, enseguida, someone else bails 
you out and lends you money. It’s not like other places where no one cares about you or knows 
your name”. Although Sonia also spoke about discrimination and violence in Buenaventura, she 
believed that having access to relations of confianza and networks of solidarity outweighed these 
negative experiences.  

Picture 25: The residents of the barrio celebrating during one of their festivities. 

 
 
In Buenaventura, relations of confianza and solidarity have deep-seated historical roots that can 
be traced back to the town’s expansion as a workers’ settlement. In the 1970s, what began as 
dispersed illegal encampments occupied by landless workers began to grow into organized 
cooperativas that claimed legal titles to the lands they lived on. In the words of Raul, a former 
cooperado,  

At the time, the barrio was mostly made up of illegal settlements until someone explained 
that the government could help us obtain legal titles if we formed a cooperativa. But the 
government didn’t help us, so we asked the bananero who owned these lands to extend a 
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loan to the cooperativa. After we obtained the loan, each member bought a plot of land and 
we each began to build our houses. We were the town’s first barriada.  

The land was divided into 10 by 20 square meter solares, one for each member of the cooperativa 
and their family. According to the residents’, the houses were first built from caña guadúa. The 
caña was gradually replaced by wooden planks, then bricks and finally covered in concrete. As 
Amada’s testimony revealed, the transition from caña guadúa to concrete took an average of ten 
years for most working-class families. The larger constructions in the town center either belong 
to landowning bananeros who occasionally spend time in Buenaventura or to migrants who 
continued to send remittances to their family members from abroad with instructions to build 
lavish homes. At present, Buenaventura remains a small and densely populated town with 
approximately 6,000 people living in ten neighboring barriadas. People’s proximity to each other, 
their shared history and experience of social and environmental suffering plays an important role 
in the maintenance and expansion of social networks of support.  

As the main caretakers of their families and communities, women have historically played a 
central role in the maintenance of these networks. They are at once a space for the reproduction 
of conservative gender roles but also a space for their subversion where women occupy different 
positions of power. Within these networks, the provision and preparation of food, performed 
mostly by women, is of crucial importance. In order to secure a basic diet of rice, beans and a 
small portion of animal protein, women rely on the relations of confianza that they have worked 
to build over the years. Money earned on the plantations is rarely enough. Amada received only 
twenty dollars a week for food expenses from her son who worked on a plantation. Yet, according 
to her calculations, she needed at least USD 70 a week in order to prepare three daily meals for 
her family.  

Growing up in a poor household, she understood the importance of building and maintaining a 
good reputation in her barriada that would allow her to access different networks to meet her 
needs. Throughout her life she had welcomed homeless adults and children into her home, 
providing food, shelter and care for them. During the time I spent in her house, Amada was 
helping a homeless alcoholic worker and a teenage boy who had escaped from an abusive 
household. She also cooked three meals a day for two elderly men who had been abandoned by 
their families and also took care of a young girl while her mother went to work. Amada also fed 
and took care of her granddaughters and grandsons after school. She asked nothing in exchange 
for these favors, yet she implicitly expected trust and reciprocity in return. Amada relied on her 
good reputation as an honest, hardworking and generous women to access loans and open tabs 
in her barriada’s food stores. She got rice and beans from a shop that belonged to one of her 
nieces, onions, garlic and plantains from Doña Berta’s corner store and chicken from her friend 
Petra who raised them in her backyard. Whenever she had a little money, Amada used it to pay 
back for the food she had been given. Amada also relied on gifts and food offerings that she 
received as acts of reciprocity from her friends and neighbors. Whenever she cooked a special 
meal, Amada always made sure to have enough so that she could send small portions to the people 
she loved and trusted. In return, Amada received food offerings from her neighbors and 
occasionally small gifts, mainly kitchen pots or wall decorations for her home.  

During my fieldwork I found that these gift exchanges and favors were commonly practiced 
between the residents of each barriada and helped sustain networks of solidarity among them. 
These networks were also crucial during emergencies, in particular when it came to enduring 
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high medical expenses. On such occasions, the female relatives of the person in need of medical 
care would typically prepare a comida solidaria, a solidarity meal. A week before the preparation 
of the food was announced, they would walk around all the neighborhoods from door to door 
sharing their tragic story. After they finished explaining and answering everyone’s questions, they 
would offer food tickets for sale which allowed them to buy the ingredients they needed to 
prepare the meal and pay for part of their relative’s medical expenses. During my fieldwork I 
observed that the comida solidaria was always successful. For Amada, not to buy a food ticket 
that was being offered to her amounted to severing bonds of friendship with a person and their 
family. Even if her income was poor, she found the means to buy several food tickets in order to 
maintain good relations with the people of her barriada.  

Picture 26: Amada and her granddaughters prepare arroz con pollo (chicken and rice) for the barriada. 

 
 
Relations of trust and solidarity also played a crucial role in the maintenance of informal credit 
associations among relatives, neighbors or members of a work crew, which enabled the 
redistribution of money obtained from the bananeras. The most popular among these credit 
schemes is known as la rueda (the wheel) where each of participant contributes a fixed and 
weekly amount of cash to the group. The added sum of their contributions is given to a different 
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member of the group each week, moving from one person to the next, setting the wheel in motion. 
After each member of the group receives the collected sum, the association is dissolved and a new 
one is usually formed.  

Picture 27: Women gather to make handicrafts and discuss issues concerning plantation work. 

 
 
The kinds of exchanges described above make life possible and affordable in contexts of toxicity 
and capitalist exploitation. Though capitalist forms may take advantage of grassroots economies 
and the relations of reciprocity that sustain them, by weaving and sustaining networks of support, 
the residents of Buenaventura are also carving out their own spaces and producing situations of 
justice for themselves and their families. As Jaffe (2016: 152) observes in her research on the 
residents of Wishi/Marchena, a working-class neighborhood in Curaçao, “What kept many 
residents in the neighborhood in the face of toxic threat was a commitment to durable social 
networks of trust and support”. Similarly, Baud (2018: 7) observes that relations of confianza, 
based on reciprocity, trust and respect, performed in times of difficult political, social or personal 
times, constitutes one of the “basic building blocks of Latin American society”. He goes on to write 
that confianza “creates a more or less autonomous moral universe, where ‘societal’ rules or 
values, based on the market or political power relations, do not count, or count differently”. Thus, 
where material conditions of toxicity and scarcity persist, relations of confianza may push people 
to defend their place and autonomy in the face of capitalist dispossession and displacement.  

On a broader scale, the collective organization of events such as the annual day of the barriada, 
the celebration of Children’s Day and the massive street parties that take place during Christmas 
and New Year’s Eve also contribute to the strengthening of local networks of trust and support. 
On each of these occasions, committees are formed to collect money, food and gift donations from 
all the residents of the barriada. This work is not always easy. Disagreements between members 
of the barriada regarding different people’s unequal contributions are common. But despite the 
disputes that may emerge, every year when the date of the festivities approaches, people continue 
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to make donations for the events to take place. Collective festivities are also organized by the 
Catholic majority of the population in honor of the Virgen del Carmen and the Virgen del Cisne. 
These festivities are usually in charge of a prioste, a godfather or godmother, who organizes 
weekly processions through the barrio headed by a statue of the Virgin. The statue is left at a 
different household each night for a vigil. The family who receives the statue is in charge of 
leading collective prayers and offering food and warm drinks to the crowds that gather. These 
religious ceremonies generally end on a festive note and often lead to carnivalesque performance 
that breaks with the religious tone and includes cross-dressing, dancing and lip-sync 
performances by teenage groups. These moments of celebration make the social, economic and 
toxic difficulties of everyday life more bearable for the residents of Buenaventura and infuse 
people with an emboldened sense of identity that is the source of their resilience in the face of 
new capitalist degradations. 

Picture 28: A woman prays in front of an image of the Virgen del Carmen set up in her barriada during 
festivities.  

 

Conclusion  

In this chapter I have tried to understand and reconstruct how the residents of Buenaventura, a 
small rural town engulfed by banana plantations, experience the unequal distribution of social 
and environmental harms produced by the banana industry. I argued that people's experience of 
their changing socionatural environment is shaped by the interventions of external actors, mainly 
government officials and bananeros, but also by people's own assessment of environmental, 
social and economic benefits and threats. The historical entanglement between the banana 
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industry and the residents of Buenaventura, reinforced by the daily performance of plantation 
labor and the residents' dependency on wages to satisfy their basic needs and desires continues 
to influence the decisions that people make, the strategies they deploy and the claims that they 
attempt to advance at different moments in time.  

As both Jaffe (2016) and Gago (2017) suggest, the absence of collective mobilizations against 
ongoing injustices should not be mistaken for a lack of agency in the impoverished barrios of their 
studies. This argument can also be extended to rural contexts where access to wages has 
displaced demands over redistribution and access to lands. Underlying these transformations are 
peoples own changing desires and their capacity to recreate spaces of conviviality in a context 
where toxicity and capitalist exploitation are routinized. The everyday yet creative ways in which 
people recreate their own vision of the good life within the dominant capitalist form is the source 
of an immense vitality. This is best understood by paying closer attention to the value that people 
attribute to place-based networks of support as well as acts of micro beautification of their 
barriadas and collective celebrations.  

This chapter shows how the residents of Buenaventura tend to measure the quality of their life in 
terms of these networks rather than the physical conditions of their contaminated environment 
or their exploitation on plantations. However, we should remain cautious about downplaying 
objective social and environmental harms and socio-economic inequalities caused by capitalist 
industries and their effects on rural societies and landscapes. As this chapter shows, capitalist 
industries have been unable to deliver promised jobs and wages for a growing population of 
landless workers displaced by dispossession and contamination. The second part of this thesis 
explores the intra-communal conflicts and tensions that can develop within rural societies 
confronted with the ongoing expansion of capitalist relations and state intervention. Before 
delving into the socionatural world of the southern coast’s small fisher communities, the 
following chapter traces the toxic trails of capitalist transformations from the banana plantations 
through the rivers and estuaries that flow into the manglar ecosystem of the sea.  
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Chapter 5 

Toxic Travels – An interlude 
 

 

As the previous chapters show, the residents of the zona bananera experienced a series of 
negative socio-environmental impacts connected to the expansion of large-scale banana 
production and its intensive use of agrochemicals. These include increased deforestation, land 
and water concentration, biodiversity loss, soil degradation, and rising levels of toxicity. They also 
attribute the growing presence of illness and disease in their communities and barrios to their 
permanent exposure to dangerous pesticides (Breilh et al. 2007, Maldonado and Martínez 2007, 
Naranjo 2017). Within an already degraded environment, anthropogenic climate change and 
unpredictable weather patterns are contributing to the spread of new plagues and diseases that 
are being treated with increasingly toxic chemicals and additional fumigation cycles that intensify 
the negative effects of monocultural banana production. The persistence of the black sigatoka 
disease and the more recent spread of a deadlier strain of the Panama Disease on banana 
plantations in neighboring countries is likely to increase this trend.  

It has further been noted that the negative effects of large-scale banana monoculture cannot be 
contained on plantations. Prior studies conducted in Costa Rica’s banana producing zones 
conclude that approximately 15 percent of agrochemicals applied over the plantations drift into 
the air, another 40 percent land directly on the soil and more than 35 percent is removed by 
rainfall. As Vallejo (2006: 146) observes, this means that over 90 percent of the products applied 
by aerial fumigation over the banana fields miss their target and drift into the surrounding 
environment. She reaches a similar conclusion in her study of Ecuador’s banana industry where 
she additionally notes that nearly 60 percent of the products that reach the ground are eventually 
lost through processes of lixiviation and evaporation leaving the soil and plants exposed to the 
spread of pathogens. In their study of the distribution of agricultural pesticides in the Guayas 
River basin, Deknock et al. (2019: 997) further note that “since pesticides are designed to be 
biologically active, they can also affect non-target organisms, including humans, thereby posing a 
potential threat to natural ecosystems […]”. In other words, toxic pesticides applied on banana 
plantations may harm people and natural ecosystems located far beyond the sites where pesticide 
application is taking place.  

Increasing toxification is generally only studied as the problem of the banana sector and the 
people living in its orbit. An important problematic, scarcely considered in the social science 
literature, concerns the spread of the negative effects of toxicity to other regions and territories. 
Elsewhere, Gudynas (2018: 66) has drawn attention to the “spill-over effect” of extractive 
industries, including large-scale farming, forestry and fishing. He describes this as “the conditions 
and transformations that are generated beyond a specific undertaking, the particular site where 
it is located or the political measures that make it possible”. He further notes that such “spills” 
have not received the necessary attention “since concern over local impacts prevails” (ibid). 
Similarly, my experience in the banana fields establishes that the footprint of toxification is far 
larger than the area of direct pesticide application and that such a problem remains far 
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understudied. I further established that the widespread reach of toxicity in Ecuador’s southern 
coastal region may be traced through the pursuit of multi-sited ethnographies that draw attention 
to the interconnections between different populations and geographies. In what follows, I trace 
the trail of toxicity produced in the southern lowlands where pesticide-intensive banana 
production takes place to the manglar islands of the archipelago of Jambelí located downstream. 
In doing so, this brief interlude attempts to draw attention to the ways that toxicity not only 
transforms environmental conditions in specific areas dedicated to capitalist production, but also 
causes profound social and political transformations in a much wider area. Toxicity does not only 
affect the health and well-being of rural ecosystems and the people that live there, but also 
influences political power struggles and forms of state intervention in these areas.  

Picture 29: The contaminated waters of the drainage canals that cross the bananeras flow to the rivers that 
empty out in the Gulf of Guayaquil.  

 
 

Bananas and the production of toxic space  

A direct correlation may be established between the contamination of the southern coast’s air, 
soil and water with dangerous pesticides and the expansion of monocultural production in the 
region. The disruption of biodiverse ecosystems caused by widespread deforestation and the 
introduction of a single species on man-made plantations triggered the spread of plagues and 
diseases in the zona bananera (Larrea 2005). This in turn led to the widespread use of a series of 
chemicals to control the spread of deadly pathogens (Naranjo 2017). Moore (2015b) notes that 
in the aftermath of World War II, the use of agrochemicals was often included within expert 
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recommendations provided by international agencies for “underdeveloped” countries. The 
assumption was that in order to reach a fully developed state, these countries would have to 
increase their productivity by promoting monocultural production on a large scale and boosting 
their exportation of raw materials to First World countries. This would in turn require the 
importation of large amounts of agrochemicals produced by US and European military-industrial 
firms in the transition to a postwar period (also see Carson 1965). 

According to data collected by the FAO, Campaña (2011: 132) shows that Ecuador went from 
spending approximately 2 million dollars in agrochemical imports in 1972 to more than 107 
million dollars by 2002. Additional data collected from the Central Bank of Ecuador by Naranjo 
(2017: 57), also reveals a notable increase in state spending on agrochemicals, reaching over 260 
billion dollars in 2015. For Moore (2015b: 252), Green Revolution technologies had two 
important consequences in the different places where they were introduced. The first is that they 
made agriculture critically inefficient in its use of energy as ever-growing inputs of cheap labor 
and cheap energy were needed to maintain production. The second is that they turned agriculture 
into a major source of toxification on account of its growing dependency on agrochemicals. This 
was the case in Ecuador where Green Revolution technologies became key components of the 
compulsory economic restructuring plans imposed on the country leading to the indiscriminate 
use of agrochemicals in diverse rural territories throughout the country (Brisbois 2011).  

In the coastal plains of southern Ecuador, the introduction of agrochemicals was also connected 
to the accumulation of land and water by an elite class of bananeros who could afford the 
transition to capitalist forms of agriculture. The use of a wide range of pesticides and the 
implementation of new technologies to increase productivity were out of reach for small farmers 
who were gradually pushed out of the trade in large numbers (see chapter 1). Thus, it was through 
the spread of pesticide-intensive monoculture that capitalist entrepreneurs transformed agro-
forested fields and common lands that had previously been neglected by power, into private 
assets for capital investment. Rural families were either paid very little for their lands or coerced 
to abandon the places where they lived to make space for bananas. In many cases, once bananeros 
had secured their access to land they began to accumulate water by carving irrigation and 
drainage canals through their plantations and blocking access to the rivers and streams that 
flowed through their private properties. Such practices were used to pressure small farmers 
located downstream to sell or abandon their withered crops. Bananeros also used diesel-run 
pumps to divert water from the rivers in the summer season when the resource was scarcest. As 
Gaybor (2010) observes, control of the water supply was often used as a strategy to continue to 
accumulate land and expel peasants and small farmers from the most fertile plains. Such forms of 
primitive accumulation enabled bananeros to increase their capital and reinforce their control in 
the region.  

In an earlier study of the growth of the banana industry in Honduras, John Soluri had already 
observed that the control of diseases on plantations would set the banana industry “on a treadmill 
driven by expensive agrochemical inputs and ever-evolving populations of fungi” (Soluri 2005: 
200). Similarly, in the case of Ecuador, Naranjo (2017: 16) describes a ‘spiral of toxicity’ whereby 
the use of agrochemicals continues to destroy naturally-occurring processes leading to a costly 
dependency on agrochemicals to replace them. The application of ever-increasing doses of 
dangerous pesticides thus produces a spiral of toxicity that is unable to eradicate the root cause 
of the problem, that is, the ongoing expansion of monocultural plantations in the country’s 
tropical coastal regions. As a result, in Ecuador, bananas remain one of the most extensive 
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monocultures and one of the most chemically intensive food crops. Fungicides are the main group 
of pesticides applied on banana plantations, followed by a wide range of insecticides, nematicides 
and herbicides that are used to treat different diseases common to banana production (Henriques 
et al. 1997, Diepens et al. 2014, Brisbois 2018).  

Picture 30: Giant billboards promoting the use of agrochemicals “the best weapon to protect banana  crops” 
are part of the landscape in the zona bananera. 

 
 
While the production and exportation of the fruit continues to generate large profits for the state, 
agrochemical companies and capitalist bananeros, banana workers and local populations 
continue to suffer the negative consequences of rising levels of toxicity and pesticide 
accumulation. Over the past ten years, 40 percent of reported cases of intoxication were 
registered in banana producing zones (Zurita Ron and Avilés Sánchez 2009: 2). Additionally, as a 
report by the environmental NGO Acción Ecológica notes, every year approximately 2,000 
peasant farmers are admitted to hospitals due to intoxication, pointing to the critical situation of 
toxification affecting the Ecuadorian countryside (Naranjo 2017).  

Non-toxic memories  

Despite the normalization of pesticide use in the banana fields, the older residents of El Oro’s 
banana producing zones still recall a time before el veneno influenced almost every aspect of their 
lives. The changes undergone in the region after the introduction of pesticides and aerial 
fumigations is a subject that often comes up when people speak of the past. Amada, for example, 
insisted: “el veneno killed everything”. From the perspective of the residents of the zona 
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bananera, the first and most visible impact of agrochemical contamination was the decline and 
gradual loss of fisheries in the rivers that flowed near the plantations. Before the expansion of the 
road system in the southern coastal region, an event that coincided with the spread of banana 
monoculture, the rivers were the main source of transportation, communication and commerce 
for rural residents. Merchants travelled downstream on wooden rafts to La Emerenciana and then 
to Puerto Bolivar, stopping at different points along the river route to collect banana bunches 
from peasant farms (Roberts 2009). The fruit was then wrapped in the recycled trunks of the 
plant’s giant stem, a process known as enchantado, and piled onto wooden rafts that flowed 
downstream. People recall fisher gatherers travelling upstream from the distant islands of the 
archipelago to sell their catch on the mainland or barter with peasant farmers, exchanging 
brackish water fish and tropical fruits for crops grown on land. Fisher gatherers also stopped at 
the river mouths to collect freshwater to take back to their islands, weaving a complex network 
of exchanges that familiarized fisher gatherer communities with the rural population of the 
coastal plains.  

The residents of Buenaventura recall that the river was once home to many species of fish. Off the 
top of her head, Amada could name a long list of the varieties that swarmed beneath the turbulent 
waters that flowed near her house. Barbudos, dicas, damas, guanchinches, dorados, camotillos and 
viejas were caught in the river by the bucket load and were used to prepare daily meals in her 
home. Fishing was an important subsistence activity that the residents of rural towns combined 
with other forms of labor to increase their income and their consumption of animal protein. The 
river was integral to everyday life and was particularly important for women who were for the 
most part in charge of collecting water for cooking and cleaning and spent long hours washing 
clothes along the river banks. It was also a place where people bathed and where children learned 
to swim and play.  

Don Ernesto, now in his early eighties, once made a living out of weaving and selling round throw 
nets known as atarrayas that were used to catch fish in the river. According to Don Ernesto, 
people’s catches began to diminish when bananeros started to fumigate the banana fields. The 
fish eventually disappeared from the river and he was forced to search for work on the 
plantations. He believes that the chemicals were not only responsible for the death of the fish but 
also for the appearance of diseases such as the Parkinson’s that he was recently diagnosed with. 
Don Ernesto continues to struggle to obtain some form of economic compensation from his 
former employers in order to pay for his medicine and long-term treatment. Felipe, a former 
banana worker in his seventies attributes his permanent bronchial disorder and severe chest 
pains to his lifelong exposure to chemicals. He recalls that:  

On the plantations, we washed the containers and injectors that we used to apply the 
chemicals inside the drainage canals that flowed into the river. We were only muchachos 
and didn’t know any better. The patrones never told us that the chemicals were bad for our 
health. They should’ve told us it was poison, no? When the chemicals came into contact with 
the water it turned into a milky substance and a little further downstream you could see the 
fish floating on the surface. People took the dead fish home to cook and eat, but that was 
terribly toxic! 

Once washed, empty pesticide containers were often reused to store items and collect water in 
workers’ homes. Such stories show a general lack of information concerning the negative effects 
of pesticide exposure pushed on by banana growers and public officials who continue to deny the 
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link between toxicity and people’s deteriorating health in the zona bananera. Recent studies now 
connect the high incidence of respiratory problems, skin lesions and cancers in banana producing 
zones to people’s permanent exposure to pesticides (Harari 2004, Breilh et al. 2007, Hutter et al. 
2017, Naranjo 2017). Research has further found that women in banana producing zones 
additionally suffer from higher rates of miscarriage and birth defects in their children (Frank 
2005, Cooper 2015). It has also been noted that many of the negative effects of pesticide exposure 
can take several years to appear, placing a heavy psychological burden on the residents of the 
zona bananera reflected in growing anxiety and depression (Breilh et al. 2007, Maldonado and 
Martínez 2007). The negative effects of large-scale banana production do not only affect the 
people working on the plantations but also those living in surrounding areas and downstream 
from the banana fields. Despite growing levels of toxicity, the river remains an important element 
in people’s lives. The river banks, in particular, are a place of gathering and entertainment. On the 
weekends food stalls open along the river’s edge and people from within and outside town come 
together in large numbers to swim and bathe in the water. In Buenaventura people believe that 
once you swim in the river, you are bound to always return to its shores. 

Picture 31: The contaminated river remains central to the lives of Buenaventura’s residents. 

 

Fluvial contamination  

It is no coincidence that in people’s memories the contamination of the rivers, and of water in 
general, plays such an important part. As Vallejo (2006) observes, one of the greatest dangers of 
pesticide use is the contamination of water sources both above and below the ground. Several 
authors have also noted that pesticide residues tend to travel long distances by entering the rivers 
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and streams. Miyamoto, Tanaka and Katagi (2008) have demonstrated that pesticides drift 
directly into aquatic environments transported by the air or via runoff, erosion, drainage, 
volatilization and leaching into groundwater. Studies conducted in Costa Rica further conclude 
that agrochemicals applied on banana plantations are the main cause for chronic and acute 
toxicity among underwater organisms and high mortality rates of fish and other marine species 
found in the area (Castillo et al. 2000). A similar trend has been reported in the Guayas River basin 
in Ecuador where pesticide residues in the freshwater environment were found to be in the same 
range of chemical agents such as chlorpyrifos, diazinon metalaxyl and triadimenol detected in 
Costa Rican rivers near banana and pineapple monoculture (Deknock et al., 2019: 1003). This 
study also concludes that in Ecuador, the highest rate of pesticide concentration occurs 
downstream from the plantations in the estuaries that flow into the sea.  

Approximately 90 percent of the rivers that drain the southern coast’s zona bananera empty out 
into the Gulf of Guayaquil and enter the mangrove islands that form the archipelago of Jambelí. 
Different studies conclude that these rivers carry traces of agrochemicals used for banana 
production (Vallejo 2006, Deknock et al. 2019). The presence of these chemicals in the water has 
been mentioned as one of the main causes for the alteration and disruption of complex coastal 
and marine ecosystems. This in turn is creating a series of related problems as coastal ecosystems 
provide protection against rising water levels and act as barriers against the salinization of 
agricultural lands. Crucially, these ecosystems also constitute a nursery, habitat and a resting 
place for a wide range of aquatic species both above and below the water.  

The spread of toxic chemicals from the banana fields to the estuaries that feed the Gulf of 
Guayaquil are thus in part responsible for the changes experienced by fisher communities living 
in the manglar forests of the archipelago of Jambelí. But banana chemicals are not the only source 
of toxic pollution here: when the polluted waters of the banana plantations reached this area, the 
manglar ecosystem had already been severely damaged by the expansion of industrial shrimp 
farming in the manglar (Martínez-Alier 2001, Papuccio 2004). Prior research conducted in the 
world’s manglar regions has drawn attention to the social and ecological destruction caused by 
the shrimp industry in the different places where it has been introduced. Stonich and Vandergeest 
(2001: 268) observe that shrimp farming is one of the most damaging enterprises as it requires 
extensive deforestation of the manglar and the containment of large amounts of shrimp in 
artificially constructed ponds leading to the intensification of ecological problems in the manglar.  

Rising levels of toxicity in the rivers and estuaries was not only detrimental for naturally-
occurring processes but also for small fishers who depended on estuarine resources for their 
subsistence (Vallejo 2006: 145-146). In Ecuador, this is the case for fisher gatherer communities 
that live downstream from the banana plantations in the manglar islands of the archipelago of 
Jambelí. Fisher communities living in the area obtain their main source of subsistence from the 
roots of the trees and in the estuaries that wind through the manglar on their way to the sea. 
Island residents suffered important losses as a result of the contamination of the water which was 
reflected in their diminishing catches. As Miriam, a cockle gatherer in her late forties 
remembered:  

My father and my brothers would come back from the manglar empty-handed. My mouth 
used to water for a simple plate of conchas. It was like a violent force had emptied out the 
forests. We knew about the camaroneros but no one really understood that they were 
contaminating the manglar and killing the fish.  
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Every 3 to 4 months after each new harvest, shrimp growers release their pond effluents directly 
into the manglar. These effluents carry traces of fertilizers, antibiotics and toxic waste that are 
likely to affect the living organisms that feed off the manglar. In the early 1990s, when shrimp 
farmers experienced a first wave of diseases on their plantations attributed to the high 
concentration of shrimp in their ponds, they intensified their use of antibiotics. Several 
aquaculture engineers interviewed for this research maintain that during this period, shrimp 
growers experimented with different types of chemical solutions that they dumped into their 
ponds without prior knowledge of their effects on human health or the surrounding ecosystem. 
As Miriam’s testimony explains, fisher gatherers connected rising levels of pollution originating 
on the shrimp ponds with the reduction of their catches and the disappearance of important 
fishing and gathering grounds. In light of the difficult situation that they confronted, in the period 
that followed the expansion of shrimp farms in the manglar, many fisher gatherers migrated to 
the mainland in search of work, travelling to the outskirts of the region’s main port towns. In most 
cases, after a series of failed attempts to join the formal economy, many began to commute 
between the mangroves and the mainland as independent fisher gatherers sometimes 
contributing to the further depletion of the remaining manglar resources (Martínez-Alier 2000, 
Papuccio 2004, Beitl 2012). The negative effects of toxicity on fisher communities and the 
surrounding manglar was further intensified by cross contamination as traces of pesticides from 
the banana plantations were found in the region’s shrimp ponds.  

Picture 32: Cockle gatherers entering the manglar to search for conchas. 

 
 
In addition to the contamination of the water by pesticides originating on banana plantations 
upstream, mangrove deforestation constitutes the most persistent threat faced by cockle 
gatherers and one of the central reasons for their displacement from their territories. Massive 
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deforestations were caused by the expansion of the tannin industry in the early twentieth century 
which led to the loss of the mangle caballero, one of the oldest species of manglar. Mangrove 
deforestations continued with the influx of money generated by the banana boom during the 
1950s and the surge in constructions that used mangrove wood in the city of Machala and Puerto 
Bolívar. The legendary bananero Manuel Encalada famously used mangrove pillars to erect the 
city’s first multi-level tower overlooking the estuary of Jambelí popularizing the use of mangrove 
wood among elite classes and driving up its market price. Despite the loss of important mangrove 
areas, these early deforestations were by no means comparable in speed, scale and scope to the 
changes introduced by the expansion of the shrimp farming industry.  

The destruction of the manglares and the contamination of the rivers and streams with 
agrochemicals from the banana plantations contributed to the ecological and social vulnerability 
of the southern coast’s vast manglar region. Due to the violent ecological transformations it had 
undergone, the manglar was no longer able to complete many of its regulatory functions such as 
filtering pollutants, absorbing excess nutrients from runoff and trapping sediments in their 
extensive root system. Without the manglar, the aquatic environment was more susceptible to 
the negative effects of toxicity originating on banana and shrimp plantations. 

Bananas versus shrimp 

Toxic travels between the coastal plains and the mangroves at sea were largely ignored despite 
their negative impact on the lives of rural workers and small fishers. This situation changed 
dramatically when cross contamination began to negatively affect the shrimp industry’s 
economic interests in the manglar. In the early 1990s, shrimp rivaled bananas as the country’s 
second most important non-oil export generating approximately USD 500 million of yearly 
profits for the state. Owing to the importance of the shrimp industry, the appearance of diseases 
among farmed shrimp and the drastic decline in productivity represented significant economic 
losses and was perceived as a national tragedy. In 1992, shrimp growers reported losses of up to 
20 percent of their production. In 1994, the discovery of a plague known as the Taura Syndrome 
led to incremental losses that set the entire shrimp industry on the verge of collapse (Colburn 
1997). 

Alarmed by the crisis that affected shrimp production, the country’s most prominent 
camaroneros came together to create the Cámara Nacional de Acuacultura (CNA) and join efforts 
to defend their interests (Rengel 2013). Soon after its creation, the CNA hired a team of local and 
foreign scientists to determine the cause of high mortality rates experienced in their ponds. In 
1994, the committee published a report with the results and included a series of 
recommendations for the shrimp sector. The document entitled “El problema camaronero y 
recomendaciones para el sector” (cited in Barrera 2007: 250) established a direct correlation 
between the appearance of systemic fungicides, mainly Tilt, Calixin and Benlate on shrimp farms 
and high mortality rates among the population of farmed shrimp.  

At the time, these fungicides were widely used in aerial spraying campaigns to combat the spread 
of black sigatoka on banana plantations located upstream. Following the 1992 El Niño 
phenomenon which caused extreme temperatures and high levels of water fall, banana growers 
experienced the intensification of plagues and diseases on their plantations. In their attempt to 
control outbreaks and prevent the further spread of deadly pathogens, they resorted to the 
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application of a combination of systemic fungicides, including Tilt, Calixin and Benlate, as well as 
additional fumigation cycles over the banana fields. Camaroneros went on to blame the 
indiscriminate spraying of these chemicals over extensive areas for the appearance of a deadly 
disease on their plantations located downstream. They named the disease the Taura Syndrome 
in reference to the Taura River, one of the hundreds of streams that flow through the southern 
coast’s banana producing zone and empty out in the waters of the Gulf of Guayaquil (Barrera 
1997, Vallejo 2006).  

Picture 33: A pesticide laced bag from the banana plantations, caught between the branches of the manglar.  

 
 
Following this incident, a war of words broke out between the country’s most prominent 
bananeros and camaroneros. Shrimp growers maintained their accusations against the banana 
industry and threatened to sue the transnational companies that produced and sold the chemical 
products that were being sprayed over their plantations. Camaroneros also demanded that the 
government enact a ban on agrochemical imports to prevent the further sale and use of the 
chemicals produced by the transnational company Ciba Geigy. Representatives of the chemical 
company counter attacked by questioning the legitimacy of the claims put forth by shrimp 
growers (Colburn 1997). To back their argument, the company financed an international 
scientific congress that brought together marine toxicologists and pathologists from different 
parts of the world to the University of Arizona to discuss the origins of the Taura Syndrome. Those 
who participated in the event signed a conjoined statement concluding that no clear causal 
connection could be established between the fungicides produced and sold by the company and 
the Taura Syndrome. However, the document recommended suspending the use of the fungicides 
Tilt and Calixin until further information concerning the environmental impacts of these 
chemicals was available (Barrera 1997, Colburn 1997).  
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Banana growers in the country urged the government to ignore these recommendations alleging 
that the suspension of aerial fumigation campaigns over the banana fields would endanger the 
crop and possibly lead to a crisis in the banana sector with serious repercussions for the national 
economy. They maintained that a temporary ban on fungicides would put more than 5,600 
banana producers at risk and create unemployment for more than 250,000 rural families 
employed by the sector (Barrera 1997: 252). They further argued that the country could lose 
approximately five million dollars of state revenue generated by the industry, concluding that the 
government needed to defend banana production and promote aerial spraying campaigns to 
combat the further spread of plagues. They continued to deny the link between agrochemicals 
and shrimp diseases, alleging that high mortality rates on shrimp ponds were caused by the 
extreme contamination of the Gulf of Guayaquil with garbage and sewage waste that was dumped 
in the water as a result of uncontrolled urbanization and the construction of large infrastructural 
projects in the area.  

Picture 34: The penaeus vannamei shrimp, farmed for export. 

 
 
Both large-scale banana growers and shrimp farmers tried to pressure the government into 
enacting stronger legislation to protect their industries. In February 1994, following a meeting 
with representatives of the shrimp sector, the Minister of Agriculture vowed to impose 
restrictions on the use of Tilt and Calixin. He additionally announced a potential ban against aerial 
spraying in the vicinity of rivers and streams and the obligation to maintain buffer zones around 
the plantations to prevent chemical drift. A series of economic incentives and government 
subsidies were also promised to those who were willing to switch their banana plantations for 
alternative crops. To underline their support for shrimp growers, government officials extended 
an invitation to a foreign official of the US Environmental Protection Agency to act as a mediator 
in the conflict between bananeros and camaroneros (Barrera 1997: 253-254). Seven months later 
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in September, a special commission was established and made responsible for safeguarding the 
sustainable development of the Gulf of Guayaquil. Its objective was to find solutions to the 
problems that shrimp growers continued to face, and ensure that the agreements reached 
between the government and the private sector were maintained and implemented (ibid).  

As the government’s announcements failed to crystallize into concrete actions, Ecuadorian 
shrimp growers decided to initiate legal actions against the transnationals BASF and Ciba Geigy 
Limited in the United States. Their lawsuit stated that fungicides manufactured by these 
companies and used by Ecuadorian banana growers had leached into the rivers by way of runoff 
from their farms and spread to the Gulf of Guayaquil where their shrimp ponds were located (Ciba 
Geigy Ltd. V. Fish Peddler, INC. 1996). They argued that the use of the fungicides had resulted in 
the increased mortality of shrimp in that region, causing severe economic losses for the sector. 
An additional lawsuit was initiated by a group of shrimp growers based in El Oro against the 
chemical company DuPont for contamination produced by the use of Benlate. In both cases, the 
courts ruled in favor of the transnational companies (E.I. Dupont de Nemours & Co. v. Aquamar S.A. 
2004).  

Picture 35: An empty shrimp farm on an island in the archipelago of Jambelí.  

 
 
In the meantime, faced with a drastic decline in their production of farmed shrimp, camaroneros 
attempted to survive by expanding their business north along the coast into disease free 
territories. This expansion produced a new wave of mangrove deforestations that was met with 
increasing resistance on behalf of local fisher gatherer communities. In a public declaration, the 
National Federation of Ecuadorian Fishing Cooperatives (FENACOPEC) accused shrimp growers 
of leaving nothing but a narrow fringe, pestaña, of trees to camouflage “the merciless destruction 
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of the mangroves and marine fauna including cockles, crabs, mussels and nurseries for fish and 
shrimp that provided an important source of subsistence for artisanal fishers along the entire 
coast” (Barrera 1997: 257). In light of growing social tensions and severe economic losses, a 
number of shrimp growers moved their business to Central American countries such as 
Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras and Costa Rica that offered important tax benefits to foreign 
investors that were willing to develop their fishing industries. Camaroneros left behind a heavily 
degraded and toxic environment that fisher gatherers would attempt to reclaim and remediate 
for their communities while bananeros continued their business as usual.  

Conclusion 

The extension of toxicity on banana plantations and its distribution in El Oro’s fluvial archipelago 
connected two very different geographies and economic sectors. It remained hidden from the 
public eye so long as it only affected impoverished rural communities. However, when the 
corporate interests of powerful camaroneros were hit, the problem became a matter of public 
concern.  

The discovery of agrochemicals originating in the bananeras on shrimp farms produced an elite 
struggle between two of the country’s most influential industries. As they attempted to protect 
their economic interests, both bananeros and camaroneros drew the state into debates on 
toxicity. The Ecuadorian government, however, was hardly capable or willing to undertake 
drastic regulatory measures to stop the indiscriminate use of dangerous chemicals. By the end of 
the 1990s, few of the commitments made by government officials were effectuated and shrimp 
production and exports continued to plunge. Moreover, although leading representatives of the 
banana industry, including the powerful Exportadora Bananera Noboa, vowed to rationalize the 
use of pesticides on their plantations and impose stricter regulations on their producers, in 
practice they continued to dump increasing amounts of agrochemicals over the banana fields. 
Bananeros maintained their polluting practices while camaroneros were left on their own to find 
a solution to the ongoing spread of diseases on their plantations.  

By focusing on the toxic connection between two different geographic regions and economic 
sectors, this brief chapter has attempted to show the importance of expanding conventional 
analysis on the negative effects of capitalist industries beyond the local. The widespread reach of 
toxicity and its negative effect on people and places located far from the sites where it originates 
draws attention to the importance of multi-sited ethnographies for understanding capitalism’s 
different manifestations in rural areas. These toxic travels also have important implications for 
those arguing that we can understand capitalism as one system. As the confrontation between 
bananeros and camaroneros shows, the interests of individual capitalist firms to maximize 
exploitation may go against the interests of other capitalist groups. However, they both continue 
to defend their methods of production and conceal their toxic costs, thus imposing negative 
effects on rural communities and the places where bananeros and camaroneros work. 

Instead of leading to less devastation, in response to the ecological crisis caused by rising levels 
of toxification, camaroneros increased their depletion of the area. Once they could no longer farm 
shrimp, they temporarily abandoned the area while they invested in new technologies that would 
enable them to recover their business. Bananeros, who managed to make their interests prevail, 
continued to fumigate their plantations using increasingly toxic products. In both cases, the 
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interests of individual capitalists and government officials was favored over the suffering of rural 
farmers and small fishers who experienced the ongoing deterioration of their environment and 
health. However, in different ways they managed to persist and carve out spaces of autonomy that 
enabled them to regain control over certain aspects of their lives and territories. To contribute to 
our understanding of the different strategies deployed by people living in toxic and degraded 
environments, the following chapters reconstruct the lives and stories of artisanal fishers living 
downstream from the banana plantations in the manglar islands of Jambelí.  
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PART TWO: AT SEA 
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PART TWO: AT SEA 
 
(previous page) 

Picture 36: A cockle gatherer returns from the manglares in the archipielago of Jambelí. 
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Chapter 6 

Unsettling the Manglar Forests 
Fisher communities and the expansion of shrimp farms in Jambelí  

 
 

Nos vamos, Goyo. Nos vamos. Ha venido el Blanco maldito… Ha venido a arrancarnos de la 
tierra en que nacimos, a corrompernos con su oro esclavizante, a hacernos enemigos cuando 

nuestras razas siempre marcharon paralelas y siempre amándose y amadas… Hoy nuestros 
cuerpos, mutilados, sangran constantemente.6  

Aguilera Malta (1930 [2009]: 151) 
 
 

In El Oro, manglar forests cover approximately 80,000 hectares of mud, sand and marshes, 
spreading across the coastal strip and stretching out to sea and into the islands of the archipelago 
of Jambelí. Manglares have traditionally provided pescadores artesanales in the area with a 
means of subsistence living. They collected black cockles and crabs in the roots of the trees and 
caught a variety of brackish water fish in the estuaries and seas. These activities also became an 
important source of income for the growing population of the coast’s sprawling seafront towns 
and cities. Many specialized in the collection of la concha prieta or negra, the black mangrove 
cockle, which remains one of the most sought after seafoods along the coasts of both Ecuador and 
Peru. The existence of a local market for conchas attracted cockle gatherers to the manglar islands 
of the archipelago where they established small fisher communities and cultivated an 
autonomous way of life rooted in the traditional beliefs, values and practices of the cholo culture. 

Fishing and gathering activities continue to be the main source of food and income for the 
residents of the manglar islands. However, since the late 1960s, these economic and cultural 
activities have been deeply transformed by the expansion of industrial shrimp farming and 
greater state intervention in the manglar ecosystem. As a result of the construction of large 
artificial ponds, so-called camaroneras, promoted by the state and international agencies to 
develop tropical coastal areas, most of the region’s salitrales and more than half of its manglar 
forests were destroyed (Veuthey and Gerber 2012, Rengel 2013, Hamilton 2013, Hamilton & 
Lovette 2015). For small fisher communities, this has meant the loss of important living and 
working grounds and has often entailed their expulsion from the manglar. Those who chose to 
remain were confronted by rising levels of violence in the mangroves and estuaries as a result of 
conflicts over the forest remnants and the ongoing expansion of the shrimp industry (Bailey 1988, 
Barraclough and Finger-Stich 1996, Martínez-Alier 2002, Papuccio 2004, Ocampo-Thomason 
2006, Veuthey and Gerber 2012, Latorre 2013, Lopez-Angarita et al. 2016).  

These conflicts were aggravated by contamination and toxic devastation associated with the later 
stages of shrimp production (Twilley et al. 1998, Paez Osuna 2001, Stonich and Vandergeest 
2001, Crider 2012). Mangrove deforestation and the spread of toxicity deprived fisher 
communities of the crucial resources they obtained from the manglar and also affected their 
capacity to reproduce their former ways of life and remain relatively autonomous. The shrimp 

 
 
6 We are leaving Goyo. We are leaving. The damned White has come… To tear us away from the land where we were 
born, to corrupt us with his enslaving gold, to make us enemies when our races have always walked together, and 
always loved and loving each other… Today our mutilated bodies bleed constantly.  
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industry further marginalized fisher communities by failing to provide job opportunities to make 
up for the loss of their traditional fishing and cockle gathering grounds (Barraclough and Finger-
Stich 1996, Papuccio 2004, Veuthey and Gerber 2012). Meanwhile, shrimp farming continued to 
generate important benefits for external investors, traders and the state caused by the growing 
demand for cheap shrimp in global markets. As Hamilton and Stankwitz (2012: 2) observe, from 
literally nothing in the early 1980s, shrimp farming had grown into a 1.39-billion-dollar industry 
by 2012. Shrimp exports surpassed bananas as the second largest component of the Ecuadorian 
economy after oil in 2018 generating approximately 3 billion dollars for the state (Banco Central 
del Ecuador 2020). 

Combining the personal narratives of small fishers with historical data and ethnographic 
research, this chapter draws attention to the effects of export-oriented shrimp farming in the 
manglares of Jambelí and the impact of the disruptions it caused on the shrimp industry itself. In 
doing so, it describes the onslaught on people and nature that followed the expansion of shrimp 
farming as perceived by the residents of Tres Cruces, a small fisher community located at the 
heart of the archipelago of Jambelí. This chapter also draws attention to the parallels that exist 
between the experience of the residents of Tres Cruces and other rural people who were 
displaced by mass deforestation, rising socioeconomic inequalities, the degradation of the labor 
market and the spread of toxicity. 

The first part of this chapter reconstructs the origins of the archipelago’s fisher communities and 
the lives of the women and men who sailed to the islands in the early twentieth century and built 
small settlements dispersed throughout the manglar. It describes people’s everyday life on the 
islands and their relation to the surrounding environment. The second part analyzes the 
encroachment of shrimp farming on the islands and the social and ecological impacts of large-
scale deforestation and the construction of artificial shrimp ponds in the archipelago. In the final 
sections I analyze the role of state intervention in the manglar in the context of an ecological crisis 
provoked by the unrestrained expansion of the camaroneras and rising levels of toxicity provoked 
by the shrimp industry. Growing capital and state interventions in the manglar had important 
consequences for the everyday strategies deployed by fisher communities who were struggling 
to pursue their own ways of life and retain a certain degree of autonomy on their islands. Before 
embarking on a historical reconstruction of the changes undergone in the aquatic space of the 
manglar, I begin with an introduction to the socionatural worlds of the archipelago’s fisher 
gatherer communities. 

Into the manglar forests of Jambelí  

Taking me for the first time through the mangroves on a motored lancha in 2014, Ignacio, a 
middle-aged crab collector from the island of Tres Cruces, pointed to the different varieties 
of manglar that lined the estuaries, negro, blanco and gateado, and named the different 
birds that rested on their branches, pelicans, frigates, boobies and cormorants. The sound of 
birds chirping in the trees’ branches and cockles crackling between their roots intensified 
the feeling that el continente was far behind. Streaming through the estuaries and canals, 
we passed seemingly endless rows of mangroves. These were sometimes interrupted by a 
series of elevated mud walls. The walls were guarded by packs of dogs that barked furiously 
at our lancha and armed men who sometimes waved and smiled at Ignacio. Beyond these 
walls, he told me, were thousands of hectares of shrimp farms that extended deep into the 
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heart of the archipelago. Ignacio did not know who the owners of the farms were, but 
emphasized that they were not gente de aquí, not from the islands. He explained that the 
farms generally occupied between 2 to 200 hectares of land beyond the narrow strip of 
mangroves that was visible to us. “The manglares are like an eggshell”, he explained, 
“They’re just a fragile barrier. If you cracked them open, shrimp farms would spill out like 
raw yolk!” As we travelled deeper into the archipelago, the mangroves began to appear more 
and more like a Potemkin landscape that had been left in place to conceal the damage that 
shrimp farmers had inflicted on a once lively forest.  

After several turns through the winding estuaries, a colorful strip of houses appeared at a 
distance forming a half circle along a beautiful white sand beach. The houses were mostly 
concrete with corrugated iron roofs except for a few wooden constructions that stood at the 
village center. Large flower bushes were planted in front of most houses and fish net 
hammocks hung between leafy almond, pechiche and tamarind trees. I could distinguish a 
concrete playground and what seemed to be a rural school at the edge of the town facing 
the estuary.  

Ignacio drove his lancha straight onto the beach in front of his house. At the sound of the 
motor, a few faces peered out of the houses and a group of children came running to the 
shore. They eagerly received the produce that Ignacio had brought from the mainland, rice, 
oil, sugar, chicken feed and toilet paper, and ran back to their houses proudly carrying the 
load. At that time of day, most villagers were home, waiting for the receding tide, la quiebra, 
when they could walk into the manglar to gather conchas.  

As I would find out in the following weeks, everyday life on the manglar islands revolves around 
the changing rhythm of the ocean tides and the practice of different fishing and gathering 
activities. Time for the villagers is divided según la marea. The receding tide, la seca or la vaciante, 
exposes the roots of the mangroves, allowing women and men to enter the forests on foot to 
collect cockles, mussels and crabs burrowed deep in the mud. As the waters dry up, la seca also 
exposes numerous sand banks or bajiales in the estuaries where mostly women gather conchitas 
bajeras (small cockles), pata e mula (large cockles) and coco churos (large snails). Fisher gatherers 
return to their villages with la creciente when the tides begin to rise filling the estuaries and 
transforming the winding rivers and streams into waterways for their motored lanchas or small 
canoes.  

Each month is additionally divided into two mareas. Flood tides known as aguajes announce a 
good catch due to the strength of the currents that fill the estuaries with mollusks and fish before 
they retreat back into the ocean. As a result of this tidal action, during aguajes, the mangroves, 
beaches and bajiales remain dry for longer periods giving women and men more time to work 
and increase their earnings. Aguajes last approximately one week before they begin to wane and 
are followed by la quiebra. During la quiebra the estuaries do not empty out completely and 
partially dry up for brief periods usually at dawn or dusk, making it difficult to work in the 
mangroves. “That’s how we manage ourselves,” explained Yessy, a former cockle gatherer and 
mother of three small children sitting under the shade of an almond tree, “we say there are good 
and bad tides. When the tide is good, we make a little more money. When the tide is bad, we make 
a little less. Así nos manejamos la economía”. During times of abundance, fisher gatherers put 
money aside as a resource to help see them through the more difficult tides when cockles, crabs 
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and fish are scarce or in the event of self-imposed closed fishing seasons to enable the 
reproduction of cockles and crabs. 

The socionatural worlds of the manglar 

Prior studies on manglar ecosystems have for the most part focused on the singularity of the 
aquatic space and the livelihood strategies of fisher gatherers living at the forest fringes. 
Important research has been conducted in the Colombian Pacific among the mangrove and 
riverine communities of the Magdalena which inspired Fals Borda’s theorization of what he called 
amphibian cultures. For the Colombian sociologist, amphibian cultures were defined by their 
capacity to combine the efficient exploitation of both land and water resources and use their 
ecological knowledge to subsist and remain in place. These were cultures that had undergone 
complex and creative processes of adaptation and had developed a particular set of beliefs, 
practices and technologies that enabled them to adjust to their ever-changing landscapes (Fals 
Borda 1979: 19A). These ideas contrasted starkly with dominant historical accounts that viewed 
coastal communities and the places where they lived as backward remnants of the past and 
passive spectators of the violence that was transforming rural landscapes and livelihoods. From 
this perspective, los pueblos de los ríos, the peoples of the rivers, were shaped by the intimate 
ecological relations and multispecies assemblages that they cultivated with their surrounding 
geography. According to Fals Borda, these relations were the root of their resistance (el aguante) 
and resourcefulness (el rebusque) and the key to their survival in the face of ongoing capital and 
state expansion. Through a historical and ethnographic reconstruction of the Pacific that drew 
extensively from the oral traditions and experiences of the people of the river, Fals Borda 
presented an active socionatural landscape that had continually resisted colonization and 
retained its autonomy despite the ongoing expansion of capital and state investments in the 
region. Drawing on their knowledge and use of local resources, los pueblos de los ríos “were able 
to confront historical processes of change and the disintegrating effect of capitalism over the 
indigenous-campesino way of life” (1989: 29B). In the face of increasing capitalism, he concluded, 
coastal communities would continue to resist and defend their costeñidad, their particular form 
of territorial co-existence with the coastal landscape.  

Almost forty years later, Arturo Escobar (2015, 2008) went on to research the ontological 
dimension of the struggles that emerged in the Magdalena following the enactment of Ley 70 in 
Colombia which granted territorial rights to black communities in the Pacific. Escobar worked 
closely with Afro-Colombian activists who collectively mobilized in defense of their community’s 
tejido de vida, the relational weave of life. He documented the emergence and practice of ‘a politics 
of difference’ that was rooted in the cultivation of reciprocity and relationality among river 
communities and between these communities and their surrounding environment. For Escobar, 
in their attempt to defend their way of life, Afro Colombian activists and communities had found 
a way to resist the destructive pulse of colonial modernity and global capitalism and had managed 
to design alternatives to Eurocentric forms of development. He found further evidence of this in 
these communities’ commitment to the creation of a ‘region-territory’ as a “key strategy in 
conserving the cultural and biological diversity” of the Magdalena and “maintaining its viability 
as place and region” (Escobar 2008: 309). Rather than accepting the colonization of their 
territories, he concluded that Afro-Colombian communities sought “to reinvent themselves 
through a new relation to the state, themselves, the environment, and global forces” in the face of 
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encroaching capitalism (ibid: 310). Escobar’s work revolves around the importance of showing 
how in the face of adversity, rural communities continue to strive for autonomy and push forward 
their own forms of development.  

Picture 37: Arriving at a fisher village in the archipelago of Jambelí. 

 
 
Research on mangrove communities in Ecuador follows a similar trajectory, though more focused 
on particular instances of political mobilization enacted by small fisher communities. Their plight 
against displacement and dispossession was first published in 1997 as part of a three-volume 
series entitled Ecologismo Ecuatorial that reconstructed the emergence of social movements and 
socio ecological conflicts in the country (Varea 1997). In the third and final volume of the series, 
several articles are dedicated to the struggle of fisher communities against the encroachment of 
the shrimp farming industry and their various resistance strategies in the face of the ongoing 
destruction of the manglar. Following this publication, researchers became interested in 
Ecuador’s mangrove communities and travelled to the region to study the impact of shrimp farm 
developments on rural communities and their environments (see in particular Martínez-Alier 
2002, Ocampo-Thomason 2004, Papuccio 2004). More recently, the government’s extension of 
mangrove concessions to fisher communities generated renewed interest in the region with 
important research focusing on the role of gender and social movement activism (Gerber and 
Veuthey 2012), class and ethnic differentiation within social movement activism (Latorre and 
Farrell 2014) and the inner workings of collective action and common property arrangements 
among fisher communities in the manglar (Beitl 2016, 2014, 2012). These studies provide 
important methodological and theoretical contributions to our understanding of the effects of 
encroaching capitalist relations on fisher communities. They are crucial in understanding the 
social and economic dynamics in mangrove regions. Yet, few studies have delved into the history 
of fisher gatherer settlements in the manglar and people’s everyday living tactics in a rapidly 
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changing aquatic environment. I would like to argue that a historical reconstruction of the past is 
necessary in understanding the present struggles of fisher communities, their gendered aspects 
and people’s different responses to the ongoing expansion of the shrimp industry in the manglar.  

Picture 38: Manglares such as those of El Oro in this picture are among the world’s most productive 
ecosystems. 

 
 
The empirically rich accounts of both Escobar and Fals Borda remain important inspirations that 
underline the resilience and creativity of rural coastal communities and draw a direct connection 
between their resistance and their ecological knowledge of the surrounding environment. 
However, in the face of growing levels of violence and the intensification of conflicts over control 
and access to fertile lands and abundant water, their work may at times appear rather optimistic. 
Ulrich Oslender’s (2016) more recent research in the Colombian Pacific provides an important 
complement to their proposals. Much like his colleagues, Oslender draws attention to the 
importance of geography and place for the distinct imaginaries and knowledges developed by 
rural black communities. His analysis also shows how different people experienced the 
transformation of their socionatural world by the expansion of diverse capitalist manifestations 
and the strategies they used to remain in place. However, rather than asserting that these 
struggles are forging an alternative to capitalism, he asks himself whether they may contribute to 
the emergence of a ‘counter-space’ of resistance. Oslender is in many ways more attentive to the 
challenges faced by rural coastal communities at present writing that, “Given the current 
onslaught against people and nature, it remains to be seen if and how far black communities can 
turn the transformative potential of their environmental imaginaries into a meaningful counter-
space” (2016: 219). Similarly, this chapter draws attention to the effects of capital and state 
expansions in fisher communities and how their way of life is being transformed. In doing so, it 
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seeks to contribute to a better understanding of how capital and state powers operate to displace 
communities from their rural territories and enable the further expansion of their interests. It 
also highlights the gendered nature of these transformations through passages that focus on the 
everyday life of fisher communities.  

Picture 39: The trails of an earth-removing shovel on the walls of a camaronera in the archipelago of Jambelí.  

 

Four death certificates and a land title: the origins of fisher gatherer  
settlements in the archipelago 

Some of the earliest known references of the southern coast’s mangrove and riverine 
communities appear in the book Noticias Secretas desde América (1826) written by the Spanish 
naturalists Juan Jorge and Antonio Ulloa at the request of the Spanish crown. In their reports they 
wrote that, “The Indians are so skilled with their fishing arts that they rarely miss […] if the setting 
is abundant, in three to four hours they pack as much as a canoe-full of fish and return to their 
rafts to gut and salt their catch” (Juan Jorge y Antonio de Ulloa cited in Laviana Cuetos 1987: 352). 
The indigenous people of the island of Puná in the Gulf of Guayaquil, were among the few who 
negotiated the recognition of their customary laws and territories through the figure of 
cacicazgos or reducciones created by the Spanish Crown (Andrade 1924: 10-11). However, under 
colonial rule, they were forced to increase their exploitation of the manglar to extract timber that 
was either exported to Europe or used in the construction of colonial cities along the coasts of 
Ecuador and Peru. Mangrove wood was also employed in the establishment of a prosperous ship 
building industry that became a bulwark for the early development of the city of Guayaquil 
(Laviana Cuetos 1987).  
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Indigenous groups continued to negotiate their right to territory and a certain degree of 
autonomy from the Spanish crown in exchange for their labor. However, many were killed due to 
extreme working conditions and the spread of foreign diseases. At the turn of the nineteenth 
century, the indigenous population of the manglar islands had virtually disappeared, leaving few 
traces of their passage on the islands. Yet legends about a rich Indian tribe that once ruled over 
the archipelago are told to this day by the region’s oldest inhabitants. Many believe that before 
the Indians were forced off the islands, they buried their gold and silver treasures in places known 
as entierros. According to local lore, entierros are only visible to those for whom they are destined 
and the lucky few who find them become rich overnight. Legends are also told about people who 
discovered these entierros and abandoned the islands in search of a more prosperous future on 
the mainland.  

Eusebio Vera, a former teniente politico and employee of the Registro Civil of the southern town 
of Santa Rosa, who dedicated part of his life to collecting documents on the origins of fisher 
gatherer settlements in the archipelago, explains that fisher groups began to populate the islands 
at the turn of the nineteenth century. I visited Eusebio in his seafront house in the summer of 
2017 where he showed me a legal document that certified the division of one of the islands into 
thirty-five parcels. The documents belonged to his ancestors who had arrived in the archipelago 
from the towns of El Morro, Data and Posorja located in the manglares of the Guayas River 
estuary. As a child, he was told that pescadores artesanales from these towns sailed out to sea for 
several days to catch deep water fish, setting up camp on a remote island in the Pacific known as 
El Muerto. According to these stories, during one of their expeditions a group steered off course 
and accidentally landed on one of the islands of the archipelago of Jambelí. The abundance of fish 
that they found in the rivers and estuaries that streamed through the islands and the copious 
amounts of cockles and crabs that they gathered in the roots of the surrounding manglar made 
them stay. Based on the death certificate of Julián de la Cruz who was registered as a resident of 
the archipelago as early as 1819, it is probable that the fisher gatherers who settled on the islands 
began to form small fisher communities dispersed throughout the archipelago.  

Eusebio’s archival documents which included a collection of birth and death certificates, land 
agreements and an informal population census of the islands, trace the origins of his village to 
four founding families. Each had established their ownership over a plot of land (cuerpo) by 
building a house and planting fruit trees and crops. They continued to expand their ownership 
over the island by spreading coconut, watermelon and cantaloupe plantations. The documents 
made reference to the use of plum trees as markers to establish the limits of each property and 
two to three-meter-wide paths (callejones) being cleared between each plot. According to Eusebio 
and others who I interviewed, land ownership was agreed upon informally and legitimated by 
maintenance work and improvements. Planting new crops, spreading the seeds of fruit trees or 
flowers, building shade canopies out of straw and bijao or clearing bush (monte/montaña) were 
some of the labors that secured a person’s property rights over the land. As Eusebio explained, 
each head of a household was entitled to a plot of land that they occupied with their family. 
Typically, a plot began near the shoreline and extended inland towards the mangroves at the back 
of the island. “The more you planted, the more you became the land’s owner. Más sembraba, más 
dueño se hacía. The more you took care of the land, the more your ownership was legitimated,” 
he resumed.  

Throughout most of the nineteenth and twentieth century, the abundance of lands and resources 
was one of the keys to the peaceful coexistence of fisher communities, although they were not 
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exempt from conflict and rivalries. In the years that followed the arrival of those early pioneers, 
more people continued to sail to the islands from the mainland in search of living and working 
opportunities. According to Eusebio, newcomers were welcomed so long as they showed signs of 
hard work, respect and good relations towards island residents. Marriage and the extension of 
kinship ties between the islanders and the newly arrived were also encouraged to strengthen 
community bonds. On the islands, patriarchal norms allowed the exchange of women to 
guarantee good relations between families and ensure a growing workforce for the plantations 
and the work at sea. Sulma spoke of robos, which literally means thefts, as a common practice on 
the islands whereby a man would ‘steal’ a woman from her home without her family’s prior 
consent. Although robos could sometimes be consensual and some women (such as Sulma 
herself) found a certain degree of freedom and independence when they escaped their childhood 
home, they also made women vulnerable to violence and abuse and gave men greater control over 
women. As Sulma painfully described, “The first time my husband beat me I ran back to my 
father’s house. But my father told me I was no longer welcome and insisted that I had to go back 
to my husband and endure (aguantar) his beatings. He said it was the life I had chosen for myself. 
So, I went back. It didn’t only happen to me. In those days it was normal for a man to beat his 
wife”. While patriarchal norms persisted on the islands giving men greater control over the land, 
women maintained a certain degree of independence through their access to the manglar where 
they gathered different seafoods that enabled them to provide food for themselves and their 
families.  

Picture 40: The large wooden house is one of the oldest constructions on the island of Tres Cruces.  

 
 
As families grew larger and more people continued to arrive from the mainland, fisher 
settlements throughout the archipelago began to expand. This led to changes in the way that land 
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use and access was governed. Generally, these island populations shared the perception of 
individual property rights as an extension of a person’s hard work. Land for the islanders was not 
something that could be bought or sold using money as the object of transaction. Money was 
difficult to obtain and the settlers who arrived were in no position to buy land from the villagers. 
Yet, in some places, customary rules began to coexist with private property regimes. This was the 
case in Tres Cruces which was said to belong to a prominent man from the city of Machala before 
it became a fisher gatherer settlement. According to Don Perez, a former resident of Tres Cruces 
who is now well over one hundred years old, the island’s owner hired him and his first wife to 
look after his property. He recalls landing on a long slope of white sand surrounded by mangroves 
and salitrales and a tall hill at the center of the island covered in giant ceibos. He described 
monkeys hanging from the trees, deer jumping through the plains and lions roaring in the 
manglar. Together with his first wife, Don Pérez cleared a vast area near the shore and built a 
small house with totora, caña and thatched bijao palm. They planted a small chacra with maize, 
beans, yuca and pumpkin and spread the seeds of tropical fruit trees: chirimoyas, tamarind, 
oranges, limes, plums and coconuts. The Perez welcomed others who arrived on the island and 
established their own rules to distribute lands. As his eldest son, Camilo explained:  

My father never had a land title but he was respected as the island’s first inhabitant. Anyone 
who arrived had to ask him for permission to stay and it was my father who designated each 
family’s plot of land. But he never wanted to have anything to do with property titles. He 
thought it wasn’t necessary and believed that it would lead to conflict. He always said he’d 
rather die in peace. Most people thought the same. In the beginning we were all like one big 
family. No one suspected that there would be conflicts in the future.  

Until the 1960s, islanders combined their fishing and gathering activities with watermelon 
production. The oldest residents estimate that up to 8,000 watermelons, sometimes the size of a 
large costal, could be collected in a single harvest. At the end of the harvest, they chartered large 
wooden sailboats known as balandras to transport their watermelons to the markets of Guayaquil 
where they were sold. During the three-month watermelon harvest, additional workers were 
hired from the mainland and brought to the islands where they received housing, food, and a 
small income that was paid after the harvest and sale of the fruit. Workers were generally hired 
among young single men who migrated to the coast from the sierra highlands after the end of the 
Peruvian invasion in 1941. Many were attracted by job opportunities created by the region’s 
expanding banana plantations. However, in many cases, harsh working conditions and low 
salaries led them to search for other labor opportunities. The islands appeared as an untapped 
source of wealth to many. Miguel, who arrived on the coast as a young orphan from the province 
of Azuay and suffered labor exploitation in the region’s banana plantations explained:  

On the islands life was different. More quiet and peaceful. After we finished our work in the 
watermelon fields, the islanders taught us how to fish in the estuaries and collect cockles in 
the mangroves. When I sold my first ciento at the market, I could barely believe it. For the 
first time in my life, I felt like a rich man!  

He remained on the islands long after the watermelon harvest was over and like other workers 
who chose to remain, he was given a plot of land to build a house and plant crops. Another route 
to the islands was carved out by independent cockle gatherers who set up temporary camp 
grounds in the manglar. These cockle gatherers typically worked for boat owners who 
transported them to different places in the archipelago. Cockle gatherers would remain in the 
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mangroves collecting the mollusk for the boat owner who resold the cockles on the mainland and 
paid cockle gatherers a fixed sum for each ciento (one hundred cockles). Rubila, a woman in her 
late sixties was living in the impoverished slums of Guayaquil when neighbors told her that she 
might be better off collecting cockles in the manglar. She decided to contact a boat owner and join 
a group of cockle gatherers.  

I never imagined I would end up in such a place […] surrounded by mud and monte. But I got 
used to it pretty quickly and enjoyed the work. You went into the mangroves, collected 
cockles for a few hours and right then someone would count them and give you money. ¡Eso 
era al rato! Right then and there you got your money!  

Instead of returning to the slums, Rubila partnered with another cockle gatherer and they worked 
together to clear lands and build a small house using pieces of wood from the forests. Labor 
migrants such as Rubila also contributed to the expansion of fisher communities throughout the 
archipelago, performing fishing and gathering activities that enabled them to lead a more 
prosperous life than on the mainland.  

Life as cockle gatherers 

Although in the past, agriculture provided fisher gatherers with a temporary source of work and 
income, on the islands la concha negra or prieta, the black mangrove cockle, has remained at the 
center of social and economic life. Historically fisher communities in the archipelago built their 
social and economic institutions around the consumption and trade of the mollusk. Fisher 
communities attributed a series of nutritional and health benefits to the concha. Not only did they 
believe that the concha was an important source of iron, calcium and protein, but also a potent 
aphrodisiac. The concha was pried open and its blood and meat were used to prepare ceviche and 
rice dishes that were believed to restore the body and give strength to those who consumed it. To 
this day, island residents say that they could not live without la concha and attribute their 
longevity and fertility to its consumption.  

The importance of la concha prieta is also reflected in the way that social processes in the 
archipelago have been historically organized around the need to secure people’s access and use 
of the manglar. These processes gave rise to the emergence of local political organizations and 
common property institutions within fisher communities. From the perspective of small fishers, 
their capacity to survive on the islands was made possible by their coexistence with the manglar. 
The material and symbolic interdependence between fisher gatherers and the surrounding 
manglar significantly shaped society-nature relations in this region and gave rise to particular 
beliefs, practices and technologies that enabled their mutual survival. The maintenance of these 
relations produced a co-evolved system of living where fisher societies and the manglar deeply 
influenced each other. As a result of this, the archipelago may be conceived as a particular 
socionatural landscape or multispecies assemblage (Tsing 2015). The relations of reciprocity set 
in place by fisher communities did not exclude small scale extractive activities, however, these 
were consciously performed within the limits imposed by each person and their family’s needs.  

By virtue of their experiences, memories and shared socionatural histories, artisanal fisher 
gatherer communities developed strong feelings of attachment and belonging to the islands as 
well as a deep sense of identification with the mangroves. Such relations have been romanticized 
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in literature, in particular in the work of the Ecuadorian intellectual Demetrio Aguilera Malta, who 
described the intimate relations between the cholos and the mangroves as the defining 
characteristic of fisher communities. As his character Don Lestón explains in the book Don Goyo, 
“el mangle lo llevamos dentro,” cholos carry the mangroves within. Though it is rare to hear fisher 
gatherers speak in this manner today, the idea of the manglar as an extension of their 
communities remains a strong belief. For example, on Tres Cruces, women and men explained 
their relation to the manglar using the language of kinship. Emérito, an elderly cockle gatherer, 
said the mangroves were like his brothers who gave him whatever he needed and asked for. 
Similarly, Ignacio, a crab collector said that he confided in the mangroves as most people confide 
in their family. “They have never failed me. When I’m in a situation where I need extra money, 
they’ve always granted me a good catch”. Isadora, a fisher woman, traced the origin of all life, 
human and nonhuman, to the mangroves. For Isadora, the villagers and the mangroves belonged 
to the same family tree.  

First came the mangroves, then came los pioneros, like Don Sanchez who founded the island 
and then we came along. Our family roots can be traced back to the manglar. El manglar es 
vida. The mangroves are life.  

Within this context, the enclosure and privatization of the manglar, first by shrimp growers and 
then by government intervention, dramatically changed the relations that pescadores artesanales 
developed within their communities and towards the surrounding manglar. To gain a better 
understanding of these changes, the following section begins with a fisherwoman’s first-hand 
experience of the early expansion of camaroneras in the manglar and their transformation of 
fisher communities throughout the archipelago. 

Sulma’s story  

Sulma chose to remain on the island of Tres Cruces despite mounting conflicts over diminishing 
manglar areas and dangerous levels of toxicity. Now in her early seventies, she continues to live 
in the same house that she built with her husband over years of hard work. It is the same house 
where she brought up her children by gathering and selling conchas that she picked among the 
roots of the manglar. She dedicates much of her time caring for the plants and flowers that she 
spread throughout the island and enjoys sitting under the shade of the leafy almond tree that she 
planted in front of her porch when she was young. Over the course of my visits to the island, I 
often found Sulma there and spent many hours interviewing her in the cool breeze of the 
afternoon. At the time, she was one of the oldest residents of Tres Cruces.  

In the old days, life on the island was very difficult. There was no water, no electricity, no 
tiendas to buy food or machines to help you cook. Everything took time and hard work. I was 
a child when I started gathering conchas in the manglar with my father. I remember they 
used to be much easier to find. In a couple of hours, we would fill an entire costal with 
hundreds of them. When we returned to the island, we would leave our overflowing jicras in 
the house and played in the salitrales before the tides rose. With the creciente my father 
packed the entire family onto his wooden canoe and took us fishing. We’d bring back 
canoadas full of fish from the sea.  
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Picture 41: Sulma mourns her deceased husband in the town’s cemetery. The cemetery was the site of fierce 
struggles between the residents of Tres Cruces and incoming camaroneros who wanted to build a 
shrimp farm in the area. 

 
 

When I turned 19, I was stolen from my parent’s house by a man who later became my 
husband. I gave birth to nine of his children in this house and I brought all of them up in the 
manglar. The manglar has always been our main source of food and work. That’s why I was 
so angry when I heard that a rich man wanted to build a shrimp farm on our island. I was 
one of the people who joined a group to defend the manglar. Our food, our work and our 
lives depended on the forests. If they cut them down, how could we survive and feed our 
children? The fear of losing our only source of subsistence made us all come together as one 
to defend the manglar.  

We decided to organize surveillance rounds on the island and to report anyone who was 
cutting the trees. The first person we confronted was a villager called Baldomero. One day 
he showed up on the island with a group of engineers who wanted to take land 
measurements. From right here outside my house I saw a big crowd gathered around him 
and the other men. When I got closer, Don Esteban, a very old man, was pressing his machete 
tightly against Baldomero’s throat. His whole body was shaking so I ran by his side and 
started screaming. I remember yelling, “We’ll cut you to pieces and feed you to the sharks 
Baldomero! No one will ever find you or know what became of you!”  

We managed to scare them off the island. No one ever saw Baldomero again. But after him 
came many others who offered us good money to buy our lands to build shrimp farms. After 
all those years of hardship and suffering, it never once crossed our minds that the mangroves 
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and salitrales would one day be worth so much. Who would have thought that they’d make 
a few people rich while we’d go on being just as poor?!  

Memories of suffering and independence  

Sulma’s memories may be infused with nostalgia for the quiet days of abundance in the past, yet 
they are also evidence of the difficult conditions that have consistently characterized the lives of 
fisher communities. This ambiguity between suffering and nostalgia may be explained drawing 
on Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui’s (1984) notions of long and short memories, la memoria larga and la 
memoria corta as two horizons that shape collective memories. In the case of the manglar, la 
memoria larga connects with the struggles of early pioneers who learned to live on the margins 
of state and capital developments through their knowledge and use of the mangrove commons. 
Such memories are triggered by the reduction of the mangrove territory, diminishing resources 
and the disappearance of conchales and cangrejales throughout the archipelago. La memoria 
corta connects with more recent forms of social organization and territorial struggles to defend 
the manglar from encroaching shrimp farmers. Contested memories of the past influence people’s 
present actions with important consequences for fisher communities, the manglar and ongoing 
processes of capitalist expansion.  

The majority of island residents agree that before the expansion of shrimp farming in the 
archipelago, the mangroves and fisheries enabled people to live an autonomous and relatively 
abundant life. Yet, despite the abundance, island life was neither easy nor idyllic and was often 
described to me as ‘sufrida’ (a life of suffering). Fernando, a 73-year-old cockle gatherer 
explained:  

The island had a different shape. It was the same land but maybe it was the way of living 
that gave it a different form. These days I find life a little easier. Before it was suffering. We 
rowed without motors, puro canalete, in the estuaries. If we were lucky, we could reach the 
port in four hours. The journey back, paddling against the current was worse. In that time, 
we also suffered from the lack of water. It took us an entire day to collect water from the 
river mouth and return to the island, ida por vuelta. We had to expose ourselves to that 
suffering to stay on the islands.  

To overcome some of the difficulties that they experienced, islanders developed particular 
technologies and gathered important knowledge on the surrounding environment. The 
knowledge they gathered on the manglar and the different species that lived in their midst 
enabled them to resist difficult social and economic conditions on the islands and find a certain 
degree of prosperity. Amable, who was born in the archipelago more than eighty years ago recalls:  

In those days we would climb on top of the roots and see the cockles shimmering in the mud. 
We’d grab our jicras and throw ourselves in the roots of the trees. We only collected the 
cockles that were visible to us … none of that ploughing or sinking deep into the mud to 
extract one or two cockles. My father would say, ‘Once we collect 1,000 cockles, we’ll go 
home’, and that’s how it used to be. It was all abundant. The fish used to gather in the 
estuaries. There was liza, pargo, robalo, corvina. You just needed to neatly open out your 
atarraya over the water to trap hundreds of fish. There were dolphins too. That little animal 
came from far away slapping the water with its tail, choplón-choplón. With the sound the 
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fish would flee to the shore and that’s where we would be waiting with our atarrayas. We’d 
catch 300 to 400 lizas in a single throw.  

Fishing and gathering activities were generally performed collectively by all members of the 
family. However, women generally ended up spending more time around the house and 
dedicating more hours to household labors. As Sulma recalled:  

Women have worked their whole lives. People say that most work is men’s work, but women 
also take care of those tasks. We have always gathered our food in the manglar and prepared 
it ourselves. That’s why our children have never known hunger. 

On the islands, women were the main producers of food. They cultivated food gardens, raised 
animals and also gathered conchas. According to women’s testimonies, they were also in charge 
of managing the limited supply of fresh water that was available to prepare food, clean and wash. 
Women were also responsible for preparing the fish for the market. Although some men joined 
in this labor, it was generally considered women’s work. As Sulma recalled,  

The canoes returned full of fish because in those days there was abundance. Before there 
was no ice and we had to prepare the fish for the market. We would cut them open, take out 
the tripe and then smoke or salt each fish. They left us alone with the fish and we’d have to 
work day and night so the fish wouldn’t go bad. We suffered a lot, we didn’t even have water 
or electricity to help us complete our work.  

Women’s testimonies reveal the island’s patriarchal structure, rooted in the maintenance and 
reproduction of gendered inequalities that imposed additional burdens on women. While men 
expressed similar feelings of hardship, many also emphasized that despite the difficulties, they 
experienced a sense of greater freedom on the islands. As Camilo explained, “No one ordered us 
around, we weren’t mandados de nadie. Every person was free to work as they chose because the 
mangroves were for everyone. How can I explain? The mangroves were like our brothers. They 
gave us whatever we needed and everything we asked for”.  

Drawing their strength from their access to the mangrove commons, fisher gatherers developed 
their own rules to manage forest resources. According to the villagers, it was informally decided 
that no one could hold property rights over the manglar and that everyone was entitled to work 
in the forests according to their capacities and needs. Although they did not officially have 
communal institutions, island residents lived close together, everyone knew each other and 
maintained a close relation with the surrounding manglar. Each individual was recognized as the 
full owner of their productive capacity and of whatever they produced through their own efforts, 
be it a plot of cultivated land, a mound of fish or a jicra full of conchas.  

With the expansion of shrimp farms, the mangroves and salitrales were gradually transformed 
into valuable assets. So were the lands where island residents built their homes and planted their 
crops. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, land speculators and aspiring investors arrived at the 
archipelago’s small fisher communities and tried to convince fisher gatherers to sell them their 
lands. They were remembered as señores who showed great poise and self-assuredness and 
offered residents what appeared to them as large sums of money in exchange of a small plot of 
land. The islanders only later found out, that the acquisition of their lands was a strategy that 
camaroneros used to gain access to the manglares beyond their property. As Miguel, a veteran 
cockle gatherer remarked, “They made up stories and straight up lies […] they offered people 
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money for their land and promised that they could continue to work. But once the lands were 
sold, they destroyed everything. They weren’t interested in the land at all. What they were really 
after were the mangroves.” On some occasions, shrimp farmers directly invaded and displaced 
people from their lands. As Tarcila recalled,  

Where I lived with my father, we planted watermelon, cantaloupe and cherries. There were 
so many things to eat. Good fish, cockles, oysters, burras. There was even a salt mine. The 
camaroneros took the land from us and said they were the legal owners of everything. They 
gave us a bunch of papers and told us to sign. My father thought it was best to do what they 
asked. They ended up giving him a few sucres in exchange for our home. After that we were 
forced to leave and search for new ways to make a living on another island.  

The displacement of fisher gatherers from their lands and the enclosure and privatization of the 
manglar commons increased pressure on fisher communities. Unemployment rates were high 
and basic foodstuffs were no longer available to them. Fisher gatherers’ memories of the hardship 
they endured to remain on the islands inspired early forms of organization. Fisher gatherers 
describe attending communal meetings on the islands where the villagers shared their concerns 
over the changes undergone since the spread of camaroneras. It was during this period that fisher 
communities began to unite around the phrase: el manglar es vida. The destruction of their main 
source of subsistence and the loss of land and autonomy gave fisher communities strong reasons 
to resist. As Tarcila explained, “These señores camaroneros wanted to become the owners of 
everything. First, they took the salitrales, then the mangroves and, as if that wasn’t enough, they 
also wanted to close off the estuaries!” Yet the struggles of the islands’ pescadores artesanales 
were persistently undermined by the ability of private investors to corrupt government officials 
to obtain land concessions and permits that entitled them to introduce workers and machines 
into the manglar. 

Rosa, a veteran cockle gatherer kept records of the villagers’ attempts to denounce illegal 
mangrove deforestation. In March 1989, a request was sent to the Forestry Department (INEFAN) 
to investigate the actions of ‘un mal ciudadano’, a bad citizen, who told the villagers that he was 
legally entitled to appropriate and rent out cockle and crab gathering grounds in the archipelago. 
The following year, the villagers’ signed a petition against the destruction of a sand bank declaring 
that the area had been an important source of food and work for the villagers’ ‘desde tiempos 
ancestrales’. A letter signed by the Executive Secretary of the Comisión Diocesana de Derechos 
Humanos was then sent to the Governor of the Province requesting a sanction against a public 
servant who refused to comply with the Forestry Department’s mangrove logging ban. The public 
servant was also accused of supporting the persecution of several residents who had received 
death threats from a camaronero and for the arbitrary detention of two citizens accompanied by 
the captain of the marine and members of the police force. As authorities continued to turn a blind 
eye to their claims, confrontations between fisher gatherers, camaroneros and their workers 
became increasingly violent. At the age of 14, Roberto, a cockle gatherer, nearly lost one of his 
eyes when a group of workers attacked the village with machetes and spears carved out from the 
roots of the mangrove trees. In response, the villagers burned down an earth-removing shovel 
and threw another into the sea. In the face of the shrimp industry’s ongoing destruction of the 
manglar, fisher communities deployed different strategies to continue to remain in place. 
However, they were not able to stop the encroachment of shrimp farms in the surrounding 
manglar.  
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Picture 42: Camilo prepares his nets to fish in the manglar.  

 

Large scale production, mangrove deforestation and state intervention 

Within regional historical accounts, the origins of large-scale shrimp production are commonly 
traced to the 1960s when white/mestizo farmers from the southern town of Santa Rosa began to 
experiment with aquaculture in the region’s salitrales. According to the testimonies of older 
residents from the area, these farmers had become interested in aquaculture after observing 
fisher gatherers collect shrimp in the salitrales following the spring tide. Every year the tide 
would carve out small ponds of water in the marshes that functioned as natural traps for small 
shrimp. This led farmers to experiment with the ecosystem’s potential for aquaculture. Using men 
and machinery from their farms, these market-oriented shrimp farmers carved out large 
rectangular basins in the salitrales. With the rising tide, their basins filled with brackish water 
from the estuaries and shrimp larvae that could be harvested a few months later.  

The success of these early forms of aquaculture triggered the region’s first shrimp rush. Capitalist 
farmers, and foreign and national investors rushed to occupy the remaining salitrales along the 
southern coastal strip and progressively shifted their interest towards the mangrove islands of 
the archipelago of Jambelí (Bravo 2013, Hamilton and Lovette 2015). By the end of the 1960s, in 
El Oro approximately 600 hectares of manglar had been cut down to make space for shrimp farms 
(Marquez 1986). Capitalist farmers and investors continued to expand their influence over vast 
areas encountering few obstacles in their ongoing destruction of the manglar.  



 

120 

The resulting shrimp boom was also connected to the actions undertaken by the military 
government that seized power in 1972. The Junta Militar tried to take advantage of the growing 
demand for shrimp in global markets and created a series of subsidies and tax benefits to help the 
industry. Alleging the defense of state sovereignty, the military additionally declared the creation 
of an extensive reserve area, the Reserva Militar de El Oro, along the southern border and used 
the labor of military conscripts to construct a series of shrimp ponds in the area. The military 
government not only established economic incentives for the industry but became directly 
involved in its expansion as a private investor.  

Government support for shrimp farming also responded to the recommendations of the 
Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA) to implement an aggressive state-led 
development initiative based on import substitution industrialization (ISI). Although this 
economic strategy did not succeed in its purpose of raising overall national production to reduce 
foreign imports, it did manage to significantly boost the shrimp industry. During the period of 
ISI’s implementation, the production of farm raised shrimp grew at a faster rate than any other 
business in the country. Between 1971 and 1981, shrimp exports went from contributing 
approximately 4.5 million dollars to the country’s national revenue to over 92 million dollars 
(Acosta 2001: 137). Meanwhile internationally, shrimp farming was being praised as the star of 
a Blue Revolution. Shrimp monoculture, experts maintained, would produce a great leap forward 
in aquaculture productivity and achieve a surge in seafood yields that could rival with the Green 
Revolution (Stonich and Bailey 2000, Stonich and Vandergeest 2001). As Papuccio (2004: 51) 
observes, in Ecuador, the development of the shrimp industry also responded to a state strategy 
to obtain foreign currency from international agencies through the promotion of export-oriented 
shrimp production. 

The Junta continued to support shrimp farming through the enactment of a series of reforms that 
promoted greater access and use of the country’s zonas de playa y bahía (coastal marine areas). 
In 1975 it passed legislation to create the country’s first system of mangrove concessions that 
were granted for breeding aquatic species. These highly-subsidized concessions consisted of ten-
year government leases of public lands for less than ten US dollars per hectare for each year of 
production, facilitating the further expansion of the shrimp industry in mangrove territories at 
the expense of fisher gatherers and communities who lacked money and political influences to 
gain access to government grants (Latorre 2014: 549). Thus, according to Latorre (2014), in 
practice, the government’s concession-granting system functioned as a form of state-led 
privatization of the mangroves. Similarly, Beitl (2012) argues that shrimp growers and the state 
jointly initiated a ‘tragedy of enclosures’ in the manglar depriving fisher communities of crucial 
resources for their subsistence.  

In 1978, only a few years after the legislation was passed, international pressure against the 
destruction created by the expansion of the shrimp industry forced the government to take action 
and impose a ban on mangrove deforestation (Executive Order 2393). The following year, the 
first mangrove reserve was created in the Gulf of Guayaquil, closing off approximately 360,000 
hectares of mangrove forests for conservation. Finally, in 1981 mangrove forests and 
surrounding wetland areas were included as state patrimony in the country’s Forestry Law. 
However, this did not stop the destruction of the manglar.  

Various authors observe that the jurisdictional muddle created by different state institutions in 
charge of managing the mangroves and the scarce resources allocated for the task facilitated the 
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corruption of government officials and the violation of the law during this period (Martínez-Alier 
2001, Veuthey and Gerber 2012, Latorre 2013, Rengel 2013, Beitl 2016). Moreover, as Beitl 
(2016: 322) writes, the existence of different categorizations for mangroves within government 
institutions either as bosque protector, patrimonio forestal del estado or patrimonio de áreas 
protegidas del estado, enabled different interpretations of government policies and created 
loopholes that could easily be exploited by state officials and private investors. Gerber and 
Veuthey (2012) were able to trace important investments in shrimp pond construction to military 
and government officials who used their power to bypass state laws. Foreign investment and 
World Bank support for shrimp exports to service a rising foreign debt were also implicated in 
the ongoing expansion of the industry (Hamilton and Stankewitz 2012). Until the 1990s, 
international agencies, in particular the World Bank, continued to subsidize the expansion of 
shrimp farming in Ecuador and support government reforms to push forward the country’s 
industrialization. As a result of this, between 1978 and 1985, Ecuador’s shrimp exports nearly 
quadrupled, becoming the country’s third most important export product (Acosta 2001, Hamilton 
and Lovette 2015). 

In 1987, Ecuador emerged as the world’s number one exporter of farmed-raised shrimp. Under 
the influence of the shrimp sector, the Ecuadorian coast was transformed by the construction of 
large artificial ponds where shrimp was cultivated for export. Using extralegal and often violent 
means, camaroneros occupied and enclosed extensive manglar areas along the southern 
shoreline and the archipelago gaining virtually free access to unlimited amounts of water and 
feed for their ponds. As Marquez (1986:9) writes, at the time, only 10 percent of shrimp farms 
operated legally, 20 percent were undergoing paperwork and 70 percent operated illegally. 
Camaroneros typically hired work crews on the mainland to clear the areas where they planned 
to construct their future shrimp ponds. These workers set up temporary camps in the forests and 
used a broadaxe and fire to clear the manglar. Once they had completed their task, earth-
removing machines were introduced to carve out large basins in the mud and build an intricate 
system of banks and dykes to control the flow of water in and out of the pond. The excess mud 
was then piled up around the cleared area creating an enclosed rectangular shape. According to 
estimates published by Bravo (2013), between 1964 and 1984, a period when mangrove 
deforestation was illegal, over 20,000 hectares of manglar in the archipelago, that is nearly half 
of the forests, were uprooted, torched and bulldozed to make space for shrimp farms. This lack of 
control led to the indiscriminate growth of the shrimp industry and the ongoing expansion of the 
shrimp frontier. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the construction of shrimp ponds in the 
archipelago became the single biggest cause for the destruction of the remaining manglar forests 
(Martínez-Alier 2002).  

Shrimp production continued to expand in the archipelago and increasingly encroached upon 
fisher villages. As their business grew, camaroneros invested in new technologies for their ponds 
and began the construction of additional packaging plants and shrimp feed mills on the mainland 
together with a series of related industries to produce the additional inputs that were needed on 
their farms (FAO 2014). Despite the progress made by the shrimp industry, it generated few jobs 
for fisher communities. Jobs on shrimp farms and packaging plants were for the most part 
seasonal and offered less than minimum wages with no insurance or protection for workers. The 
lack of government regulation led to the emergence of informal processing plants where 
underaged girls were exploited for their perceived ability to work faster for a fraction of a regular 
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salary (Marquez 1986: 22). Even when the industry began to generate large profits, it continued 
to operate outside the law in violation of human rights and environmental regulations.  

The boom years ended abruptly in the 1990s when the shrimp sector was affected by the 
appearance of a number of diseases. In 1994 the Taura Syndrome was reported for the first time 
on shrimp farms, followed by the outbreak of the White Spot Syndrome (WSSV) in 1999. The 
spread of plagues among the population of farmed shrimp was reflected in high mortality rates 
and decreasing productivity which caused the retraction of the industry. Production levels 
continued to drop and were cut back by nearly half from 120,000 tons in 1999 to less than 60,000 
tons in 2000 (FAO 2017). As a result of this, hundreds of shrimp ponds were abandoned and many 
small and medium-size shrimp growers declared bankruptcy. The crisis led to the shutdown of 
packaging plants and shrimp meal factories which affected the scarce employment opportunities 
produced by the shrimp sector (Márquez 1986, Olsen and Arriaga 1989). To escape the crisis, 
some camaroneros attempted to travel north in search of disease-free areas to build new ponds. 
However, throughout the coast, the ongoing spread of disease and growing protests against the 
shrimp industry temporarily put an end to the expansion of the shrimp frontier (Barrera 1997).  

The destructive logic of the camaroneros  

In environmental terms, the advancement of the shrimp frontier entailed mass deforestations and 
the displacement and disappearance of numerous plant and animal species. Mangrove loss was 
additionally connected to the disruption of complex hydrological cycles that were crucial to the 
ecological balance of the manglar ecosystem. Due to the tree’s protective and regulatory 
functions, the loss of mangrove coverage was associated with the diminishing quality of the soil 
and water, the erosion of the coastline and the salinization of agrarian lands. Mangrove 
deforestation generated a chain reaction that affected a wide range of terrestrial and marine 
ecosystems that were codependent on the manglar. Performing research in the Gulf of Guayaquil, 
Twilley et al. (1998) also drew attention to the relation between the disappearance of mangrove 
nursery habitats and the diminishing availability of shrimp larvae that could be captured to stock 
shrimp ponds, creating problems for the shrimp sector itself. Stonich and Vandergeest (2001) 
further contend that the containment of a large population of shrimp in a relatively small area 
resulted in the intensification of ecological problems in the manglar and was a central factor in 
the spread of diseases and plagues on plantations. Shrimp growers partially addressed these 
issues with the development of a laboratory bred disease-resistant variety of shrimp; however, 
the problems they created for the wider manglar ecosystem continued to affect fisher 
communities throughout the archipelago and the coastal region.  

While shrimp farming began as a rudimentary enterprise in the late 1960s, the camaroneras 
developed into fully industrial enterprises. Shrimp farming’s rapid spread can partly be traced to 
the fact that it required few management inputs and a limited control over the entire production 
process (Hopkins et al. 1995, Twilley 1996, Moreira 2016). At its simplest, the industry’s 
extensive shrimp farming methods took advantage of naturally occurring processes. Ponds were 
filled and drained by the action of the tides that supplied water, shrimp larvae and feed into the 
system, and few additional inputs were required. On the plantations, a limited number of workers 
were needed to observe the shrimp’s growth. Men were hired to live on the farm and feed the 
captured shrimp two times each day using kayaks to move through the ponds. When the shrimp 
grew to their adult size, an additional work crew was hired on the mainland to harvest and 
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transport the shrimp in large ice buckets to packaging plants located on the mainland. Packaging 
plants employed a largely female workforce owing to women’s perceived ability to peel and 
devein the shrimp. For the most part their work was seasonal and they were paid per day of work. 
Early production methods resulted in low yields, however, they also enabled camaroneros to 
obtain high returns on their investments due to extremely low production costs. To increase their 
productivity, shrimp growers switched to semi-intensive production methods in the late 1980s 
and began to develop shrimp seed through cross-breeding in laboratories (Twilley 1996). Water 
pumps were incorporated into the system for greater control of production and inexpensive 
shrimp feed was used alongside foraged products. Chemical fertilizers were also introduced to 
expand the forage base and improve the quality of the soil allowing shrimp growers to increase 
the density of their ponds.  

Picture 43: After each harvest the camaroneras are emptied to dry out and the soil is treated with different 
chemical fertilizers and pesticides.  

 
 
Due to greater shrimp density and the use of chemical feed and fertilizer inputs, the amount of 
organic matter, nutrients and solid waste present in the pond water of semi-intensive systems 
increased significantly. As we have already seen, the discharge of pond effluents into the 
estuaries, a central part of the process of water exchange that is necessary for the shrimp’s 
survival, produced high levels of contamination. It also contributed to severe eutrophication in 
the estuarine waters of the manglar, which occurs when the water becomes overly charged with 
minerals and nutrients. This in turn caused an overgrowth of algae which led to the depletion of 
oxygen levels affecting hundreds of species and increasing levels of toxicity (Hopkins et al. 1995). 
The continuous transferal of water from the estuaries to the ponds also interfered with the 
capacity of these species to reproduce and regenerate themselves, causing high mortality rates 
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among plants and animals. As Twilley’s (1996) research demonstrates, in the case of the Gulf of 
Guayaquil, the combined pumping rate of shrimp farms exceeded river discharges into the 
estuaries meaning that mangrove and estuarine ecosystems were deprived of the crucial 
nutrients that were needed to sustain important ecological processes, affecting the health and 
wellbeing of the wider environment. 

Picture 44: Women working at shrimp packaging plant located on the mainland. 

 
 

In the 1990s, the use of antibiotics in shrimp ponds to control the spread of diseases became the 
subject of intense debate due the lack of information concerning the impact of these products on 
the wider environment. Produced as a monoculture, the population of farmed shrimp was 
vulnerable to the spread of viruses and diseases that began to take their toll on the shrimp 
business. In response, camaroneros began to experiment with different chemo therapeutants, 
antibiotics, chemical products and disinfectants to prevent the further spread of deadly 
pathogens. Bell (1992) was one of the first to draw attention to the dangers of this practice. 
Presenting her work at the International Symposium on Aquaculture hosted by the University of 
Florida in 1992, she maintained that the pharmaceutical industry had not kept pace with the 
shrimp industry’s use of certain chemical products. In her view, the lack of knowledge concerning 
the indiscriminate use of antibiotics could potentially prove hazardous for the health of the 
people who consumed farmed shrimp. She argued that there are few safe, effective and approved 
products to treat diseases and that shrimp growers should refrain from using chemicals on their 
farms. Her research was contested and refuted by shrimp growers and pharmaceutical 
companies, but also supported by later evidence that traced the negative effect of antibiotic use 
on food safety and human health (Gräslund et al. 2003, Holmström et al. 2003). Despite these 
potential dangers, faced with the spread of increasingly aggressive viruses in their ponds, 
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camaroneros continued to test different chemicals contributing to rising levels of toxicity in the 
manglar ecosystem.  

Picture 45: A wall painting in the contaminated outskirts of Hualtaco reads, “No to mangrove felling”.  

 

Conclusion  

In less than fifty years, the lives and territories of artisanal fisher gatherers in the archipelago 
were radically transformed as Ecuador emerged as un país camaronero. The construction of 
shrimp farms in the manglares of the coast confronted fisher communities with the expansion of 
capitalist interests at sea with the underhanded support of the state. The adverse social and 
environmental impacts of the loss of more than 20,000 hectares of mangrove forests, the virtual 
disappearance of the salitrales and the enclosure of vast areas in the archipelago deprived 
pescadores artesanales of crucial resources. It also transformed the way that they related to each 
other and the surrounding manglares.  

The memories of island residents demonstrate a strong interrelation between the social and 
environmental damages caused by the arrival of camaroneros to the islands. While artisanal 
fishers did not live idyllic lives on the islands and describe the hard toils they endured as they 
learned to adapt to their surroundings, they were bolstered by a strong sense of autonomy deeply 
connected to their capacity to access abundant mangrove resources. When their way of life on the 
islands was threatened by the expansion of shrimp farming, artisanal fisher gatherers were 
equally vulnerable, but they did not have a unitary response, despite their shared collective 
memories. Some migrated to el continente and sold their lands, a process that initiated the erosion 
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of customary rules, in particular those preventing the commodification of land. Others adapted 
their fishing practices to capture shrimp ‘seed’ for the sprawling plantations and began to 
collaborate with camaroneros as a means to increase their income giving rise to intra communal 
conflicts and the fragmentation of island societies. Finally, some people began to organize 
grassroots resistance against the further encroachment of shrimp farmers on their lands by 
forming associations and consciously re-creating communal bonds.  

Over the course of various decades, the encounters among capitalist investors, government 
representatives, fisher gatherer communities, and the global networks that each of these actors 
mobilized were variously shaped by the changing social and political discourses surrounding 
control and access to mangrove resources. They were also shaped by rising levels of toxicity and 
the existence of cross-contamination between the banana and shrimp sectors which led to new 
forms of state intervention in the area. The different strategies that artisanal fishers and 
mangrove gatherers deployed to defend their permanence in the archipelago, their gendered 
dimensions and their impact on everyday life on the islands will be explored in the following 
chapter. 
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Chapter 7 

Facing Capitalism at the Mangrove Fringes  
Present day fisher communities and their struggles for autonomy  

 
 

La plata es’ gracia a los hombres…7 
El cholo que odió la plata (Aguilera Malta: 1934) 

 
 

Picture 46: Journalists and concheros on the cover of El Oro’s regional newpaper, El Correo.  

 
 
On 15 March 1999, a picture appeared on the front page of El Oro’s regional newspaper El Correo. 
It showed a group of women and men struggling to walk over piles of chopped down mangroves 
spread across a swampy marsh. The splintered branches and severed roots of the trees colored 
the water in the deep red shade of the tannin contained in their bark. The large red puddles that 
formed beneath their feet gave the impression that the group had stumbled onto a crime scene. 
Beside the image, in bold typeface the headline reported: “LOGGING EXPOSED IN JAMBELÍ”. 
Speaking on behalf of his community, a small broad-shouldered, brown-skinned man warned that 
his people would no longer tolerate the destruction of their fishing and cockle gathering grounds. 
“We will take justice into our own hands if government authorities fail to put an end to the 
destruction” he is quoted saying. In the following pages, the newspaper article reconstructs the 
story of a group of cockle gatherers and their struggle against ongoing mangrove deforestation 
on their island. Despite the creation of new laws to protect mangrove territories and to prohibit 
the further construction of shrimp ponds in these forests, profit seeking investors had continued 
to expand their business interests at the expense of local fisher communities and the manglar 
forests (El Correo, 1999, Veuthey and Gerber 2012, Latorre and Ferrell 2014, Beitl 2016).  

 
 
7 Roughly translates as “Money disgraces men”.  
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Since the 1980s, fisher communities throughout the coastal region had been protesting against 
the trail of social and environmental destruction produced by the spread of shrimp farming on 
their lands and territories (Martínez-Alier 2002, Papuccio 2004, Ocampo-Thomason 2006, 
Veuthey and Gerber 2012, Latorre 2014). In El Oro, artisanal fisher gatherers were among the 
first to form cooperativas and informal associations (locally known as pre-asociaciones) to fight 
for government recognition of their right to work in the mangroves (Beitl 2016: 321). Similar 
processes took root in other coastal provinces where mangrove communities organized 
politically to defend their livelihoods and territories (Varea 1997, Martínez Alier 2002, Latorre 
2014). Their actions gave rise to the formation of the Corporación Coordinadora Nacional para la 
Defensa del Ecosistema Manglar (Coordinating Body for the Defense of the Mangrove Ecosystem: 
C-CONDEM) in 1998, which established a unified front against the shrimp farming industry. Their 
aims were twofold: on the one hand they aspired to gain legal status for the mangroves as a 
common-pool resource for fisher gatherer groups and their communities; on the other, they 
fought to defend their livelihoods and gain cultural recognition for their traditional ways of life 
while claiming state-provided social benefits for their neglected communities (Papuccio 2004, 
Latorre 2014, Latorre and Ferell 2014).  

In 1999, the government partially recognized fisher gatherers’ claims to a mangrove territory 
through the creation of state-granted mangrove concessions commonly referred to as custodias. 
In the context of the recovery of the shrimp farming industry and a surge in shrimp exports 
supported by new technologies and the cultivation of freshwater shrimp on land, the creation of 
custodias has generally been perceived as a positive step towards achieving greater social and 
environmental justice for fisher communities. Yet despite their progressive character and their 
focus on the extension of rights to previously marginalized groups, this chapter also asks whether 
the custodias’ restrictive and interventionist participatory approach to mangrove governance 
contributes to new forms of exclusion and to the fragmentation of wider grassroots efforts to 
protect the manglar in the face of increasing capitalisms. These questions build on Oslender’s 
observations (2016: 137) concerning how different people’s participation in natural resource 
management is often “mediated by capital interests and the state, both of which pursue their own, 
often related interests in these processes”. As a reflection of state interests in the manglar, 
custodias may also be responsible for less positive transformations for fisher communities, 
particularly in the context of greater government support for the shrimp farming industry.  

This chapter draws attention to the gendered nature of these changes and their differential effects 
on the lives of women and men. It first examines the transformation of fisher societies under the 
influence of the shrimp farming sector and new state interventions. Then the chapter goes on to 
analyze the fisher gatherers’ conversion into guardians of the mangrove and the effect of state-
granted custodias on everyday life in the manglar. This analysis focuses on the village of Tres 
Cruces and the intra-communal conflicts generated by encroaching camaroneros and a 200-
hectare custodia that was granted to one of the village’s fisher gatherer associations. The final 
section of the chapter discusses the relation between gender and conflicting voices and opinions 
focusing on people’s daily practices and how they are contributing to create different ways to 
engage and coexist with their changing mangrove territories.  
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Social structures under threat 

The destruction and contamination of the manglar caused by the expansion of the shrimp 
industry provoked deep social transformations within fisher communities and the wider manglar 
ecosystem (Martínez-Alier 2002). In many ways, fisher communities’ relation to the aquatic 
environment had shaped their identities, the way they lived and how they perceived their lives 
and the changes undergone in their natural surroundings. With the spread of camaroneras, 
socioeconomic inequalities began to emerge among fisher gatherers’ and transform these 
relations. With the destruction of cockle and crab gathering grounds by the construction of 
camaroneras, fisher gatherers’ experienced a significant decline in their catches which also 
affected their income. This situation was made worse by the absence of other employment 
opportunities and the lack of jobs generated by the shrimp farming industry on the islands.  

Confronted with this situation, in the 1990s fisher gatherers began to migrate to the mainland in 
search of alternative sources of income. The departure of at least one member of the family to the 
mainland became an important livelihood strategy for most island residents. Former mangrove 
dwellers settled in the outskirts of small and intermediary coastal towns, contributing to the 
sprawl of impoverished barrios around the city fringes. Due to their lack of formal education and 
urban living skills, many were unable to find work in the formal sector of the economy and were 
forced to accept temporary job offers. In light of the difficulties they faced, many returned to their 
work in the mangroves as independent fisher gatherers commuting between the mangroves and 
the mainland in motor boats that charged a small passenger fee. This modality of work became 
increasingly popular among unemployed men. In the face of growing impoverishment, 
unemployment and diminishing access to common resources, customary laws that once 
guaranteed the sustainable exploitation of the manglar could no longer prevent the 
overexploitation of the region’s already degraded and scarce resources.  

Meanwhile on the islands, fisher gatherers continued to struggle to maintain their traditional 
ways of life under increasingly difficult circumstances. The spread of shrimp farms had produced 
the salinization of the soil and groundwater, causing the degradation of agrarian lands. The 
villagers now depended entirely on the manglar where they began to face the growing hostility 
of shrimp farmers and their workers. As villagers walked in the mud, squeezing their bodies 
through the tree’s entangled roots, they became targets of violent attacks by shrimp farm workers 
and armed guards. To strengthen their control and dominion over the manglar, shrimp growers 
fenced in their properties and appropriated large buffer zones around their shrimp ponds, closing 
off the streams and canals that flowed into their farms with barbed wire or high voltage electric 
fences. In practice, these security measures were used to enclose and privatize extensive 
manglares creating additional problems for cockle gatherers who had always worked in the area. 
Cockle gatherers such as Milton recall that armed guards working for camaroneros directly 
threatened to kill them if they continued searching for conchas and crabs.  

They shot straight at you without any warning. One time I was working about 10 meters 
away from the perimeter of a shrimp farm when I heard gun shots. I was minding my own 
business, just doing my work, gathering crabs in the roots of the mangroves like I always 
have. But the camaroneros wouldn’t allow it. They wanted us out of the mangroves for good 
even if we didn’t have any other way to make a living!  
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While the majority struggled to defend their ways of life, some islanders were able to prosper 
through their participation in the capture and sale of shrimp larvae (also known as shrimp fry or 
seed). In the late 1980s, the demand for larvae began to grow as shrimp farmers tried to increase 
their productivity and develop their plantations into semi-intensive enterprises. On the islands, 
fisher gatherers adapted their fishing arts to gather shrimp larvae in the shallow estuaries and 
island shores. Those who collected the larvae, commonly referred to as oro blanco, became known 
as larveros. Using nylon mosquito nets, they fabricated set bags and drag nets specifically 
designed for the task. Seed collection was commonly performed in pairs using fishing bags known 
as chayos. Two people were needed to drag the long net that was fixed to a light wooden structure 
that the villagers referred to as el avión. Fishing nets were extended across small streams and 
canals or dragged along the shoreline during the rising tide when the water gushed in from the 
sea carrying the larvae. This system also contributed to the depletion of the fisheries as larvae 
from other species were also trapped in these nets (Primavera 1998, Islam et al. 2004). However, 
the practice was one of the few sources of income that was left to impoverished fisher gatherers 
who had been deprived of their main source of work in the mangroves.  

Picture 47: Concheros from the islands and the impoverished outskirts of port towns sell their cockles in 
Hualtaco.  

 
 
Due to the participation of an important number of villagers in the capture and sale of wild shrimp 
seed, money began circulating among fisher gatherers and better connections were established 
between the islands and the mainland. Larveros who prospered traded their totora and bijao 
houses for concrete walls and corrugated iron roofs. Others bought land and built a second home 
for their families on the mainland. The most popular investment that was made by island 
residents was the acquisition of modern fiber glass boats and high-speed outboard motors to 
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facilitate their passage through the estuaries and shorten the distance they travelled to sell their 
catch at the port. The acquisition of fiber glass boats also enabled the diversification of economic 
activities. In most cases, island residents began to combine cockle gathering with artisanal fishing 
to increase their earnings. It was during this period of prosperity, that the first electricity plants 
and refrigerators appeared on the islands. Old phonographs were replaced by modern record 
players and stereos that played loud music throughout the day. For the first time islanders gained 
access to television broadcasts which informed them of important events that were unfolding in 
other parts of the country.  

Picture 48: Amable demonstrates the capture of wild shrimp seed using a chayo.  

 
 
Although some fisher gatherers maintained commercial exchanges with camaroneros, due to the 
ongoing destruction of the manglar, relations between shrimp farmers and fisher communities 
grew tense. On the islands and along the coastal strip, fisher gatherers suffered forced evictions 
from lands claimed by capitalist investors for the construction of shrimp ponds. In 2013, Fulton 
Jaén, the president of a small fisher gatherer commune near Bajo Alto publicly denounced the 
violent expropriation of the comuneros’ homes by police officers working for Esteban Quirola, a 
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local politician and powerful camaronero. Approximately 60 families were evicted and forced to 
stand by and watch as the police set their houses on fire. During the event one woman suffered a 
miscarriage and ten people were arrested and accused of rebellion (Machado 2013). A year later, 
Quirola was elected Prefect of El Oro with support from powerful economic sectors drawing 
attention to the collusion between government and private interests. The election of powerful 
camaroneros into office allowed such forms of primitive accumulation to continue to take place 
and enabled shrimp farmers to continue to expand their ownership and control over the 
mangroves and salitrales at the expense of fisher communities.  

 
In 1989, fisher gatherer communities and associations throughout the coastal region articulated 
their struggles and formed the C-CONDEM with support from the Quito-based socio-
environmental NGOs Acción Ecológica and FEPP-Ecuador’s Populorum Progressio Fund. In those 
years, the struggle for the defense of the mangroves also gained international attention and 
featured in Greenpeace’s global campaign ‘Salvemos el manglar’ which called upon a global 
boycott on farm-raised shrimp. On the islands of the archipelago, local leaderships emerged 
among young people who had participated in popular grassroots ecclesiastical communities 
(Comunidades Eclesiales de Base). Influenced by their formation in Liberation Theology and its 
focus on social justice and the struggles of the poor, they joined the fight to defend their territories 
from further plunder at the hands of shrimp farmers. They also sought support and advice from 
journalists, lawyers and activists in the city of Machala to spread their cause. 

The testimonies of local leaders underline the importance of the solidarity they experienced 
during this period on behalf of their communities. Willie, a former cockle gatherer in his late 
forties who was one of the most outspoken leaders, explained that his work was made possible 
by the members of his community who had paid for his travels to the mainland where he 
participated in national gatherings with activists who were also fighting against the destruction 
of their rural lands. Upon his return, he would host large communal gatherings in his home to 
share his learnings with others. He had been profoundly inspired by the country’s indigenous 
leaders who were leading massive street protests against the government’s neoliberal 
restructuring policies during this same period. He recalls that,  

The indigenous leaders said that their people had territories and that they defended their 
lands and their trees. That’s where the idea came to me: we needed to claim a territory in 
the manglar to defend our communities from destruction!  

The combination of grassroots knowledge exchanged through these encounters, and fisher 
communities’ lived experience of diminishing mangrove resources and memories of their ongoing 
struggle against invading camaroneros, continued to motivate collective actions against the 
shrimp industry in the 1990s. Fisher communities deployed different strategies to retain a certain 
degree of autonomy and defend their access to the mangroves. They expanded their social 
networks and reaffirmed their ways of life amidst an increasingly monocultured landscape. 
During this period, the number of fisher gatherer associations grew in the archipelago and 
throughout the coastal region. In the late 1990s, these associations joined the regional movement 
in defense of the manglar ecosystem spearheaded by the C-CONDEM and began to make formal 
claims to the state. Meanwhile, in the archipelago, fisher communities created their own defense 
mechanisms and continued to perform their own surveillance activities in the mangroves and 
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salitrales. Their persistence led to state recognition of their struggles and the creation of 
territorial concessions, custodias, for ancestral communities and traditional users of the manglar.  

Picture 49: Island residents demand justice for the manglar.  

 

The State and mangrove governance: the creation of custodias 

Until the appearance of shrimp farms, the state had largely neglected mangrove areas and 
considered them unproductive wastelands largely because the soil was unsuited for agriculture 
(Varea 1997, Veuthey and Gerber 2012, Beitl 2016). Although in legal terms manglares were 
considered assets of national and public utility, the state did not have any clear rules concerning 
their access and use. For the major part of the twentieth century, fisher gatherer communities 
took advantage of the absence of state control to sustainably use and exploit the mangroves for 
their subsistence. Yet, in the early days of the shrimp rush, the absence of the state also enabled 
private investors to appropriate extensive areas and displace fisher gatherer communities from 
their living and working grounds.  

In the mid-1980s, critical levels of social and environmental destruction wrought by the shrimp 
industry combined with growing national and international pressure to protect the manglar 
pushed the government to seek international aid for the implementation of a new governance 
strategy to protect the remaining manglares. In 1986, the Ecuadorian government signed a 
cooperative agreement with the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 
and the University of Rhode Island to implement an Integrated Coastal Management (ICM) 
approach in the manglar. Central to ICM was the participation of fisher communities in the 
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conservation and management of the ecosystem (Robadue 1995). With technical support from 
these institutions, state officials began working on a national plan for coastal management that 
would prioritize mangrove conservation, artisanal fisheries and the pursuit of more sustainable 
shrimp farming (Bravo 2013, Beitl 2016).  

In 1989, the Programa de Manejo de Recursos Costeros (PMRC) was established to carry out ICM 
and its participatory approach to coastal and marine governance (Beitl 2016). The first step taken 
by the PMRC was to divide the coast into five Zonas Especiales de Manejo (ZEMs). In each zone, 
fisher groups that had constituted themselves into legally recognized associations were invited 
to participate in the creation of local management plans together with government and NGO staff. 
The PMRC also received support from the Shrimp Farmers Association of Guayas and the NGO 
Fundación Natura to create a surveillance unit, the Unidad de Control y Vigilancia (UCV), which 
recruited port officials to patrol and protect the coast against mangrove deforestation. Through 
these initial actions, the PMRC was able to gather important first-hand information on coastal 
communities and the social and environmental damage produced by the depletion of the manglar.  

Based on this information, a strategy for mangrove conservation that involved the creation of co–
management arrangements between government institutions and fisher gatherer groups was 
developed. In 1996, the PMRC set in place a pilot project that granted rights to the Asociación de 
Mariscadores ‘Venecia del Mar’ to access and use 120 hectares of manglar in El Oro (Bravo 2013). 
To ensure that good relations would be maintained between the association and neighboring 
shrimp farmers, PMRC officials maintained an active role in the area. They granted financial and 
technical assistance to members of Venecia del Mar and supported the development of cockle 
harvesting projects and mangrove reforestation activities within the concession. Local authorities 
and program officials reported positive results noting the association’s greater commitment to 
the conservation of the manglar and a clear improvement in the participants’ self-esteem 
(Moreira 2016: 12-13). Owing to its perceived success, the pilot project became the basis for the 
creation and extension of mangrove concessions to organized user groups throughout the coastal 
region. In the archipelago, fisher gatherer associations began to replicate the PMRC’s model of 
mangrove management and conservation in the hopes that their actions would lead to their 
recognition as guardians of the mangroves with rights to a territory.  

In 1999, the creation of government-community co-management arrangements, Acuerdos de Uso 
Sustentable del Manglar, more commonly referred to as custodias, was announced. After more 
than a decade of struggles, through the signature of Executive Order 1102 (Official Register 243), 
the government formalized its recognition of the rights of comunidades ancestrales and artisanal 
fisher associations to a mangrove territory. Custodias marked a watershed moment in the lives 
of fisher communities throughout the coast and anticipated the symbolic transformation of 
ancestral communities and traditional users into guardians of the mangrove ecosystem.  

A year later, the government emitted an instructive guide for the granting of custodias. To begin 
with, according to the decree, only ancestral communities and legally constituted fisher gatherer 
cooperatives or associations were eligible to apply for a manglar territory. Additionally, they had 
to provide proof of their commitment to end mangrove deforestation and develop sustainable 
activities in the manglar. Those interested had to present an application that included a list of the 
names of all members of the community or association along with copies of their national identity 
cards. In addition, they had to provide a map of their location including GPS coordinates and a 
management plan detailing the available resources in the area and the rules and regulations that 
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would apply for their sustainable use. They also had to submit a notarized copy of an agreement 
signed with an external agency, either an NGO, university or private enterprise, that would 
provide technical assistance for the creation of the management plan (for more details see Beitl 
2016). An additional clause made the development of sustainable activities in the mangroves 
mandatory. These included artisanal fishing and gathering practices, small scale aquaculture, 
selective logging, ecotourism, scientific research, education, conservation and monitoring 
practices. Once the custodia was authorized, mangrove communities and fisher gatherer 
associations were also required to present un informe técnico of their achievements every six 
months for the ten-year duration of each agreement in the offices of the Subsecretariat of 
Aquaculture in Guayaquil.  

It may be said that the effects of the custodia were twofold. On the one hand, they provided new, 
and legally entitled access to and authority over mangrove territories for fisher communities. On 
the other hand, the mandatory prerequisites required to obtain such a concession implied that 
fisher gatherers would have to abandon a certain degree of autonomy in order to negotiate with 
the state and officialize their right to the manglar. They would additionally have to learn to 
navigate a complex bureaucratic apparatus and allow external interventions into their lives and 
territories.  

State recognition of the right of certain groups to a mangrove territory and its exclusion of others 
also created frictions among fisher gatherer communities and associations. While some fisher 
gatherer groups continued to fight to have all areas that had illegally been converted into shrimp 
farms returned to coastal communities, others began to negotiate individually to obtain a state-
granted custodia. Latorre and Ferrell (2014) argue that ethnic differentiations between black 
fisher communities from the northern Esmeraldas province and mestizo/cholo communities 
from the southern provinces of Manabí and El Oro played an important role in these divisions. 
Ethnic differences and the histories they carry contributed to the fragmentation of the movement; 
however, this was also the result of the government’s partial recognition of rights for certain 
groups and its exclusion of others. This follows Hale’s (2005) theory of neoliberal 
multiculturalism whereby neoliberal governments extend a minimal package of cultural rights to 
particular groups and exclude others who oppose the expansion of the state in their lives and 
communities. The extension of minimal cultural rights enabled governments to continue the 
pursuit of neoliberal economic policies that threaten indigenous and other ways of life. In this 
case, the recognition of rights to ancestral fisher gatherers who were willing to engage in the 
lengthy bureaucratic process to obtain a custodia and the exclusion of those who remained 
opposed to the government’s intervention created frictions between recognized fisher gatherers 
known as asociados and recalcitrant independents referred to as informales who were pitted 
against each other in their struggles to access and use the remaining manglares.  

The fragmentation of the social movement to defend the manglar put an end to region-wide 
mobilizations led by heterogeneous fisher gatherer groups. At the same time, it led to the 
emergence of new strategies that enabled individual fisher gatherer groups to continue to fight 
for recognition on their own terms. These developments took place in the context of the recovery 
of the shrimp farming industry and a new peak in shrimp production that drew the government 
closer to the demands of the shrimp sector.  

Camaroneros were initially opposed to the recognition of territorial rights for fisher gatherer 
groups. Through the Cámara Nacional de Acuacultura (CNA) they claimed that the creation of co-
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management agreements between the government and mangrove communities constituted a 
direct threat to their business interests and the entire shrimp farming industry. They maintained 
that custodias would produce a significant decline in shrimp production and affect the revenues 
that shrimp exports generated for the state. They also argued that many shrimp farmers would 
be forced to abandon their business provoking a spiral of poverty and unemployment. At the same 
time, they manifested their concern over fisher gatherers’ lack of capacity and knowledge to 
sustainably manage mangrove areas (Bravo 2013, Rengel 2013). They also accused fisher 
gatherers of stealing from their ponds and refused to acknowledge the legitimacy of fisher 
gatherer associations that had legally been recognized by the state. The shrimp sector’s clear 
opposition slowed the implementation of the ICM approach and forced government officials to 
seek other alternatives (Olsen and Arriaga 1989, Robadue 1995).  

In October 2008, the country’s newly elected president, Rafael Correa, announced a plan to make 
shrimp farming legal in mangrove areas. The enactment of Executive Decree 1391 (Official 
Register 454) confirmed the ground rules for the legalization of approximately 42,000 hectares 
of mangroves that had been illegally converted into shrimp ponds before 1999 (Beitl 2016). The 
decree also established the obligation of carrying out the reforestation of a percentage of 
mangroves according to the size of the concession that shrimp growers were granted: 10 percent 
for properties of up to 10 hectares; 22 percent for those ranging between 11-50 hectares and 30 
percent for properties between 51-250 hectares (Veuthey and Gerber 2012). In a series of 
amendments to the decree, state officials further resolved that shrimp growers would no longer 
be exempt from taxation and would be obliged to enroll their workers in social security (ibid). 
The president also announced his commitment to create additional mangrove custodias to 
protect fisher communities and their territories. 

In response to the changing political context, shrimp farmers publicly pledged to put an end to 
the industry’s destructive ways and declared that the members of the CNA would comply with 
national regulations. Additionally, they announced their compromise to follow social and 
environmental responsibility policies established by international markets to produce organic 
shrimp (Rengel 2013: 16). Using closed water-circulation systems, sustainably produced shrimp-
feeds and introducing biological agents to control the spread of plagues and diseases, the CNA 
maintained that it was possible to reduce the use of antibiotics and produce (practically) organic 
shrimp at low cost. Shrimp growers also announced their commitment to improve the lives of 
fisher communities and promote sustainable development in the manglar. One of the actions that 
they undertook in this direction was the signature of agreements with fisher communities and 
associations to conduct reforestation activities in compliance with Decree 1391. Shrimp growers 
agreed to pay fisher communities for the reforestation of the manglar and extend wages to all 
those who participated in the process.  

At the same time, following the recovery of the shrimp industry, camaroneros initiated the 
enclosure of additional lands and tried to block fisher gatherers’ access to the mangroves and 
estuaries. This led to increasingly violent confrontations between fisher gatherers’ and shrimp 
growers in the manglar. According to the people interviewed for this research, during this period 
a number of fisher gatherers’ disappeared and others were murdered by the shrimp farmers’ 
private guards. This led to the formation of associations among fisher gatherers in El Oro who 
claimed justice for their lost compañeros. Shrimp farmers also used their money and political 
influence to corrupt social leaders and undermine fisher gatherers’ struggles against the 
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enclosure and deforestation of the manglar. As Viche, the former president of an association, 
recalls:  

In 2005, the majority of us were still concheros. That year I was elected president of our 
association. When I travelled to the mainland, there were always camaroneros waiting for 
me. There was a piece of manglar about 10 hectares wide near my community and they all 
wanted a part of it. I was once offered 2,000 dollars by a shrimp grower who promised to 
donate an additional 5,000 dollars to my association if we let him clear the manglar. He 
threatened to kill me if I didn’t accept his offer. But I refused. In that time mangrove logging 
was forbidden. I told him that I couldn’t make a decision like that on my own. I said, “if you 
want to cut the manglar go ahead, but if my community reports you, it will be nobody’s fault 
but your own”.  

Despite these conflicts, by 2008, shrimp exports rose to more than 170 thousand tons, generating 
nearly USD 700 million of state revenue that year. The consolidation of the industry’s economic 
power strengthened the political influence of shrimp growers and increased their capacity to 
exert pressure on state authorities to create laws that would benefit the sector (Rengel 2013: 74). 
Fisher communities were divided in their decision to collaborate with shrimp farmers who had 
illegally occupied and destroyed the manglar and threatened their communities. While some 
groups continued to strongly oppose all forms of collaboration with the shrimp farming sector, 
others believed that improved relations with shrimp farmers could benefit their communities. In 
2009, a weakened movement to defend the manglar resolved to file a claim of unconstitutionality 
against decree 1391 and the legalization of illegally constructed shrimp ponds. This led to the 
further fragmentation of the movement to defend the manglar. According to Ignacio, the above 
mentioned cockle-gatherer from Tres Cruces:  

We didn’t have much choice. The cards were already played. Either we accepted the 
government’s rules or we would be left with nothing. The camaroneros were stronger than 
us. They felt even more legitimized then ever in their ownership of the manglar, se sentían 
más adueñados que nunca, even if we had gained access to the custodia.  

The government’s decision to regulate illegally constructed shrimp farms was somewhat 
mitigated by its ongoing support for the custodias. In the context of their communities’ historical 
neglect, in the archipelago most fisher gatherers believed that the creation of government-
community co-management agreements was the result of their struggles to defend the manglar, 
and they celebrated the government’s recognition of their rights as citizens to a manglar territory. 
This belief was further reinforced by an official visit made in 2009 by the Minister of the 
Environment, Marcela Aguiñaga, to the islands of the archipelago of Jambelí. During this visit she 
granted three ancestral communes, including Tres Cruces, a mangrove area in custodia. To better 
understand the effects of the custodia, the following sections focus on everyday life on the island 
of Tres Cruces, starting with the story of Benito, a fifty-year-old cockle gatherer, who I 
accompanied during his labors in the manglar.  

Searching for conchas 

It was early dawn and Benito was busy in the kitchen chopping onions, squeezing lemons 
and prying open a handful of conchas to make ceviche. “This is how cholos eat”, he told me 
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with a smile. Benito lived alone in a small wooden house at the far edge of Tres Cruces. Like 
most villagers, he planted food crops in his backyard and also kept a few chickens. He spent 
most of his time in the manglar where he collected conchas for a living. Every week he sold 
his cockles in seafood markets on the mainland or to intermediaries who arrived on the 
island. He was also responsible for seven hours of weekly guard duty as a mangrove 
custodian and a member of one of the island’s fisher gatherer associations. “The mangroves 
give us everything,” he explained, “they give us food, work and money. Without the 
mangroves we wouldn’t exist”.  

Benito did not like to be seen in his work clothes. He had sown long sleeves onto a faded t-
shirt that was tucked into an old pair of khaki pants. A thick pair of socks was pulled up over 
his ankles and his feet were tightly packed inside a pair of worn rubber shoes. He held three 
large jicras in one hand and carried a plastic bag with insect repellent, drinking water, 
rubber gloves and an extra t-shirt in the other. When we left his house it was still dark 
outside. Roosters crowed and conchas snapped beneath the roots of the mangroves. Motors 
pumped water into nearby camaroneras making a loud rumbling noise.  

We walked the short distance from his house to the shore where Benito tied his small canoe 
to his brother’s motor boat. We speeded through winding estuaries until we reached an area 
signaled by large rectangular signs hung from the trees: CUSTODIA TRES CRUCES. 
MINISTERIAL AGREEMENT 0524. PROHIBIDO EL INGRESO. We untied Benito’s boat and 
rowed to a nearby patch of mangroves. He tied the canoe to a strong branch, wrapped an 
extra t-shirt over his head and face and rubbed insect repellent over his body and clothes. 
Stepping off the boat he sunk knee-deep into the oozing mangrove mud. With the next step 
he climbed onto a branch and began to enter the forest squeezing through the entangled 
palisade of the tree’s giant roots.  

To collect the cockles, Benito dropped to the ground and reached his arm deep into the mud. 
He pulled the cockles out one by one or in pairs, quickly determining whether they were large 
enough to be harvested before putting them away in his jicra. Benito continued this way for 
several hours, crawling through the mud, digging into the roots of the trees, extracting the 
larger cockles and leaving the smaller ones behind. He was vigilant of the armed men and 
packs of dogs that guarded the walls of nearby camaroneras. It was nearly 4 p.m. when we 
heard someone whistle in the nearby forests. At the sound Benito began to drag his two 
heavy jicras through the forest and instructed me to follow. When we reached the shore he 
jumped into the estuary and removed his mud stained clothes. He rinsed them clean and 
washed his body while we waited for his brother’s motor boat to pick us up. He sunk his jicras 
several times in the water to remove the excess mud and counted them on the journey back 
– 250 cockles in total that would sell for approximately twenty dollars on the mainland.  

Benito’s attachment to the particular sense of freedom that he experienced while gathering 
cockles led him to reject several job offers on nearby camaroneras. In his words: 

El trabajo en las camaroneras es de explotación. The work on plantations is a labor of 
exploitation. The workers aren’t insured, they aren’t paid well and they are asked to perform 
too many tasks. Why work in a camaronera? To end up poor and sick? 

To this, Amable a veteran cockle gatherer added, “Shrimp farmers get rich at our expense. They 
don’t care at all about our lives. And in any case, nunca hemos sido mandados de nadie”. To this 
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day, many islanders would prefer to collect conchas in the roots of the mangroves than to work 
at the command of a patron, even though they perceive cockle gathering as messy and often 
difficult work. Cockle gatherers like to repeat that they are their own jefes because they manage 
their own time and are not subjected to any form of labor discipline and hierarchy. Yet they also 
complain about the physical difficulties of the work they do and the health problems it causes. 
Even though they reap the full benefits of their labor and do not have to share with others what 
they have earned con el sudor de la frente, they worry about old age when they will no longer be 
able to drag their bodies through the mud to search for cockles.8  
 

Beyond the idyllic veneer of remote island life, making a living as a cockle gatherer has many 
downsides. Tres Cruces is a beautiful island of sandy beaches, tall shade trees and colorful 
flowers, but also one of the most impoverished. According to official statistics, 98 percent of island 
residents suffer from lack of access to basic needs and higher education opportunities (INEC 
2010). These material deficiencies are associated with high rates of outmigration from the 
islands, especially among women and children who often travel to the mainland in search of 
better working and education opportunities. As a result, although the island was home to a 
populous fisher village in the 1970s, today less than 30 families occupy the stretch of houses that 
form a half circle along the shoreline.  

In the past ten years, living conditions were transformed by the arrival of electricity and piped 
water to the island and the installation of a telecommunications tower. As a result of these 
changes, fisher gatherers no longer need to travel to the river mouths to collect fresh water in 
large tanks. Fish is no longer gutted, smoked or salted but kept in ice and stored in a freezer. The 
villagers are also less isolated as a result of expanded television and radio broadcasts. Most people 
perceive these changes as improvements in their lives; however, they continue to demand greater 
attention for health care and education facilities on the island. Other than weekly visits led by a 
small medical team from the hospital of the city of Santa Rosa and a few national health campaigns 
that make rounds in the archipelago, the villagers rarely receive medical attention. Neither are 
they insured nor eligible for a state pension at old age. Education is only available until the age of 
twelve in a single-teacher rural school unit that was built on the island in the 1970s. The school 
has a single teaching room where children aged five to twelve are taught first to sixth grade. After 
school, if the changing tides allow, children work alongside their parents either learning to fish in 
the estuaries or gathering cockles in the roots of the manglar. Once they complete their primary 
education, at the age of twelve, most children start working permanently as fisher gatherers. 

Most people did not consider this as the ideal situation for their children and aspired to better 
opportunities for them. As Yessy told me, “I want my children to be someone in life … a teacher, 
an engineer or maybe even a lawyer. Without an education you are no one in life! These days even 
if you’re looking for a job as a streetcleaner you need a title!” The villagers’ few attempts to 
pressure the local government to open a secondary school on the island were met with false hopes 
and promises. As a result, the women and children of Tres Cruces continue to migrate to the 
mainland, leaving the village in the hands of a small group of men. These dramatic changes, like 

 
 
8 In present-day El Oro, cockle gathering is mostly performed by men and is generally considered a 
masculine labor although some women also participate in this activity. This is very different from the 
gendered dynamics of the northern province of Esmeraldas where cockle gathering in the manglar is for 
the most part performed by women and children and is considered a ‘woman’s job’ (see for example 
Veuthey and Gerber 2012).  
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most of the recent problems encountered in the archipelago, have occurred as the result of the 
massive destruction of the mangroves which has increasingly reduced the social and economic 
space of fishing communities in the manglar. 

Picture 50: Benito prepares to enter the mangroves to search for conchas.  

 

Picture 51: Benito’s jicra full of conchas after the harvest.  
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Picture 52: A fisher village in the archipelago of Jambelí seen from inside a villager’s home. 

 

Life as guardians of the mangroves  

Basically, the way cockles are gathered has remained the same up to the present, but the 
circumstances and context have often changed dramatically. The ongoing contamination of the 
estuaries and the deforestation of vast manglar areas to make space for industrial shrimp farms 
has produced a gradual decline in the population of cockles. Although cockles have become more 
scarce, fisher communities continue to rely on cockle gathering activities for their subsistence. 
The existence of a local market for conchas continues to secure fisher gatherers’ access to a small 
income. For each ciento sold on the market, fisher gatherers earn between 12 to 18 dollars, 
depending on the season, which roughly allows them to collect a little more than the minimum 
monthly wage. To increase their earnings, most island residents combine cockle gathering with 
other artisanal fishing activities in the mangroves and estuaries.  

Despite the difficulties of their work, from the perspective of island residents, cockle gathering 
has important advantages. The most valued among them is that it remains an autonomous form 
of labor that is often associated with particular forms of “freedom”. The way that conchas are 
gathered and how they are exchanged gives cockle gatherers a sense of freedom and control over 
their lives and labor. Similar to the matsutake mushroom pickers described by Tsing (2015: 76), 
for cockle gatherers working in the mangroves “freedom is irregular and outside rationalization”, 
meaning that while most people defend their freedom to access and use the manglar, each has 
their own particular version of what this freedom entails. On the islands, small fishers developed 
their own sense of freedom largely based on their capacity to access and use what they perceived 
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as ‘unlimited’ manglar resources. Traditionally, customary laws regulating access and use of 
manglar resources were based on each person and their family’s needs and mangroves were 
perceived as a ‘free for all’ space open to all. In the words of Octavio, an elderly cockle gatherer, 
“the manglares were free for anyone to enter. Each person worked as they needed and we were 
all free to come and go. We never had any problems. There were enough resources for everyone!” 

Picture 53: Cockle gatherers wash themselves in the estuaries after the harvest. 

 
 
Due to the importance of the manglar in their lives, the villagers of Tres Cruces have a long history 
of resisting camaroneros. In 1977 they were among the first to form a legally established 
cooperative to denounce mangrove deforestation in the archipelago and claim the area as their 
ancestral living and working grounds. Yet, despite their efforts to function as a united group 
against camaroneros, since its establishment the cooperative of Tres Cruces has encountered a 
series of obstacles. Members of the cooperative were discouraged by their unsuccessful efforts to 
prosecute powerful camaroneros who continued to destroy and enclose crucial conchales and 
cangrejales. They were also affected by the corruption of state officials and their lack of support 
for fisher communities in the face of new evidence of illegal mangrove deforestation. This was 
further aggravated by the emergence of a land market and the commodification of the manglar 
promoted by land speculators and aspiring camaroneros. Concerned by the growing influence of 
shrimp farmers in Tres Cruces, the cooperative’s directors decided to build a community shrimp 
pond along the southern limits of the island that would presumably act as a barrier against the 
further encroachment of outsiders and preserve the interior forests and salitrales. The members 
of the cooperative would have to invest their time and labor in the construction of the pond in 
exchange for an equal share of the profits they would obtain from future shrimp harvests. 
However, the booming business of larveros, and the appearance of buyers of wild shrimp seed on 
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the island offering greater profits than the cooperative did, produced the failure of this early 
initiative. The directors of the cooperative sold the preliminary construction of the pond to a 
shrimp farmer and moved to the mainland where they continued to draw attention to the 
destruction of fisher communities and their relation to the manglar.  

The situation changed dramatically as a result of the spread of plagues on shrimp farms and the 
collapse of the market for wild shrimp seed in the 1990s. The new situation forced a growing 
number of villagers to return to the roots of the manglar to search for cockles only to find that 
their working grounds were either depleted and contaminated or had altogether disappeared. In 
light of these developments, the residents of Tres Cruces sought to revive the cooperative and 
came together once again to defend the manglar. In 2009, Tres Cruces became one of three 
‘ancestral communes’ to obtain a state-granted custodia. In the words of Emérito: 

The custodia was the recognition of years of our community’s struggle to defend the 
manglar. We said, if they continue destroying the manglar, how could we go on living? At 
first, no one supported us, no government institution, no one. So imagine our surprise when 
they announced the creation of custodias! The custodia was granted to protect the manglar 
and gave us the power to legally defend the manglar from further destruction. It hasn’t been 
easy, but thanks to our struggle we still have mangrove forests today. If we didn’t defend 
what was left, all this would have been transformed into shrimp farms, and we fisher 
gatherers, how would we continue living?  

In Tres Cruces, most cockle gatherers believe that the creation of custodias introduced positive 
changes to their lives. It put an end to large scale mangrove deforestation in the area and allowed 
for the recovery of vast cockle and crab gathering grounds. Most villagers also took pride in their 
role as “guardians of the mangroves”. Loosely based on the regulations established by the 
custodia law, fisher gatherers created their own rules to manage their access and use of the 
manglar. Their central purpose was to create favorable conditions that would enable them to 
continue to perform their traditional fishing and gathering activities in the manglar and keep 
outsiders from trespassing into the boundaries of their custodia.  

To prove their commitment and compliance to the development of sustainable activities and 
mangrove conservation, in line with the government’s discourse, Tres Cruces’ cockle gatherers 
began to keep a register of their daily catches. A member of the association was assigned the 
specific task of visiting each cockle gatherer in his home at the end of the day to count the number 
of cockles that they had gathered and to verify that they were all larger than the established size 
limit of 4.5 centimeters. If smaller conchas were found, cockle gatherers were obliged to pay a 
monetary fine and could also suffer from a temporary ban from the custodia. The association also 
established auto-vedas, self-imposed closed fishing seasons, to allow for the reproduction of 
cockles and other species in the mangroves and estuaries.  

As part of their attempt to control and manage the manglar, cockle gatherers divided their 
custodia into three zones that were harvested or left idle at different times. A fourth area was set 
aside to function as a reserve or ‘bank’ that the members of the community could harvest to pay 
for communal expenses. Community meetings were held at the end of each month to evaluate 
these activities, announce changes in the organization and plan future events. All important 
decisions concerning the management of mangrove resources and the election every two years 
of the president of the community and association were taken during these assemblies. Although 
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they were open to all, in Tres Cruces, it was mostly men who attended these gatherings. The male 
residents of the island were therefore the ones who managed relations between their association 
and the state and between other artisanal fisher associations on the mainland. They were also the 
ones who controlled cockle gathering activities and guarded the custodia, becoming the main 
decision-makers concerning the residents’ access and use of mangrove resources.  

Picture 54: Cockle gatherers keep track of the number of conchas collected by each member of the 
association.  

 

The cost of the custodia  

Although most cockle gatherers assumed their role as guardians of the mangroves with pride, 
they were also negatively affected by some of the changes it introduced into their daily lives. One 
of their central complaints concerned the burden of work that they had to assume in order to 
maintain the custodia. Custodias initially drew in money and technical support from government 
institutions and NGOs who became interested in fisher gatherers’ struggle to defend the manglar. 
However, at present, in El Oro most fisher gatherer associations must assume the cost of 
mangrove protection themselves. As De Castro (2012: 52) observes, “The cost of managing 
protected areas is often borne by local populations, who are left to defend their territories from 
development pressures with limited outside support”. His research among riverine populations 
in the Brazilian Amazon further shows how the presence of traditional groups in protected areas 
often acts as a cost-cutting measure that reduces state funding for monitoring and surveillance 
activities.  
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Upon receiving the custodia, artisanal fishers began to dedicate more time to surveillance 
activities in the manglar. Surveillance activities allowed fisher gatherers to identify and report 
mangrove deforestation within their designated areas. Failure to report mangrove deforestation 
could amount to the loss of the custodia and its transferal to other fisher gatherer associations 
working in the manglar. In Tres Cruces, two different members of the association were 
responsible for up to seven hours of surveillance duties within the custodia on different days each 
week. These ‘guards’ had to pay for their own gasoline expenses during their shift and were 
additionally obliged to renounce a full day’s work. If they did not show up for guard duty, fisher 
gatherers were punished with an economic fine and could ultimately be removed from the 
association and denied access to the mangroves. As proof of their work, each team had to report 
their observations in a log diary, illustrated with pictures taken during their shift. Surveillance 
activities were also performed to keep independent cockle gatherers outside the limits of the 
custodia. Due to the work that asociados (fisher gatherers’ who belonged to an association) put 
into the maintenance of the custodia and the recovery of the manglar within its limits, they 
demanded exclusive access to the area and denied independent cockle gatherers access to their 
manglar territory.  

On the islands, fisher gatherers expressed concerns over the limited recognition of their labor. As 
Omar noted, “If it weren’t for us, there would be no mangroves left. Long before the government 
gave us the custodias, we were the ones taking care of the mangroves. We’ve always been 
guardians of the mangroves”. According to Omar’s estimates, the association spends 
approximately USD 20,000 of their own money, excluding labor costs, to maintain daily 
surveillance activities in the manglar throughout the year. While these activities largely benefit 
the state and shrimp farmers by lowering security costs, fisher gatherers do not receive any form 
of financial or technical compensations from either group. During a brief period, the state 
attempted to implement a form of payment for environmental services known as Socio Manglar 
with funds from the IUCN for fisher gatherer associations engaged in mangrove conservation 
activities. Fisher gatherer associations welcomed the initiative and completed the paperwork that 
was needed to apply to the program. However, in recent years the lack of funding has temporarily 
halted the project, putting an end to any form of financial support for the guardians of the 
mangroves.  

The ongoing contamination of the estuaries by shrimp pond effluents and the lack of government 
control for the shrimp farming industry is also a central complaint among fisher gatherers on the 
islands. After each harvest, neighboring shrimp farms release a toxic mix of agrochemicals, 
antibiotics, shrimp feed and organic matter directly into the estuaries. The villagers complain of 
the stench emanating from the ponds described as “the smell of mountains of rotten fish mixed 
with poison,” and attribute the death of cockles to rising levels of toxicity. “If it’s causing the death 
of the cockles, what is it doing to us?” Yessy asked. Although there are few studies on the impact 
of Ecuador’s shrimp industry on the health of workers and mangrove communities, research 
performed in Thailand concludes that widespread antibiotic use by shrimp growers could be a 
risk for occupational health and cause negative effects on adjacent ecosystems (Hölmstrom et al. 
2003). Additionally, although no research has been conducted on the effect of consuming seafood 
collected in areas adjacent to shrimp farms, residents of the island report a rising incidence of 
stomach and colon disorders that they associate with the consumption of contaminated food. The 
fact that custodias have served in part to legitimize the presence of camaroneros and their 
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contaminating practices in the manglar is a contradiction that fisher gatherer associations 
continue to point out.  

Picture 55: A camaronera in the manglares surrounding Tres Cruces.  

 

Fragmentation and division 

As we have seen, island residents were divided regarding their collaboration with the shrimp 
farming sector or the fight against its expansion. Such divisions have led to intra-communal 
conflicts and the erosion of the social fabric of island communities. The creation of custodias 
introduced a sense of ownership over the manglar that was new to island residents. In the words 
of Teófilo, the president of Tres Cruces’ fisher gatherer association, “The government granted us 
the custodia to protect the manglar just like the camaroneros protect their shrimp farms. We are 
legally recognized as guardians of the mangroves and have a right to the manglar”. Fisher 
gatherers’ sense of ownership over the manglar led to confrontations between asociados who had 
access to a custodia, and independent cockle gatherers who continued to work in the manglar as 
independientes. Diminishing manglar areas as a result of deforestation and the enclosure of the 
mangroves by camaroneras and state-granted custodias made life more difficult for 
independientes who depend on their access to the manglar to subsist. Within this context, 
independientes are forced to trespass into manglar areas under custodia, resulting in increasingly 
violent confrontations with asociados who maintain that independientes are simply taking 
advantage of their work and making no effort to protect mangrove resources. These conflicts have 
produced new divisions among fisher gatherers fighting individually to defend their autonomy 
and compete for their right to access and use diminishing manglar resources (Beitl 2014). As the 
following story makes clear, these tensions are being further aggravated by the ongoing presence 
of shrimp farmers in the archipelago.  



 

147 

Picture 56: Cockle gatherers searching for conchas in the manglar. 

 
 
Based on observations and conversations registered in the month of August in 2017, I was able 
to reconstruct a typical conflictive episode. Not long after they obtained the custodia and began 
their guardianship duties, the residents of Tres Cruces witnessed the arrival of an earth-moving 
shovel, a tractor and a crew of workers to the island. By the early afternoon, they heard the sound 
of falling trees. “It felt like an earthquake,” recalls Josefina, “the whole island trembled”. An 
emergency meeting was held where the community decided to take action and report the 
deforestation of the manglar on their island. The same day, the president of the community 
travelled to the mainland to place an official complaint at the office of the Marine Merchant. The 
response took several days to arrive, giving the shrimp farmer enough time to lay the foundations 
for the construction of a new pond. Infuriated by the unwillingness of government officials to 
intervene and enforce the prohibition of new shrimp ponds in the manglar, Josefina, who was 
then acting as secretary of the association, began to investigate the case. She found out that the 
shrimp farmer, Don Manuel, had convinced one of the villagers to sell him land and had extended 
his ownership beyond the property into the mangroves and salitrales that belonged to the 
community. She called for another emergency meeting on the island where she publicly 
condemned the land sale. During the heated discussion, a fight broke out between a group of 
villagers who opposed the land sale and the construction of the pond and another group who 
defended the residents’ individual rights to sell their lands. The conflict led to the creation of two 
distinct fisher gatherer associations. One focused its efforts on the promotion of community 
development and ecotourism while the other sought to advance the residents’ relations with the 
state and neighboring shrimp farmers and requested their help to develop their community.  

With support from Don Manuel, the new fisher gatherer association earned legal recognition and 
began to position itself as the community’s official representative. Then, with the help of the 
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shrimp farmer’s lawyer, the new group filed a complaint with the Ministry of the Environment 
arguing that the group of villagers who had been granted the custodia had failed to report various 
incidences of mangrove deforestation. This led to the revocation of the custodia, which was then 
claimed by the island’s new fisher gatherer association.  

This incident deepened the divide between the residents of Tres Cruces who continued to wage 
a silent battle over their opposing views. In this context, the new association’s control over the 
mangroves, which remained a crucial source of food and income for the residents of Tres Cruces, 
granted its members an important advantage. The association, which is mostly formed by men, 
created a new management plan for the custodia focused on the extraction of mangrove cockles 
and the policing of the custodia’s boundaries. The members of the association also strengthened 
their ties with neighboring shrimp farmers and received gifts and donations, including a fiber 
glass boat to perform surveillance activities in the manglar, in exchange for their loyalty. One of 
the association’s members was given a gun by Don Manuel and was entrusted as his right-hand 
man on the island. He had a direct line of communication with the shrimp farmer and reported 
incidents that occurred on the island and the surrounding manglar.  

Meanwhile, Josefina, who was now living on the mainland, continued to report illegal mangrove 
deforestations on Tres Cruces and initiated several legal actions against the president of the new 
association, including a motion against the violation of the rights of nature guaranteed in the 
country’s 2008 constitution. In the process, she lost many of her former supporters who were 
recruited by the association that was now in charge of managing the custodia. For example, when 
I asked Teófilo, who was acting as both the president of the association and the president of the 
community, about Josefina’s plight he answered: 

We are a peaceful community. Everyone knows each other and we are all somehow related. 
We’ve had our problems in the past but thankfully all that has been overcome and we are all 
working together towards the development of Tres Cruces.  

When pressed to describe these problems he replied:  

(Laughs) Just some people who were trying to tell us how to run things on the island. But 
thankfully we’ve overcome those differences. Now we work together, as a community, we 
perform daily surveillance activities and report mangrove logging in our custodia. 

Despite Teófilo’s relaxed response, intra-communal problems on the island are far from resolved. 
The escalation of conflicts over the remaining mangroves and the decline in cockle fisheries has 
led the members of his association to seek advice from Don Manuel, who they describe as “más 
que un simple camaronero”, more than a simple shrimp farmer. Unlike other camaroneros in the 
area, Don Manuel, who lives in the city of Machala, spends much of his time on the island and is 
frequently seen in his 4WD cuadrón driving over the broad walls of his shrimp farms. He has 
approached the villagers on several occasions offering advice and financial support. In recent 
years, exchanges between the villagers and Don Manuel have begun to take the form of classic 
patron-client relations where, in exchange for legal advice and money, the villagers offer the 
shrimp farmer their loyalty and support. This loyalty is partly responsible for the fragmentation 
of the community and new mangrove deforestations.  

Although members of the association seem to follow Don Manuel’s lead and appear convinced by 
his good intentions, they are also aware of the limits and dangers of confiding in a man who has 
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failed to meet his promises in the past. Thus, even if they provide Don Manuel with the illusion of 
complicity, the villagers are mindful of their negotiations with the camaronero. As Benito told me,  

Don Manuel came to one of the association’s meetings and sat down with us. He asked how 
much longer we were planning to drag our bodies in the mud to collect a bunch of cockles. 
He said that instead we should think about constructing a camaronera comunitaria in the 
salitrales. He said that he was willing to give us his machines and expertise to build the pond. 
In exchange he would take the first two year’s harvests and then leave the pond to us. He 
said he was interested in gaining access to the whole area so he could drive his trucks over 
the island to lower his transportation costs. He really is sabido (a wisecrack). He must have 
something else in mind, but then what choice do we really have? He is right. We won’t be 
able to gather cockles in the manglar forever. One day it will be over and then what will 
become of us?  

As the experience of the residents of Tres Cruces shows, the creation of custodias and the 
legalization of illegally constructed shrimp farms in the mangroves complicated intra-communal 
relations on the island. The presence of a benevolent shrimp farmer who was approachable and 
spent time near the villagers created confusion and division. Camaroneros no longer appeared as 
a common enemy to unite and fight against. Instead, residents began to engage in new relations 
with shrimp growers and gradually abandoned their more radical claims to have all mangrove 
areas returned to their communities. At the same time, the creation of custodias led to the 
emergence of new mostly male leaderships that began to compete over their control of the 
residents’ access and use of the manglar. In this sense, the government’s pursuit of neoliberal 
multicultural policies was somewhat mitigated by the socionatural destruction of the manglar, 
but was unable to fully eradicate the construction of new shrimp ponds. The following section 
analyses the gendered logics of the transformation of mangrove territories in some more detail.  

Men, mud and machines: gender relations in the manglar 

Rising levels of violence linked to the expansion of the shrimp industry also had important 
gendered implications. In many places, women were prevented from performing fishing and 
gathering activities due to the dangers of working in the mangroves and seas. This was 
exacerbated by the administrative logic of the custodias, which were mainly male dominated. As 
a result, women became increasingly dependent upon male wages to subsist. As some feminist 
scholars have observed, women are generally more vulnerable to violence in territories affected 
by the expansion of extractive industries (Segato 2010, Adamson 2017, Aliaga-Monroy 2019). In 
the mangroves, the dominant presence of male workers and independent fisher gatherers 
gradually pushed women out of the mangroves and forced them to seek alternatives for the 
reproduction of their families and communities. However, it also led to the emergence of new 
forms of consciousness and mobilization to claim greater justice for their communities in the 
context of greater state and capital intervention into their territories.  

As explained in the previous chapter, men have traditionally assumed leadership roles 
concerning the distribution of land and labor within fisher villages and conferred upon women 
the task of social reproduction. This structure was rooted in historically gendered hierarchies 
that tended to subsume women to the control of her husband and her family’s needs. Sulma’s 
retelling of the past in the previous chapter and her experience of gendered violence as something 
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quite common and even ordinary on the islands as well as her belief that it was a woman’s 
obligation to endure her husband’s beatings is a clear example of the normalization of these 
patriarchal structures of governance. 

At the same time, the particularities of everyday life on the islands meant that women were not 
confined to the home. Women spent much of their time in the mangroves and bajiales where they 
gathered conchas and other mollusks that they used to prepare daily meals. The gathering was 
often done in the company of other women and their children, which meant that they spent much 
time in each other’s company. Generally, men spent more time at sea, fishing and travelling back 
and forth between the island and the mainland where they sold their products. Even today, 
women prefer to enter the mangroves on their own or in the company of other women. As 
Lourdes explained, “I don’t feel comfortable with other men. I don’t like them watching me work. 
You have to get down on your knees and drag your body through the mud. I feel more at ease 
when there are other women around me”. Women were also largely responsible for gardening 
and raising farm animals, developing a particular relation and knowledge of their natural 
surroundings that was distinct from those developed by men.  

Through their labors of social reproduction, women strengthened their connection to the 
manglar. As Silvia, a forty-year-old cockle gatherer explained,  

Most of our food comes from the manglar. For example, if I want to make a soup or prepare 
ceviche, I simply walk to the manglar and gather a few cockles and crabs. That’s what’s so 
special about our island and that’s why women also fight to defend the manglar.  

During my interviews with women, the relation between their capacity to provide food for their 
families and their participation in the struggles to defend the manglar was a recurring theme. 
Now in her seventies, Sulma still recalls chasing land speculators off the island with her machete 
and tearing down the walls of an illegal shrimp pond using her bare fists. Camaroneros and their 
supporters threatened to kill her for these actions, but she continued to fight because her life 
depended on the existence of the manglar. In the early 2000s, when the government announced 
the creation of custodias, Sulma supported the community’s decision to form a fisher gatherer 
association on the island and apply for a territorial concession. Yet, like other women, she was 
initially denied membership to the association. According to Rosa, a veteran cockle gatherer, “The 
men said that the meetings were not the place for a proper woman. I was very outspoken. I told 
them that to make decisions you didn’t need a man’s strength but a woman’s brains. I wasn’t going 
to remain silent in front of a bunch of machistas!” Yessy explains that even when they participated 
in the meetings, women were not officially considered members of the association. “Who would 
take care of the house, the children and the food while the men were out protecting the manglar? 
They said it was nuestro deber, our duty, as women. But we also believed we had the right to 
obtain some benefit from the custodia”. Thus began women’s struggles to be recognized as official 
members within fisher gatherer associations so that they could continue to extract cockles and 
crabs from the manglar. The more outspoken women, such as Doña Rosa, began to demand rights 
for their peers and introduced new ideas that included the possibility to promote tourism on the 
islands to generate employment opportunities for women.  



 

151 

Picture 57: Fisherwomen in the archipelago of Jambelí.  

 
 
Although fisher gatherer associations have since begun to admit women as official members, they 
are compelled to act within male dominated power structures that set limits to their 
transformative potential. For example, most fisher gatherer associations have created women’s 
commissions that are responsible for cooking and cleaning tasks. Women’s commissions are for 
the most part activated during special events when government officials, NGOs, shrimp farmers 
or members of other fisher gatherer associations announce a visit to the island. If a woman 
refuses to participate or is unable to attend her shift, she is penalized with an economic fine and 
the potential retrieval of her membership. Despite the difficulties of working within a male 
dominated environment, some women have become outspoken leaders in the artisanal fishing 
sector. Many have fought to gain access to decision-making positions and have been elected into 
important leadership positions. Until 2018, Mariana Benítez presided over the Unión de 
Organizaciones de Producción Pesquera Artesanal de El Oro (UOPPAO), and Gabriela Cruz was 
reelected as president of the Federación Nacional de Cooperativas Pesqueras (FENACOPEC). 

In some places, women have been able to negotiate greater benefits for themselves as official 
members of fisher gatherer associations. For example, on one of the islands women fought for the 
creation of women-only cockle gathering grounds. This idea was initially rejected by men, yet the 
persistence of a group of women managed to pass the resolution as a partial solution to women’s 
exclusion from cockle gathering grounds. Others managed to evade the authority of male-
dominated fisher gatherer associations by working in the mangroves and extracting other types 
of mollusks, such as mussels and clams whose capture is not regulated by the terms of the 
association or custodia. Women also began to participate in fishing activities in the estuaries and 
seas alongside their partners or families claiming half of the earnings they obtained from the sale 
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of their catch. They also formed their own communal banking systems using funds granted to 
them by the government’s cash-transfer schemes.  

Picture 58: A group of women form a communal baking system on one of the islands in the archipelago.  

 
 
While these activities constitute important advances for women, in the context of a growing male 
presence in the manglar and increasingly violent confrontations between asociados, 
independientes and shrimp farmers, women feel unsafe. According to Silvia,  

You never know who you’re going to run into in the manglar and whether or not it will lead 
to a fight. Independientes sometimes carry guns into the custodia and so do armed guards 
in the camaroneras. How are we supposed to defend ourselves?  

Yessy stopped working in the mangroves when she became pregnant with her first child and said 
she wouldn’t go back until the fighting stopped. “I don’t feel safe going out on my own anymore. I 
prefer to stay in town with my children until the men come back. Ya no se puede estar tranquila 
como antes, you can’t be relaxed like in the past”. As a result of the masculinization of the manglar, 
women like Silvia and Yessy are discouraged from practicing traditional fishing and gathering 
activities. The masculinization of the manglar is in turn connected to the enclosure of extensive 
areas by camaroneros and state granted custodias. On shrimp farms, camaroneros hired a 
predominantly male workforce as day laborers and armed guards. Men were also recruited by 
fisher gatherer associations to perform surveillance activities in the custodias. In general, 
mangrove protection was perceived and interpreted as a man’s job within fisher communities. 
The policing of the custodia’s boundaries gave men the opportunity to reaffirm their sense of 
manhood associated with their capacity to exert power and control over a territory. While men 
gained power in the archipelago, women continued to migrate to the mainland in search of 
education and working opportunities. Due to the high rate of female emigration, the village of 
Tres Cruces is now mostly inhabited by men. It is often referred to as la isla de los hombres solos, 
the isle of lone men, who travel back and forth between the island and the mainland where they 
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continue to maintain their families. When official visits are announced, men ask their partners to 
return to the island and collaborate with the association to keep their image of a united 
community. In Josefina words, “You cannot call yourself a community without women and 
children”.  

In the case of Tres Cruces, neighboring shrimp farmers took advantage of the gendered 
fragmentation of the community to advance their interests over the island’s remaining salitrales. 
As I explained earlier, intra-communal divisions enabled Don Manuel to tighten his bonds with a 
group of fisher gatherers and introduce the idea of building a communal shrimp pond that they 
could manage. In the face of new mangrove deforestations, they have remained silent and turned 
a blind eye to Don Manuel’s violation of the law. Those who remained on the island, such as Benito, 
felt enthusiastic about the construction of a community shrimp pond in the remaining salitrales 
of Tres Cruces. Cockle gatherers such as Benito believe that it may be their only protection against 
sickness and old age in the context of rising levels of contamination, the depletion of manglar 
fisheries and ongoing confrontations over the remaining manglar. Benito worries about the pain 
in his bones and is aware that he will not be able to work in the manglar for much longer. 
Participating in the construction and management of a community shrimp pond and dividing the 
profits between the residents of the island sounds promising, but he also has doubts about Don 
Manuel’s actual intentions. He believes that perhaps only the youngest among them will benefit 
from their involvement in the construction of a community shrimp pond. Benito also has doubts 
about the capacity of the residents to collaborate and equally divide the work and profits based 
on past experiences. Yet, despite these doubts and his attachment to the salitrales where he used 
to train as a runner in his youth, he is supporting the construction of a community camaronera in 
Tres Cruces.  

There are a series of obstacles that must be overcome before the construction of the camaronera 
comunitaria begins. There are legal impediments concerning the official recognition of the 
association as an ancestral community. By law, a community must have more than 50 members, 
which is far more than the number of people permanently residing on the island. This problem 
has partially been overcome with the help of Don Manuel’s lawyer who managed to dissolve the 
fisher gatherer association and replace the figure with an officially recognized ancestral 
community. As a result, the members of the fisher gatherer association became the official 
representatives of the community. Second, to begin the construction of the camaronera 
comunitaria, a few mangrove patches were cleared. The incident was reported by Josefina on the 
mainland. She maintained that the pond was being constructed on lands that belonged to her 
ancestral community and would personally benefit the president of the association at the expense 
of island residents.  

As a result of Josefina’s reports, the community temporarily lost its control of the mangrove 
custodia and was ordered to pay a fine of approximately 4,000 dollars. Don Manuel handled the 
situation with his lawyer. He paid for the fine, recuperated the custodia for the community and 
remained committed to the construction of a communal shrimp pond in the salitrales of Tres 
Cruces. To avoid problems in the future, he had signs spread out throughout the island. In the 
area where the foundations of the shrimp pond had already been dug out, a large sign that reads 
“ÁREA COMUNITARIA” was put up. Although shrimp production remains halted, Tres Cruces is 
currently the only community in the archipelago where cockle gatherers are one step closer to 
becoming camaroneros on their own lands.  
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Conclusion  

In 1999, the creation of custodias and the recognition of territorial rights for fisher gatherers 
brought hope to communities throughout the coastal region who depended on the manglar for 
their subsistence. State-granted mangrove concessions would not only secure their access to 
diminishing mangrove resources but also acknowledge their contribution to mangrove 
conservation and sustainable forms of development. However, the implementation of the 
custodias revealed an ambiguous logic: on the one hand, it granted mangrove communities 
recognition and autonomy and on the other hand, it subordinated communities to the capitalist 
and patriarchal logic of the state and the shrimp farming industry. More importantly, custodias 
were granted at a stage when mangrove destruction had already progressed dramatically. These 
new state-led measures were unable to provide the necessary protection and reparation of the 
mangrove ecosystem. Moreover, the burden of nature protection was transferred to fisher 
communities and associations who were made responsible for the enforcement of state laws and 
the development of sustainable activities in the manglar.  

Although custodias were originally created to preserve the mangroves and the people that lived 
among them, government and capital interventions transformed the way that fisher communities 
related to each other and their surrounding environment. As the case analyzed above shows, the 
creation of custodias led fisher gatherers to relate to the mangroves as a form of private property 
with new enclosures that excluded independent fisher gatherers from access to the mangroves 
and facilitated the expansion of capitalist interests. The performance of control and surveillance 
activities in the manglar, which have become the focus of fisher gatherer associations, are 
particularly demanding. This work benefits shrimp farmers and the state as well, as they also 
profit from a safer environment, yet fisher gatherers do not receive any financial and technical 
compensation for it. The cost of managing the custodia is mostly paid for by fisher gatherers 
themselves in time, labor and money. The unequal distribution of mangrove protection may thus 
be connected to the further impoverishment of fisher gatherers who find it increasingly difficult 
to reproduce their traditional ways of life and are often forced to secretly search for alternatives 
that provide greater economic security for themselves and their families. Despite these problems, 
custodias have significantly contributed to improving the livelihoods of fisher communities and 
the promotion of mangrove conservation. Recent studies point to the recovery of previously 
degraded mangrove areas as a result of the state’s empowerment of artisanal fisher gatherers 
through the figure of guardians of the mangrove ecosystem (Beitl et al. 2019). 

The expansion of capitalist interests occurred hand in hand with the reinforcement of preexisting 
gender inequalities and the imposition of new gender roles. One of their effects was the 
separation of women from their access and use of mangrove resources and their principal means 
of achieving economic independence. Women were also excluded from decision-making spaces, 
leaving important decisions concerning the management of mangrove resources and the future 
of fisher communities in the hands of a small group of men. This led to the reinforcement of 
gender inequalities and the emergence of new gendered power relations which facilitated the 
further expansion of capitalist relations and the ongoing destruction of the manglar. As a result 
of this, while both women and men living in fisher communities suffer from the lack of basic 
needs, shrimp farmers have extended their control over new areas and have continued to benefit 
from the fragmentation and division of fisher communities struggling to maintain their ways of 
life. 
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Today, almost two decades later, the shrimp industry has recovered from the diseases that 
plagued their monoculture in the past. State neglect of fisher communities has worsened while 
support for the shrimp farming industry has increased. In light of these changes, fisher 
communities have presented divided responses to new interventions into their territories, 
creating space for more conflict and clientelist manipulation. In the manglar, they are vulnerable 
to shrimp entrepreneurs who tend to pursue a more benevolent approach towards island 
residents in order to expand their business interests. Not only do they offer fisher gatherer 
communities financial support and gifts, in some places like Tres Cruces, they also develop a 
personal relationship with individual community members. As they develop more knowledge of 
mangrove communities, camaroneros like Don Manuel are able to exploit differences between 
the villagers and take advantage of internal divisions to advance their own economic interests 
and add new areas to their properties.  

As camaroneros consolidate their presence in the mangroves, fisher communities are seeking the 
means to advance their own interests. They continue to deploy strategic discourses which 
emphasize their identity as ancestral, but this is becoming less effective in the face of social and 
economic challenges. Their growing economic, health and education needs, in context of 
increased levels of contamination and rapidly diminishing mangrove resources, have caused 
many to forge alliances with neighboring shrimp farmers. Thus, the destruction of the former 
socionatural balance between fisher communities and the mangroves is giving way to new social 
alliances which are contributing to the further degradation of the mangrove ecosystem.  
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Conclusions 
 

 

Starting with the life stories of Amada and Sulma as illustrations of the resilience of women living 
in toxic landscapes in difficult social and economic circumstances, this dissertation draws 
attention to the wide range of responses that emerge in the interstices of large-scale capitalist 
production. In the face of multiple capital and state interventions, these women were able to 
provide means of subsistence for themselves and their families in ways considered socially 
meaningful. In doing so, they contributed to the transformation of their communities and barrios 
and the defense of a certain degree of autonomy almost despite capitalist dispossessions. At the 
same time, their stories draw attention to the deep social and environmental degradations 
produced by the ongoing expansion of capitalist relations and their encroachment on rural 
territories and ways of life. They asked questions about the heterogeneity in which capitalism 
expresses itself and also revealed how diverse capitalisms are contributing to the reorganization 
of society and nature in fundamental ways.  

Using an ethnographic approach, I was able to demonstrate that despite the many difficulties 
created by the encroachment of state and capital interests, rural people such as Amada and Sulma 
continue to carve out spaces for themselves, their families and their communities. Capitalist 
development has not stopped their search and struggle to create opportunities and reproduce 
diverse ways of their life in ways that they consider dignified. In this sense, rural people are more 
than mere victims of capitalist destructions. We can concur with Gago (2018: 3), who has noted 
that those most affected by neoliberal capitalist developments show a “vital perseverance” 
through the deployment of a “strategic rationality” that enables them to adapt to, but also derail, 
dominant forms of social and economic organization. As this dissertation demonstrates, such a 
strategic rationality is shaped by people’s changing circumstances, drawing significant power 
from collective memories and knowledge accumulated by rural communities over the course of 
many years of creative resilience. Moving between la memoria larga of anti-colonial and anti-
capitalist resistance and la memoria corta of capitalist exploitation and labor struggles 
(Cusicanqui 1984), rural people have learned to assess the kinds of political actions that may be 
undertaken at particular moments in time. My fieldwork demonstrates that it is not easy for 
researchers to understand the emergence and effects of capitalist expansion in rural 
environments unless they also consider the existence and strength of ever-changing popular 
pragmatics that have historically shaped important changes from below.  

This research has attempted to show that non-human landscapes play an equally important role 
in the making of rural worlds (Striffler 2002, Soluri 2005, Tsing 2015, Haraway 2016). While 
human actions have crucially determined the natural world, the actions of nonhumans such as 
fungi, parasites, manglar trees, shrimp and bananas have also shaped capitalist manifestations 
and the ways that people have engaged with them. Rural identities have also been significantly 
influenced by the particularities of surrounding landscapes and nonhuman life forms. For 
example, the cholo population of the coastal Archipelago of Jambelí developed as a particular kind 
of small fisher society in the context of the manglares, which provided a variety of fish, mollusks 
and crustaceans. Similarly, the montubio population along the coastal lowlands developed their 
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identity as a proud campesino folk through their occupation of tierras baldías and their 
production of food crops and small farm animals in a biodiverse agro-forested landscape.  

At the same time, nature also creates obstacles and constraints for the development of particular 
human activities. In some places, such as the foothills of the cordillera, geographical barriers have 
prevented the further expansion of capitalist production and enabled rural communities to 
pursue their more or less autonomous ways of life. In other places, such as the coastal lowlands 
and manglar islands, pre-existing geographic and climatic conditions have facilitated the spread 
of capitalist relations, thus leading to the ongoing destruction of biodiverse landscapes. The 
spread of plagues and diseases, such as the black sigatoka or the Taura Syndrome, can be 
interpreted as particular manifestations of nature’s resistance to ongoing capitalist exploitation. 
Nevertheless, in response to these outbreaks, banana and shrimp growers invested in new 
technologies that have temporarily solved these problems specific to capitalist forms of 
production. In the long term, these technological fixes caused additional problems as they have 
contributed to new forms of contamination and ecological destruction. In El Oro, the introduction 
of disease-resistant varieties of bananas and shrimp have gone hand in hand with the use of 
increasingly toxic pesticides to try and control the spread of plagues.  

Specifically, this dissertation has attempted to draw attention to the interrelation between human 
and nonhuman causalities in two sectors, and the importance of this idea for understanding 
capitalist transformations and socio-environmental change. In observing the different ways that 
humans and nonhumans engage with each other and how these relations influence and shape 
events and outcomes, we are forced to critically reassess the persistence of a society-nature 
divide or a human-environment binary in the social and natural sciences. As Tsing and others 
have observed, the false division between society and nature has continually been reasserted at 
the heart of the capitalist myth of endless growth despite the existence of social and ecological 
limits to capital accumulation. Rethinking society and nature in terms of relationality questions 
the existence of a hierarchal binary that places some humans over nature and enables the ongoing 
destruction of biodiverse landscapes with lethal consequences for the continuity of all forms of 
life.  

This dissertation has also attempted to understand these processes and their effects on the living 
conditions of those most directly affected by them. It has done so using ethnographic research 
conducted in two different, but connected, areas of export-oriented production. The 
interrelations between these areas are expressed in the context of state intervention and 
entrepreneurial decision-making, and in the flows of goods and people as well. Particularly 
dramatic is the way these interrelations are expressed in the toxic flows that are the negative side 
effects of specific agrarian sectors. These effects reach far beyond the areas where production 
takes place, thus extending the impact of toxicity to other regions and populations.  

Such has been the case on the southern coast of Ecuador where banana and shrimp production 
occupy an extensive territory, from the coastal lowlands to the manglar islands at sea. While each 
sector was shaped by its own history and trajectory, they were both affected by processes of 
capitalist expansion that transformed the lives of rural residents and the places where they lived. 
Due to the heterogeneity of capitalist processes, connecting these two very different production 
activities and understanding their interrelations in what remains a largely invisibilized region of 
southern Ecuador was a complex challenge. In chapter 5, I demonstrated that, on many levels, the 
emergence of shrimp farms in the Archipelago of Jambelí and the spread of bananas plantations 
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along the coastal lowlands produced toxic flows between the two regions that not only created 
problems for both fisher gatherers and rural workers throughout the region, but also for capitalist 
producers whose enterprises were affected by the environmental destruction they had 
themselves created. By conducting an analysis of these two regions, my research was able to shed 
light on the different ways in which capitalist relations emerge in particular contexts and how 
they create similar patterns of social and environmental destruction. It also requires us to ask 
questions about the kinds of connections such as the toxic flows generated by capitalist 
developments that extend across territories and distinct geographies, and how they contribute to 
the transformation of human and nonhuman life forms into commercial resources for distinct 
projects of production throughout the southern coast’s zona bananera and camaronera.  

Exploitation and agency 

Traditional accounts of the country’s banana boom describe the sweeping success of bananeras 
as a symbol of progress and development. However, those who were directly affected by this 
productive activity emphasize the struggles they waged and the exploitation they suffered on 
plantations. They especially stress the deteriorating health conditions that affected their quality 
of life as a result of their exposure to agrochemicals. At the same time, their accounts reveal that 
despite the imposition of brutal forms of capitalism, they have managed to carve out a good living 
according to their own standards. In this way, they have been able to remain in the places where 
they were born and made their livelihoods. Instead of succumbing to alienation and exploitation, 
banana workers engaged in new forms of solidarity in their barrios and communities. As chapter 
4 demonstrates, in overcoming the most negative effects of capitalist processes, the residents of 
the zona bananera have engaged in social networks, beautified their barrios, participated in 
communal fiestas and occupied social and economic spaces outside the realm of banana 
production. In some places, this has led to the emergence of parallel solidarity economies rooted 
in communal banking systems and credit associations that have partially allowed for the 
redistribution of wealth obtained from plantation labor.  

Women play a central role in the maintenance and reproduction of these social networks of 
solidarity and confianza that ensure the well-being of their families and communities. My 
ethnographic work demonstrates that while this often translates into an additional burden and 
can lead to the reinforcement of patriarchal gender roles, it also creates opportunities for women 
to occupy public spaces where their presence is differently valued. As a result, women are central 
actors in the weaving of a social fabric that acts as a shield against certain capitalist destructions. 
As Michiel Baud (2018) and others argue, social relations of confianza and solidarity maintained 
mostly by women help people to build attachments to their barrios and communities in difficult 
social and economic circumstances marked by the lack of public services, harsh working 
conditions, poor wages and exposure to toxicity. This partly explains the absence of collective 
action in these places despite the persistence of unsustainable and unequal social and ecological 
relations. Javier Auyero and Débora Swistun (2009) have argued that collective inaction should 
not be seen as a lack of agency on behalf of the residents of impoverished and contaminated 
barrios but rather as an effect of the confusion, longing and resignation generated by external 
interventions in these places. In a related manner, Jaffe’s (2017) ethnography of urban pollution 
in Jamaica and Curaçao demonstrates that beyond confusion and resignation, at the micro level 
of social interactions, people are engaging in small acts of ‘beautification’ that instill a sense of 
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dignity and pride in their lives while they learn to assess the kinds of political actions that may be 
undertaken at particular moments in time. Similarly, this research demonstrates that in the zona 
bananera, people invest their time and creative energy in the beautification of their homes and 
barrios and the organization of communal fiestas that strengthen the image of their barrios as 
safe spaces. Although these types of collective action may not have led to direct protests against 
the banana industry’s toxic practices, they do lead to small but meaningful changes in people’s 
experience of everyday life.  

While the transformations undergone in the zona bananera as a result of capitalist expansion 
have been the subject of numerous studies, the no less dramatic changes produced by the shrimp 
industry in the manglares of El Oro have been far less documented. Chapter 6 embarks on a 
historical reconstruction of small fisher communities in the manglar and how they were affected 
by the early construction of shrimp ponds in the 1960s. During this period, fisher communities in 
the archipelago experienced widespread deforestation, the depletion of estuarine fisheries and 
the loss of important living and working grounds. As chapter 5 demonstrated, this situation was 
aggravated by rising levels of toxicity stemming from cross-contamination produced by the 
presence of agrochemicals used by the banana industry in the estuaries and the release of toxic 
effluents from the shrimp ponds directly into the water. The destruction and contamination of 
the manglar ecosystem deprived fisher gatherers of their main source of subsistence and was 
responsible for the appearance of intra-communal conflicts and rising levels of violence involving 
the shrimp sector, small fisher associations and independent fisher gatherers. This led to the 
formation of new networks and the articulation of local leaderships. The resulting social and 
political demands led to widespread protests and the emergence of a movement to defend the 
manglar in the late 1980s.  

Women played a central role in the fight to defend the manglar; however, they were initially 
denied official participation in fisher gatherer associations where they could only figure as 
adjuncts of their spouses or sons.  Partially as a result of this and the continuation of traditional 
gender relations in the family, women from the islands often migrated with their children to the 
mainland in larger numbers than men. In the small port towns that line the coast, they became a 
cheap source of labor for the shrimp industry where they were temporarily hired to work in 
packaging plants, peeling and cleaning shrimp for export. Women, such as Sulma, who remained 
on the islands, continued to participate with their work and ideas to find solutions to the 
problems that the shrimp industry had created for their communities. They have fought to 
increase their presence in male-dominated fisher gatherer associations, and some women are 
now occupying important leadership roles.  

In the year 2000, following several years of protests by the artisanal fishing sector, the state 
decided to intervene in the manglar and granted fisher gatherers territorial concessions in the 
area. Yet, as chapter 7 demonstrates, the creation of these so-called custodias was highly 
controversial. Although it was perceived by many as an important step towards the recognition 
of their struggles, the creation of custodias also caused tensions among fisher gatherers and led 
to new forms of exclusion. Beitl et al. (2019) show that some communities in the archipelago were 
able to draw on their collective memories of resistance against the shrimp industry as they 
continued their defense of the manglar. Yet, at the same time, through the custodias, they were 
faced with a whole set of bureaucratic and organizational challenges. My fieldwork draws 
attention to the fragmentation of fisher communities, the emergence of new conflicts and 
exclusions as well as the out-migration of large numbers of artisanal fishers to the mainland. It 
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also shows how shrimp farmers in the region have learned to take advantage of these divides to 
advance their own interests in the wake of a new shrimp rush. Overall, the ambiguity of state and 
capital interventions contributed to the fragmentation of resistance against the shrimp industry 
in the manglar and the proliferation of responses to the encroachment of shrimp farmers on the 
islands. Hale’s (2005) concept of neoliberal multiculturalism is useful to explain these 
contradictions. His work demonstrates how, under neoliberalism, government interventions to 
extend the rights of historically marginalized groups are used to enable the maintenance of the 
status quo and the oppression of other impoverished groups. So-called benevolent government 
reforms are never intended to really change power relations. I found evidence of this in both of 
my case studies. However, my ethnographic research also demonstrates that while different state 
interventions produce new conflicts and forms of exclusion, they also lead to the emergence of 
different society-nature relations and new solidarities within heterogeneous barrios and 
communities.  

The wide range of responses observed in the field can be linked to the classical concept of social 
interface developed by Norman Long. He defined an interface “as the critical point at which 
structural discontinuity is most likely to occur between different social systems, areas or levels 
of the social order due to variable normative values and social interests” (1993: 217). This 
observation points at the existence of distinct rationalities that result in heterogeneous and 
sometimes contradictory developments within capitalist relations of production. His concept 
places people and their living environments at the center of analysis to better understand the 
ever-changing outcomes produced in the encounter between different government interventions, 
capitalist industries and rural societies that continue to negotiate their interests and search for 
opportunities to advance and defend their objectives and those of their communities. More 
recently, authors such as Gibson-Graham (1996, 2006), Anna Tsing (2015) and Verónica Gago 
(2017) have reached similar conclusions through their analysis of the persistence and 
coexistence of diverse economies and polyphonic assemblages that reject the idea of a hegemonic 
capitalism. The heterogeneity and ambiguity of capital and state interventions help us to better 
understand why those who suffer under their grip sometimes have different responses and 
persist in their desire to remain where they are despite the threats posed by ongoing capitalist 
expansion on their lives and territories.  

People’s various responses are also shaped by their memories and past experiences of social and 
environmental transformations. Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui’s (1984) work on the connections 
between la memoria larga and la memoria corta has demonstrated how people’s different 
relations to the past influence their present struggles. Thus, for example, whereas banana 
workers draw on the long-term memory of their existence as rural communities to build new 
forms of solidarity, artisanal fishers draw on the short-term memory of their struggles against 
the shrimp sector and their recognition as guardians of the manglar to legitimize their rights to a 
territory on their own terms. Fisher communities also have a strong and long-term memory 
linked to the manglar ecosystem and their place in it. Yet, for many, it is not telling or powerful 
enough to sustain resistance in the face of new external interventions led by seemingly 
benevolent shrimp farmers. Only in recent times have toxicity and ecological destruction become 
‘weapons’ in social struggles by drawing attention to the disproportionately negative social and 
environmental costs borne by rural communities. Combining environmental issues with these 
communities’ struggles for social justice can draw much needed attention to the plight of rural 



 

161 

communities in the context of the rapid growth of industrial production, particularly in export-
processing zones, and the continuous expansion of extractive frontiers on land and at sea.  

Ecology and toxicity  

An important aspect that I have attempted to understand is the effect of increasing levels of 
toxicity on rural people living in highly contaminated and toxic landscapes. While I have rejected 
an abstract notion of capitalism as a structuring element in people’s lives, the negative effects of 
toxicity produced by the presence of capitalist industries plays a strong and determining role in 
rural communities located in export-processing zones. As this research demonstrates, people 
living near large-scale plantations have experienced the gradual deterioration of their health and 
environment by the indiscriminate use of dangerous chemicals on different monocultures. 
Residents of the bananera and camaronera zones have repeatedly voiced their concerns about 
these polluting practices and the government’s failure to hold perpetrators accountable for the 
damages caused. In spite of everything, they have continued to work to improve their living 
conditions and beautify their homes and barriadas.  

Auyero and Switstun’s investigation in Flamable draws attention to people’s confusion and doubt 
in the face of toxicity as a result of external interventions into their lives and neighborhoods. They 
write: “In the experience of contamination, toxins matter, but so do noxious and puzzling words 
and actions, even those produced with the best intentions” (Auyero and Swistun 2009: 156). As 
this research demonstrates, whenever possible, state officials and capitalist investors 
discursively reframe the impact their interventions have on the environment and human health. 
As a result of these interventions, residents experience a form of ‘toxic uncertainty’ that paralyses 
their attempts to form organized resistance or claim justice for themselves and their families. This 
in turn leads to the emergence of another form of inequality, “an inequality that is being created 
not by wage inequity […] but by the relationship between environment and health” (Auyero and 
Switstun 2009: 158). While not all residents share the same perceptions concerning the negative 
effects of toxicity in their lives, and some have even become accustomed to its presence, the 
deepening and persistence of social and environmental inequalities disproportionately places the 
burden of nature’s destruction on the bodies of rural people. 

To gain a better understanding of toxicity, it is not only crucial to investigate both its concrete 
effects on the environment and people’s health, but also on people’s experiences and perceptions 
of toxicity. Aware of my lack of knowledge of the natural and environmental sciences, I have 
drawn extensively on available scientific research concerning the effects of pesticide and 
antibiotic use in the banana and shrimp sectors. However, my research has mostly been informed 
by people’s own experience and knowledge of toxicity as well as their memories of the non-toxic 
past. This has enabled me to draw attention to the importance of the different meanings that 
people attribute to toxicity and how they make sense of their own suffering. Their life stories not 
only teach us about the difficulties of living in toxic and degraded landscapes, but also about the 
possibility of forging relations of care and support in contexts of rising danger and extreme 
vulnerability. My research shows that future investigations on rural environments should 
incorporate this dimension of toxicity in their analyses. We must recognize that rural people’s 
lives are increasingly being shaped in profound and permanent ways by the toxic environments 
in which they live. 
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The heterogeneity of capitalist relations and gendered local responses 

To better understand, the gradual but dramatic developments undergone in rural areas, it was 
necessary to apply two lenses. The first is a historical one. It was clear that it is only possible to 
understand rural transformations as deeply historical processes. The massive displacement of 
ecological biodiversity can be traced back to the sixteenth century Spanish colonization of the 
coastal lowlands and the early development of large-scale cacao estates in the region. More 
recently, since the 1950s, capital and state interests have also pushed forward the colonization of 
the coastal lowlands and manglar islands, displacing rural people from common lands, estuaries, 
forests and agro-forested fields. This dissertation has attempted to reconstruct this process by 
drawing on the memories and lived experiences of those directly affected by these production 
activities. Reviewing the expansion of two different economic sectors in the southern coast 
through a historical lens provided by people’s lived experiences allowed for a deeper 
understanding of agency, the heterogeneity of capitalist relations and how they emerged and 
developed in different areas of rural life. Second, there is no doubt that the social and ecological 
transformations undergone in these places were deeply gendered. Men and women felt 
differently about capital and state interventions into their lives and territories, and their relation 
to each other and to their surrounding environment changed strongly over time. The experience 
of women thus provides a privileged viewpoint to analyze how capitalist processes, through the 
creation of class, ethnic and gendered differences, expand their influence over rural territories.  

To understand the impact of capital and state encroachments in the lives of diverse women, I 
drew extensively on Silvia Federici’s work concerning the role of the sexual division of labor and 
the creation of the category of domestic labor for the accumulation of capital. I was also influenced 
by the work of Latina scholars, in particular Rita Segato (2014, 2016) and Lorena Cabnal (2010), 
concerning the inextricable relations between capitalism and patriarchy and its role in opening 
new spaces and territories for extractive industries. However, listening to the stories of rural 
women also made me more attuned to the nuances in women’s lived experiences and in their 
responses to wider processes of change. Hopefully, this research may inspire others to continue 
the important work of pursuing a more in-depth discussion into the impact of large-scale 
developments on gender relations and women’s lived experiences in particular.  

The main question of this dissertation emerged in the context of recent debates concerning the 
need to rethink capitalism and its effects on diverse rural worlds. Following feminist thinkers 
such as Gibson-Graham (1996, 2006), Tsing (2015), Haraway (2016) and Gago (2017), my 
intention was to understand the myriad effects of capitalist processes on rural worlds as well as 
the wide range of responses deployed from below. To answer this question, my theoretical 
chapter 2 attempted to draw on both classical debates in rural studies and new theories that 
underline the importance of the nonhuman world and the proliferation of diverse ways of life as 
a result of capitalist processes. By bringing together these different viewpoints, I argued that it 
was possible to introduce new perspectives into the study of rural worlds and produce new 
insights to connect complex theoretical debates with the everyday lives and narratives of the 
residents of Buenaventura and Tres Cruces. In many cases, their lived experiences could not 
easily be explained by broad theories of social and environmental change. Following, Tsing (2015: 
22), this research offers a different approach to the study of these processes rooted in what she 
calls the ‘arts of noticing’. Instead of narrowly focusing on one stream of thought that often leads 
to teleological explanations of complex historical processes, this dissertation opts “to look around 
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rather than ahead”, remaining open to indeterminacy and paying greater attention to the kinds 
of relations that are emerging in the interstices of large-scale developments.  

Practicing the arts of noticing in two different sectors allows for greater insight into the 
heterogeneity of rural capitalist developments and people’s responses to these processes. It also 
allows for a better understanding of how particular concepts acquire widely different meanings 
depending on the contexts where they are applied. For example, Tsing’s concept of multispecies 
assemblages was particularly useful as an analytical tool in the manglares of El Oro, where fisher 
gatherer groups have long nurtured close ties with the nature surrounding them. Relations of 
reciprocity between humans and nonhumans enabled the kinds of collaborative forms of survival 
that Tsing describes in her ethnography of the matsutake mushroom trade. However, this same 
concept had a very different meaning in the coastal lowlands where banana monoculture 
displaced biodiverse ecosystems affecting people’s capacity to nurture beneficial relations with 
their surroundings. What do multispecies entanglements mean for people living in highly toxic 
environments? What forms of collaborative survival are emerging in these places and how are 
nonhumans involved? Ultimately, what does the inextricable connection between human and 
nonhuman worlds mean in different places and what are the consequences for differently 
positioned people and their particular class, ethnic and gender identities? My dissertation 
suggests that such questions are fundamental if we want to understand the changes occurring in 
rural worlds and also point to the need to constantly rethink our concepts in relation to the 
particular contexts in which we are immersed. 

Listening to rural people helps us to understand the diversity of responses that emerge in the 
wake of ongoing capital and state encroachments upon rural worlds. It also allows us to reach the 
humbling conclusion that, at times the issues that occupy scholars, public officials and NGOs may 
appear irrelevant to people whose bodies are on the frontlines of struggles over life. Their diverse 
responses are a crucial reminder that rural societies are more complex and layered than what our 
studies are usually able to understand and demonstrate. For example, what brings people to 
participate (or not) in relations of solidarity and confianza may be very different from place to 
place. Responses that are mediated by class, ethnic and gender identifications may have different 
meanings and implications at particular historical and geographic junctures. Together, these 
particularities give rise to what I have referred to in this dissertation as multiple forms of 
capitalism, which I therefore used – in the plural – as capitalismS to emphasize the capacity of 
both the state and entrepreneurial classes to continuously adapt to the diversity of responses that 
emerge from below, as well as the capacity of the people living under capitalist relations of 
production to adapt, create and construct forms of adaptation and resilience. As a result of this, 
in many places, relations of solidarity and confianza continue to coexist with brutal forms of 
exploitation and dispossession.  

This research was initiated as a feminist inquiry, which according to Haraway (2003: 7) involves 
“understanding how things work, who is in the action, what might be possible, and how worldly 
actors might somehow be accountable to and love each other less violently”. Historically, critical 
scholars have shown that capitalist processes gain traction through the creation of differences 
that are hierarchically ordered to produce wealth and benefits to those at the top. This structure 
is patriarchal as it places women and nonhuman forms of life in the lower strata. As Federici 
(2004) demonstrates, the process of capital accumulation that originated in fifteenth century 
Europe was forged on the appropriation of women’s bodies and labor (a model that was later 
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exported to the colonies where slaves and nonhuman forms of life were put to the service of 
capitalist production).  

In Latin America, preexisting patriarchal structures were exploited by conquistadores followed 
by capitalist entrepreneurs to assure the reproduction of the labor force needed on their 
plantations. For many years, women were excluded from wage labor and struggled in different 
ways to gain recognition for their work. However, as this research shows, their inclusion in the 
formal economy did not bring about the desired recognition. This is evident among women who 
work on banana plantations and in shrimp packaging plants where they continue to suffer from 
an ever-present gender wage gap, arbitrary layoffs in case of pregnancy and different forms of 
sexual harassment in the work place. To this day, the work assigned to women outside the 
household responds to traditional gender roles and stereotypical ideas about what constitutes 
women’s and men’s work. In every case, work that is ‘feminized’ is less valued and receives a 
lower remuneration than masculinized forms of labor.  

However, this is not all there is to it. Another part of these issues are revealed through an 
exploration of the inner workings of rural societies and the social significance of women’s almost 
invisible yet indispensable care work. As explained above, women play a central role in the 
maintenance of networks of solidarity that mitigate the most negative effects of capitalist 
expansions and enable the emergence of different social and economic forms. While capitalist 
modes may benefit from this situation, this dissertation suggests that solidarity, mutual aid and 
confianza, mostly maintained by women, remains crucial for the construction of relations that 
may gradually challenge dominant forms. Crucially, the pursuit of a feminist inquiry defined my 
interest in the nonhuman world and the interrelations between nature and society in diverse 
rural environments. This was partly in response to the challenges posed by feminism to the notion 
of the bounded autonomous individual and its focus on understanding the interdependent 
relations that exist between people and the territories in which they create their lives. This 
involves thinking in terms of a relational multispecies world where humans and nonhumans 
mutually influence each other and co-produce events and outcomes. This has important 
consequences in terms of how we think about capitalist processes and alternatives to the 
dominant form.  

Attention to these issues was achieved by placing women’s stories at the center of my narrative. 
This allowed me to explore a perspective that has largely been missing from dominant historical 
accounts of rural change and unveils the effects of capitalist expansions at the micro level of 
everyday interactions. A feminist perspective also led me to continuously ask how a gendered 
analysis would help me to better understand the complexities of processes of capitalist 
development. It showed how in the midst of change and struggle, patriarchal relations continue 
to be dominant, not only in the relations with state and entrepreneurs, but also within rural 
communities and social movements. This has not stopped women from struggling in different 
ways to achieve a certain balance that allows them to live a dignified life on their own terms. Most 
importantly, it made me doubt if we can ever understand the diversity of capitalist relations if we 
continue to ignore the gendered nature of capitalist development and the movements resisting it.  
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Those who remain  

Finally, a central aspect of my work has been to draw attention to the life stories and experiences 
of “those who remain”. I used this term to identify and better understand the people and 
populations who have continued to carve out their lives in rural and often marginal spaces and 
defend a certain degree of autonomy to build their own definition of a good life. Such a distinction 
was not only made for analytical purposes. It also is an emic term and follows perspectives within 
the population of my study who use this expression to emphasize the particularity of their 
situation. It can be traced back to the massive out-migration of rural people from the coastal 
lowlands and manglar islands of Jambelí in the second half of the twentieth century following the 
social and toxic destruction of these places. Those who left during this period and those who do 
not belong to these places, including researchers, state bureaucrats, entrepreneurs, activists and 
NGO staff, are referred to as los de afuera. In most cases, the perspectives of these outsiders are 
critically viewed and are rarely allowed to influence the decision-making of those who remain. 
The latter’s practices and decisions are rooted in their remembrances of the struggles endured to 
remain in these places and their historical experiences of everyday life in landscapes shaped by 
environmental disturbances and ongoing capitalist destruction. Memory thus emerges as an 
important category of analysis. This dissertation therefore suggests that to understand rural 
societies and the changes undergone in the wake of ongoing capital and state developments, a 
focus on those who remain and a profound understanding of their particular histories is required. 

To allow the voices and experiences of ‘those who remain’ to be heard and understood in our 
academic work, we must make a sustained effort on our part to move “out of one’s place” and 
learn to value knowledge borne out of experience, thereby questioning broad theoretical 
frameworks. In our search of a deeper understanding of people’s struggles in contexts of 
precarity, toxicity and insecurity, we must not only pay attention to the pain and suffering caused 
by dispossession and loss, but also see the courage, strength and creativity borne out of these 
experiences. As hooks (1989: 206) observes, places known as the margins, both within and 
outside of capitalist reach, are sites of deprivation and spaces of radical openness as well. 
Describing a marginality similar to the one experienced by those who remain, hooks notes that it 
is not something one wishes to lose but rather “a site one stays in, clings to even, because it 
nourishes one’s capacity to resist. It offers to one the possibility of radical perspective from which 
to see, and create, to imagine alternatives, new worlds”. Therein lies the importance of revisiting 
the stories and life experiences of those who remain. In their capacity to improvise new ways of 
living – even in the face of capitalist degradations – we can find the potential of distinguishing 
actual solutions for rural people and the problems they continue to encounter. Instead of erasing 
their voices, our work must include their categories and knowledges as one of the more potent 
expressions of critical thought in full recognition of their relevance for the reconstitution of rural 
societies living with the specter of social and ecological calamities.  

Faced with the destruction of their socio-natural worlds, rural people sometimes choose to form 
counter-spaces organized around relations of confianza, mutual aid and solidarity (see chapter 
4). Yet others may opt for reproducing neoliberal arrangements rooted in relations of exploitation 
and competition (see chapter 7). In the final stages of my fieldwork, I also observed that forms of 
redistribution from below can, in turn, be increasingly conflictive as living conditions become 
more precarious.  
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While this research demonstrates that those who remain have not necessarily achieved better 
living and working conditions, it is clear that they have not abandoned their struggle to build a 
dignified life for themselves on their own terms. The existence of such a dignified, ‘good’ life under 
diverse capitalisms can only be understood as part of the wider relations of confianza, mutual aid 
and solidarity that enable people to withstand the most negative effects of capital and state 
interventions. Nevertheless, the expression of such relations varies widely from place to place. As 
the stories of Amada and Sulma reveal, it takes great courage, creativity and tenacity to persevere 
with hope intact in contexts of toxicity and oppression. Despite the enormous efforts deployed by 
rural people to defend spaces of autonomy, their communities and the places where they live 
continue to be threatened by ongoing state and capital expansion. As a politically and socially 
engaged researcher, I believe that engaging with those who remain is crucial for deciphering the 
kinds of thoughts and actions that are needed to provide real solutions for the injustices 
experienced by rural people. To ignore their diverse realities not only impoverishes our academic 
work, it also makes us complicit in the gradual destruction of the rural forms of life on which the 
world ultimately depends. 
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Annex: 
Fieldwork process and ethical considerations 

 
Between 2014 and 2017, I spent a total of 20 months in the southern coast of Ecuador, commuting 
between small towns surrounded by banana plantations on land and shrimp farms at sea. As I 
explained in chapter 1, I remained in these places for extended periods of time, establishing 
rapport with my research collaborators and learning about their everyday life experiences. I 
arrived at Machala, El Oro’s capital city, by bus from Quito. Here, I visited the local offices of the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Fishery to gather information on El Oro’s banana and 
shrimp production. The available data was for the most part incomplete, but state officials were 
helpful and allowed me to accompany them on their field visits to small, medium and large banana 
and shrimp producers. The information gathered during these visits allowed me to gain a better 
understanding of the general context, particularly concerning the role of the state in the 
transformation of the southern coast’s socionatural landscapes. In Machala, I also spent time in 
the municipal library, which preserves a collection of newspapers dating as far back as 1964 when 
the first edition of El Nacional (El Oro’s regional newspaper) began to circulate. This allowed me 
to gain greater insight into the history of banana and shrimp production in the region from the 
perspective of local media sources.  

During the time I spent in Machala, I also gathered information on the small town of 
Buenaventura, which was a relatively short bus ride away from the city. In this way, I confirmed 
the importance of this town for banana producers and plantation workers. My initial idea was to 
rent a room in the town and embark on daily walks to nearby plantations where I could begin to 
establish rapport with day laborers. Yet my encounter with Amada changed the course of these 
events. By a stroke of good fortune, when I stepped off the bus I walked down a wide dirt road 
that happened to pass in front of her house (during the first 8 months that I spent in 
Buenaventura, this road was being paved and sidewalks were also being built). Amada generously 
invited me to take a seat by her side and share a tall glass of coca cola. Our conversation was 
central to my research process. Amada was almost seventy when I met her and had lived the 
greater part of her life in Buenaventura. This meant that she had experienced first-hand the 
changes undergone with the spread of bananeras. Amada had also worked on plantations and as 
a help in the houses of wealthy landowners, and her sons, daughters and grandchildren continued 
to work on Buenaventura’s surrounding plantations. Amada’s world and her history were deeply 
interwoven with the bananeras. Moreover, as one of Buenaventura’s eldest residents, she had 
assembled an extensive network of relations that spanned the town’s different barriadas.  

When she offered me a room in her home I was initially reluctant to accept, afraid that my 
presence could become an extra burden for Amada and her family. I was also concerned about 
becoming too close to her and the influence that this could have on my research process. Yet I was 
also aware that this level of intimacy could allow me to better understand how people learn to 
live with the bananeras and, at the same time, would enable me to draw attention to the 
significance of their day-to-day experiences that are so often left out of academic debates. My 
presence could also become an opportunity for Amada to express herself and tell her side of the 
story. Amada introduced me to her neighbors and her extended family, and they in turn 
introduced me to their friends and neighbors. I was thus able to interview more than 100 banana 
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workers, conduct surveys on their experience of plantation labor and form a focus group with 20 
female banana workers in Amada’s home. On many occasions, I accompanied banana workers 
onto the plantations and let them guide me through the difficult territories of the bananeras. 
These transect walks became an important part of the methodology as I was able to gain first-
hand knowledge on the sounds, sights and smells that shaped people’s everyday interactions. 
During these walks I also learned about the different forms of banana production, the unique 
biology of the banana plant, the different diseases affecting the plantations and the variety of 
agrochemicals used to control them. I was also introduced to small, medium and large banana 
producers who offered their different views on the banana trade. Every evening, after helping 
with dinner and dishes, I tried to organize and process the information gathered during the day. 
I also spent many evenings talking to Amada, reconstructing her life story and patiently weaving 
together her changing memories of the past.  

When I was in Buenaventura, I was contacted by an Austrian based NGO that was doing research 
on the impacts of agrochemical use on banana workers’ health. I worked as their field assistant 
and learned about the different diseases that were affecting banana workers as a result of their 
exposure to dangerous chemicals. Working alongside a medical epidemiologist, I learned about 
the powerful influence of the environment on human health and the dangers of rising levels of 
toxicity for the people working and living near the bananeras. This was further confirmed by my 
interviews in Buenaventura; however, the study of widespread toxicity in people’s lives remained 
an important challenge. This was again confirmed when I travelled to the manglares of the 
archipelago of Jambelí where very few studies had been conducted on the use of agrochemicals 
and antibiotics on shrimp farms and their effects on the surrounding environment and human 
health. Although one could see and smell the contamination produced by the shrimp farms in the 
manglares, toxicity could only be measured through the experiences and testimonies of the 
people living in the area, who themselves had different perceptions of the effects of toxicity on 
their health.  

After eight months in the bananeras, I travelled to the port of Jelí where I began my research into 
the manglar ecosystem. Here, I waited by the edge of the estuary for small fishers to arrive from 
the islands to sell their products on the mainland. This is how I met Ignacio who introduced me 
to the president of his community. He initially granted me permission to conduct research on his 
islands; however, once my work unearthed tensions surrounding land sales and the role of nearby 
camaroneros in the community, I was asked not to pursue any further work. As a result, I began 
to travel to different islands in the archipelago, thereby gaining greater insight into the kinds of 
relations that have developed between fisher communities and camaroneros. I also learned about 
the myriad fisher gatherer associations that had formed as a result of the appearance of state-
granted custodias in the manglar. I was introduced to Sulma by one of her sons who had been an 
important leader in the movement to defend the manglar. Sulma was born on the islands and had 
spent her entire life in the same fisher community. With her help I was able to reconstruct what 
everyday life was like on the islands before and after the encroachment of shrimp farms. Sulma’s 
life story was central to this reconstruction spanning several decades, which included heated 
struggles over the manglar. During the time I spent on the islands, I also accompanied cockle 
gatherers in their daily work in the manglar and artisanal fishers in their work at sea. Navigating 
alongside small fisher gatherers familiarized me with the aquatic space and the different ways 
that people related to the manglar. I also attended meetings held by fisher gatherer associations 
to understand the role of custodias and how they shaped the identities of guardians of the 
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mangrove ecosystem. I travelled back and forth between the islands and the mainland where I 
conducted research with academics from the University of Machala and learned how they 
prepared mangrove management plans for fisher gatherer associations that were applying for a 
custodia.  

To protect the identities of my research collaborators, the only real names that were maintained 
in the manuscript correspond to the names of public officials. Most people’s names were replaced 
with pseudonyms. Amada and Sulma are not real names and neither can Buenaventura nor Tres 
Cruces be located on a map. To maintain anonymity, the people in the photographs are not 
necessarily the ones that appear in the text. People’s consent was crucial for both conducting 
interviews and taking photographs and I took time with each person to explain the objectives of 
my work and how the images would be used. Due to the importance of the landscape in my work 
and the way that people interact with their contaminated surroundings, photography became an 
important tool in the field. The images presented in this dissertation serve to illustrate the 
particular context in which this research was conducted and also bring a human face to the 
situations that are described and analyzed in the text. They also serve the purpose of challenging 
common assumptions about people living and working in the manglares and bananeras. In 
particular, the images attempt to draw attention to the significance of everyday life interactions 
for the maintenance, but also the subversion, of a capitalist way of life. They show how people 
manage to make a living and construct their own forms of ‘buen-vivir’ in toxic circumstances.  

 ON LAND AT SEA 
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• Lived with Amada and her extended family in 
Buenaventura. 

• Amada’s life story.  
• Multiple interviews with different members of 

the extended family and the barriada who 
worked on nearby plantations and occupied 
different positions both in the field and on 
banana processing plants.  

• Focus group with 20 female banana workers 
focused on their work experience and daily 
activities. 

• Surveys with 100 male and female wage 
laborers on plantations.  

• Interviews with 5 different banana producers in 
the area, small, medium and large, focused on 
their approach to banana production and labor 
conditions in the banana sector.  

• Transect walks through the bananeras with 
banana producers, administrators and 
agricultural engineers.  

• Interview with the members of the local 
government.  

• Interviews with state officials working in the 
Ministry of Agriculture and the Program to 
Enhance the Productivity of Small Banana 
Producers.   

• Archival work in the Municipality of the city of 
Machala.  

• Photography. 

• Lived with four different families on the islands.  
• Sulma’s life story.  
• Multiple interviews with small fisher gatherers 

focused on their work in the manglar and their 
memories of the islands. 

• Focus group with 50 male and female fisher 
gatherers across different islands.  

• Transect walks in the manglar with cockle 
gatherers and navigation with fisher women.  

• Interviews with the presidents of 4 different 
fisher gatherer associations and the president of 
the Network of Artisanal Fisher Organizations 
on their struggle to gain access to a custodia and 
the daily activities of each association.  

• Interviews with aquaculture engineers on their 
experiences with camaroneros and fisher 
communities.  

• Interview with Eusebio Vera, former official at 
the Office of the Registrar. 

• Photography. 
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TOXIC TROPICS 
Gender, nature and capitalist transformations in the  
southern coast of Ecuador 
 
Summary  
 
This dissertation focuses on the coastal plains and manglar islands of southern Ecuador that are 
home to some of the country’s largest banana and shrimp plantations. Since the 1950s, the spread 
of export-oriented monoculture has reconfigured society-nature relations in this region and 
radically transformed the lives of those living in these spaces. While many chose to leave and join 
the growing flow of rural out-migrations, those who remained have contributed to the 
proliferation of different ways of life in the many interstices of large-scale capitalist 
developments. This dissertation aims to understand how those who remained learned to live in 
places made toxic and unsafe by the expansion of capitalist relations of production. It specifically 
focuses on the gendered dimensions of their everyday living strategies and their diverse 
responses to the changes undergone in their surroundings. Using historical and ethnographic 
research methods, it traces the stories and lives of rural families in their self-constructed homes 
and barrios, workers in the fields and in fruit processing plants, small farmers in the foothills of 
the cordillera and artisanal fisher gatherers in the manglares and seas. By placing their 
experiences at the heart of this study, I explore the transformative potential of rural people living 
in toxic landscapes and how gender and social differences, produced and reinforced by capitalist 
dispossessions, are shaping important changes from below.  

My historical reconstruction of the spread of plantations in southern Ecuador and my analysis of 
people’s diverse responses to the changes it has brought contribute to the understanding of the 
particular ways in which capitalist relations emerge in different contexts and how they articulate 
and transform rural ways of life. At the same time, it adds new perspectives to this literature by 
drawing on insights from contemporary academic debates in the environmental humanities and 
recent explorations in the anthropology of capitalism that create possibilities for addressing 
multispecies assemblages and capitalisms in the plural.  

Chapter 1 provides the context for this study and expands on the ethnographic methods that were 
employed in the field. It touches on ethical considerations and the importance of learning to listen 
with respect to one’s interlocutors and remain open to the changes these relations may trigger. 
“The field” is further presented through a brief description of the lowlands and manglares of the 
southern province of El Oro where most of the research for this dissertation was conducted. 
Research in the diverse environments of land and sea was conducted to emphasize the 
importance of nature and nonhumans for the proliferation of different ways of life in these spaces. 
The dissertation is thus divided into two parts that are each dedicated to an in-depth exploration 
of the changes undergone in the lowlands and manglares.  

Chapter 2 provides a theoretical grounding for the study of rural transformations. It undertakes 
a brief review of classic debates on agrarian studies and critically engages with Marxist and 
Foucauldian-inspired studies of capitalism and power. Drawing on the work of feminist scholars, 
it moves away from broad theories to take notice of that which takes place in the margins or 
interstices of large-scale capitalist developments. In these spaces where diverse forms of life 
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coexist and proliferate, women and the places where they live and interact appear as central 
actors. Against mainstream readings of marginality and toxicity, I build on the insights of feminist 
scholars to emphasize the agency, logics and transformative potential of people living under 
capitalism’s toxic influence. It is through this lens that my empirical chapters explore the changes 
undergone in the zona bananera and camaronera of El Oro.  

To understand the decisions and actions undertaken by people in the present, chapter 3 reaches 
back in time to the banana boom and the origins of El Oro’s identidad bananera. It draws on life 
stories and archival material to reconstruct the emergence of capitalist relations in the region and 
the role of the different human and nonhuman actors involved. The memories and stories of those 
who experienced the replacement of tropical forests and agro-forested fields by banana 
monoculture appear as central elements for understanding how capitalist relations developed in 
the coastal lowlands as well as the kinds of strategies that people deployed in their wake, which 
persist in different forms up to today. They also provide some explanation for people’s perception 
and understanding of the omni-presence of bananeras in their surroundings, their toxicity and 
their negative effects on the environment and human health. This subject forms the core of 
chapter 4, which is situated in the present context of toxicity and exploitation in the banana 
plantation zone. It explores people’s different relations to the bananeras and how they learn to 
assess possibilities for resistance and change. The absence of collective actions against 
exploitation is explained through an analysis of the everyday strategies that occupy people in 
their search for a good living on their own terms. Within this context, women’s unpaid 
reproductive labor is central for the maintenance of a sense of belonging and community despite 
capitalist degradation and alienation. This labor is vital for the ongoingness of life in toxic 
environments under difficult social and economic circumstances.  

Chapter 4 also functions as a bridge between my ethnographic research in El Oro’s banana 
producing zone and the manglar forests located downstream where shrimp is farmed for export. 
It analyzes the links between these two different areas of capitalist production and how they are 
connected through toxic streams. As a result of aerial fumigations and increased chemical use on 
bananeras, the estuaries and manglares downstream contain high levels of dangerous pesticides 
that have caused severe damage to the shrimp industry, and affected the small economies of 
artisanal fisher gatherers as well. Capitalist practices are involved in the destruction of vital 
resources needed for their own success; nevertheless, in the manglar, investments in new 
technologies have temporarily solved this problem, enabling the shrimp industry to continue its 
exploitation of nature and labor.  

The manglar ecosystem and its importance for small fisher communities in the archipelago of 
Jambelí is analyzed in chapter 5 through a historical reconstruction of society-nature relations 
before the advent of shrimp farming in the area. It centers on the local political organizations and 
common property institutions that were developed by fisher communities to manage their access 
and use of manglar resources. The experiences of artisanal fisher gatherers and their memories 
of the past enable our understanding of the multispecies assemblages that made up the 
socionatural world of the manglar and how they were transformed by state and capitalist 
interventions. It also shows links between short and long-term memory and the highly diverse 
responses of small fishers.  

Chapter 6 is situated in the present and analyzes the role of the creation of government-
community co-management arrangements that granted ancestral communities and small fisher 
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associations territorial rights over manglar areas. Custodias marked new changes for fisher 
communities with important implications for gender relations and power disputes in the 
manglar. Combined with the emergence of benevolent forms of capitalism, custodias contributed 
to the fragmentation of fisher communities and their movements to defend the manglar, enabling 
the further expansion of state and capitalist interests in the area. Within this context, the 
challenges faced by fisher communities are analyzed from the perspective of those living on the 
islands and their gendered experiences of the transformations undergone in the archipelago as a 
result of private and state-led enclosures of the manglar.  

While those who remain in the monocultured plains and manglares of southern Ecuador have not 
been able to achieve better living and working conditions, it is clear that they have not abandoned 
their struggle to create a dignified life for themselves on their own terms. In the conclusions 
(chapter 7), I reflect on the value of placing their stories at the center of contemporary debates 
on rural transformations and environmental change. In this sense, my dissertation contributes to 
the range of voices that participate in the production of knowledge and highlights the explanatory 
power and transformative potential of rural people, their stories and experiences.  
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GIFTIGE TROPEN 
Gender relaties, natuur en kapitalistische veranderingen aan de 
zuidkust van Ecuador 
 
Samenvatting 
 
Dit onderzoek richt zich op de laaglanden en mangroves in de kuststreek van zuid Ecuador waar 
zich een aantal van de grootste bananenplantages en garnalenbedrijven van het land bevindt. 
Sinds de jaren vijftig heeft de snelle uitbreiding van deze op de exportgerichte monoculturen 
geleid tot een reconfiguratie van de verhoudingen tussen de menselijke samenleving en de 
natuurlijke omgeving. Daarbij veranderde het leven van de bewoners van de rurale gebieden 
radicaal. Terwijl een deel van deze bevolking besloot weg te trekken en zich aansloot bij de 
groeiende groep migranten die naar de stad trokken, kozen anderen ervoor om in hun wijken en 
dorpen te blijven. Op die manier droegen zij bij aan de verspreiding van verschillende manieren 
van leven in de kieren van grootschalige kapitalistische bedrijvigheid. Dit proefschrift beoogt te 
begrijpen hoe deze ‘blijvers’ leerden te leven in gebieden die giftig en onveilig zijn geworden door 
de expansie van kapitalistische productierelaties. Het richt zich met name op de gender dimensie 
van de dagelijkse overlevingsstrategieën en de verschillende antwoorden op de veranderingen 
van deze groepen ‘blijvers’. Gebruik makend van historische en etnografische 
onderzoeksmethodes, traceert de dissertatie de verhalen en levens van de mannen en vrouwen 
in hun zelfgebouwde huizen en wijken, de loonarbeiders in het veld en de verwerkingsbedrijven, 
de kleine boeren aan de voet van de cordillera en de traditionele vissers en verzamelaars in de 
mangroves en op zee. Door hun ervaringen in deze studie centraal te stellen, onderzoek ik de 
veerkracht van de rurale bevolking die in een giftig landschap leeft. Ik probeer daarbij te 
begrijpen hoe gender en sociale verschillen, die geproduceerd en gereproduceerd worden in een 
proces van kapitalistische onteigening, vorm geven aan belangrijke veranderingen van onderop. 

De historische reconstructie van de expansie van de exportproductie in het zuiden van Ecuador 
en de analyse van de verschillende antwoorden op de gevolgen ervan, helpen ons de verschillende 
vormen van kapitalistische productierelaties, die zich articuleren met verschillende vormen van 
ruraal leven, beter te begrijpen. Door de analyse te verbinden met hedendaagse academische 
debatten in de ecologische geesteswetenschappen en recente inzichten van de antropologie van 
het kapitalisme, kan zij richting geven aan nieuwe perspectieven, die het belang van een 
multispecies benadering onderstrepen en ons dwingen om het kapitalisme in meervoud te 
begrijpen, als kapitalismes. De multispecies benadering benadrukt de manier waarop 
constellaties of assemblages van verschillende levensvormen (op veranderende manieren) met 
elkaar samenhangen.   

Hoofdstuk 1 presenteert de context van deze studie. Het behandelt de etnografische methodes 
die zijn gebruikt en de ethische overwegingen. Het laat het belang zien van luisteren en open 
staan voor de nuances die de verhalen van de mensen ter plekke kunnen impliceren. Het geeft 
een korte beschrijving van de laaglanden aan de kust en de mangroven in de zuidelijke provincie 
van Ecuador, El Oro, waar het grootste deel van het onderzoek werd verricht en richt zich op de 
twee verschillende ecologieën van land en zee. Die vergelijking maakt het mogelijk om de 
verschillende vormen van leven in deze gebieden beter te begrijpen. De dissertatie is vervolgens 
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verdeeld in twee delen, om deze vormen van leven en hun veranderingen diepgaand te kunnen 
analyseren. 

Hoofdstuk 2 verschaft een theoretische onderbouwing voor de bestudering van rurale 
transformatie. Het geeft een kort overzicht van de klassieke debatten over agrarische verandering 
en bespreekt op een kritische wijze studies over kapitalisme en macht die zijn geïnspireerd door 
de ideeën van Karl Marx en Michel Foucault. Het maakt dan gebruik van de inzichten van 
feministische onderzoekers, om afstand te nemen van brede maatschappelijke interpretaties en 
aandacht te geven aan de ontwikkelingen in de marges en kieren van grootschalige kapitalistische 
productie. In deze marges, waar verschillende levensvormen naast elkaar bestaan, zijn vrouwen 
en de ruimtes waarin zij leven en met elkaar omgaan, vaak de centrale actoren. Ik baseer me op 
feministische onderzoekers die tegen algemeen aanvaarde visies ingaan, om de nadruk te leggen 
op de agency, eigen logica’s en het veranderingspotentieel van mensen die leven in situaties van 
armoede en de milieuverontreiniging van het kapitalisme. Met deze lens exploreren mijn 
empirische hoofdstukken de veranderingen in de door bananen en garnalenproductie 
gedomineerde gebieden van El Oro. 

Om de hedendaagse beslissingen en activiteiten van de ‘blijvers’ te begrijpen, gaat hoofdstuk 3 
eerst terug in de tijd: naar de glorietijd van de bananen en de oorsprong van El Oro’s bananen 
identiteit. Het gebruikt levensverhalen en archiefmateriaal om de opkomst van de kapitalistisch 
productierelaties te reconstrueren en de rol van de verschillende menselijke en niet-menselijke 
actoren te begrijpen. De herinneringen en verhalen van degenen die meemaakten hoe de 
tropische bossen en kleinschalige landbouw werden vervangen door de monocultuur van 
bananenvelden zijn cruciaal om de kapitalistische transformatie van de zuidelijke laaglanden te 
begrijpen en de strategieën die mensen in reactie hierop ontwikkelden. Deze kunnen ook 
verklaren hoe de bevolking is omgegaan met de dominerende aanwezigheid van de 
bananenvelden en vooral met de negatieve effecten hiervan op hun gezondheid en de natuurlijke 
omgeving.  

Dit is tevens het thema dat centraal staat in hoofdstuk 4, wat zich richt op de hedendaagse situatie 
waarin milieuverontreiniging en toxiciteit het centrale element is geworden van het leven in 
bananen gebieden. Het analyseert de relaties van verschillende bevolkingsgroepen met de 
bananenplantages en de manieren waarop zij mogelijkheden tot verzet en aanpassen benutten. 
De afwezigheid van collectieve actie tegen hun uitbuiting kan verklaard worden door te kijken 
naar hun dagelijkse pogingen om op hun eigen termen tot een goed leven te komen. In deze 
context, speelt de onbetaalde reproductieve arbeid van vrouwen een centrale rol in het behoud 
van een gevoel van belonging en gemeenschap ondanks de kapitalistische milieuverontreiniging 
en vervreemding. Deze arbeid is cruciaal voor de continuering van leven in een giftig milieu onder 
moeilijke sociale en economische omstandigheden. 

Hoofdstuk 4 vormt ook een brug tussen mijn etnografische onderzoek in El Oro’s bananen sector 
en de mangrove gebieden aan de kust waar garnalen worden geproduceerd voor de export. Het 
analyseert de verbindingen tussen deze twee verschillende gebieden van kapitalistische 
productie. Zij worden speciaal verbonden in de vorm van giftige verontreiniging. Door 
toenemende besproeiing van de bananenplantages en het gebruik van pesticiden bevatten de 
rivieren en delta’s hoge niveaus van chemicaliën die grote schade toebrengen aan de 
garnalenindustrie. Desondanks hebben de grootschalige garnalen bedrijven nieuwe 
technologische oplossingen gevonden, die hen in staat stellen om de uitbuiting van arbeid en 
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natuur voort te zetten. Dit raakt echter ook de economische situatie van de traditionele vissers 
en verzamelaars. De verontreiniging vernietigt hun cruciale hulpbronnen.  

Hoofdstuk 5 analyseert het mangrove ecosysteem en haar belang voor kleine 
vissersgemeenschappen in de archipel van Jambelí. Het geeft een historische reconstructie van 
de relaties tussen samenleving en natuur vóór de komst van de garnalenteelt in het gebied. Het 
benadrukt de lokale politieke organisaties en instituties die het collectieve eigendom beheerden 
en die waren opgezet om de toegang van de gemeenschappen tot de mangroves te garanderen. 
De ervaringen van visser-verzamelaars en hun herinneringen maken het mogelijk de 
multispecies assemblages in de mangroves te begrijpen. Zij werpen ook licht op de veranderingen 
die ontstonden door de interventies van de staat en kapitalistische ondernemingen. Het laat ook 
het verband zien tussen korte- en lange-termijn herinneringen en de daaruit volgende sterk 
verschillende reacties van kleinschalige vissers. 

Hoofdstuk 6 onderzoekt vervolgens de gevolgen van hedendaagse vormen van co-management 
onder invloed van de staat. Dit co-management geeft traditionele gemeenschappen en associaties 
van kleinschalige vissers het beheer en territoriale rechten over de mangrove bossen. Deze 
custodias betekenden grote veranderingen voor vissersgemeenschappen met grote gevolgen 
voor genderrelaties en machtsverhoudingen. Terwijl zij gezien kunnen worden als het resultaat 
van nieuwe, meer vriendelijke vormen van kapitalisme en staatsingrijpen onder invloed van de 
garnalen bedrijven, dragen de custodias soms toch bij aan de fragmentatie van de 
gemeenschappen en de sociale bewegingen die de mangroves proberen te beschermen. Dit leidt 
weer tot een verdere expansie van de staat en kapitaal in de eilandgemeenschappen. De 
uitdagingen die de gemeenschappen hierbij ondervonden worden geanalyseerd vanuit het 
perspectief van de bewoners van de eilanden. Daarbij ligt de nadruk op de gender elementen van 
de transformatie die het resultaat zijn van de vernietiging van de mangrovebossen. 

Terwijl degenen die zijn ‘gebleven’ in de monoculturele laaglanden en mangroves van zuid 
Ecuador er meestal niet in zijn geslaagd betere leef- en werkomstandigheden te bewerkstelligen, 
is het duidelijk dat zij hun pogingen voor een waardig leven op hun eigen termen niet hebben 
opgegeven. In de conclusies (hoofdstuk 7) bespreek ik het belang van het centraal stellen van hun 
verhalen in hedendaagse debatten over rurale en ecologische verandering. Het laat zien dat mijn 
proefschrift ruimte laat aan de veelheid van stemmen die deelnemen aan de productie van kennis. 
Het benadrukt de verklarende kracht en potentieel van verandering van de rurale bevolking en 
haar verhalen en ervaringen. 
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TÓXICOS TRÓPICOS 
Relaciones de género, naturaleza y transformaciones capitalistas en la 
costa sur del Ecuador 
 
Resumen 
 
Esta investigación se centra en las planicies costeras del y los manglares del sur del Ecuador 
donde se encuentran algunas de las más grandes plantaciones bananeras y camaroneras del país. 
Desde los años cincuenta, la rápida expansión de estos monocultivos para la exportación ha 
contribuido a la reconfiguración de las relaciones entre la naturaleza y la sociedad en esta región, 
transformando radicalmente la vida de quienes habitan en espacios rurales. Ante esta situación, 
mientras una parte de la población rural decidía sumarse a la creciente ola de migración campo-
ciudad, otra parte eligió permanecer en sus barrios y comunidades, contribuyendo a la 
proliferación de distintos modos de vida en los múltiples intersticios abandonados por los 
proyectos de modernización capitalista impulsados desde el estado. Este trabajo busca entender 
como los que se quedan desarrollan estrategias y aprenden a vivir en lugares transformados en 
espacios tóxicos e inseguros por la expansión de relaciones de producción capitalistas. Se enfoca 
de modo particular en las estrategias cotidianas de supervivencia desarrolladas por las 
poblaciones rurales en relación a su entorno y cómo estas estrategias son atravesadas por las 
distintas formas de entender las relaciones de género en distintos contextos rurales.  

Utilizando métodos históricos y etnográficos, esta investigación reconstruye las historias y las 
vidas de familias rurales que ocuparon tierras en los intersticios de los monocultivos para 
construir barrios y comunidades; de trabajadores y trabajadoras de las plantaciones y las plantas 
procesadoras de alimentos; de campesinos y campesinas que viven a los pies de la cordillera y de 
pescadores y pescadoras artesanales que viven y trabajan en los mares y manglares de la costa 
sur del país. Al poner sus historias en el centro de este estudio, mi trabajo explora la potencialidad 
transformadora de las poblaciones rurales y muestra la importancia que tienen sus testimonios 
para entender el rol de las desposesiones capitalistas en la producción de diferencias sociales y 
de género, y cómo a su vez estas formas se subvierten y transforman desde abajo.  

La reconstrucción histórica de la expansión del monocultivo para la exportación en el sur del 
Ecuador y el análisis de las diversas respuestas asociadas a estos cambios contribuyen a una 
mayor comprensión de las distintas formas en que emergen las relaciones capitalistas en cada 
contexto, a menudo articulándose con las economías rurales. Este estudio, a su vez, suma nuevas 
perspectivas a la literatura al combinar hallazgos de debates académicos en el campo de las 
humanidades ambientales y exploraciones más recientes en la antropología del capitalismo que 
apuntan hacia la importancia de un enfoque multiespecies y de pensar en capitalismos en el 
plural.  La investigación indaga en los diversos ambientes de la tierra y el mar con el fin de 
enfatizar la importancia de la naturaleza no humana para el sustento de los distintos modos de 
vida rurales que persisten en estos espacios. Es por esta razón que el manuscrito se divide en dos 
partes dedicadas, cada una a su vez, en una exploración más a profundidad de las 
transformaciones ocurridas entre las poblaciones rurales del campo y del mar.  

El primer capítulo del manuscrito presenta el contexto para este estudio y detalla los métodos 
etnográficos utilizados en el campo. Aborda las consideraciones éticas de trabajar con 
poblaciones vulnerabilizadas y la importancia de aprender a escuchar sigilosamente a 
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nuestros/as interlocutores, permaneciendo abierta a los cambios que pueden sobrevenir a partir 
de estos encuentros. Se introduce “el campo” de estudio a través de una breve descripción de las 
planicies costeras y manglares de la provincia de El Oro donde se desarrolló la mayoría de la 
investigación para este trabajo.  

El capítulo 2 presenta el marco teórico que se utilizó para analizar las transformaciones rurales a 
la luz de la expansión del estado y el capital en el territorio. Presenta un breve resumen de algunos 
debates conocidos en los estudios rurales y aborda críticamente trabajos más recientes 
inspirados en una lectura marxista y Foucauldiana del capitalismo y el poder. Inspirada en el 
trabajo de teóricas feministas, mi propia investigación se aleja de las grandes teorías para prestar 
mayor atención a aquello que sucede en los márgenes o intersticios de los grandes desarrollos 
capitalistas/estatales. En estos espacios donde diversas formas de vida coexisten y proliferan, las 
mujeres y los espacios en los que interactúan y desarrollan sus actividades cotidianas aparecen 
como protagonistas de importantes cambios sociales. En contra de lecturas convencionales 
acerca de la marginalidad y la toxicidad, este trabajo se inspira en ideas desarrolladas por 
académicas feministas que subrayan la agencia, la lógica y el potencial transformador de quienes 
viven bajo la influencia tóxica del capitalismo. A través de este lente teórico, los capítulos 
empíricos exploran las transformaciones ocurridas desde mediados del siglo pasado en la zona 
bananera y camaronera de El Oro.  

Para entender las decisiones y las acciones que emprenden las poblaciones rurales en el presente, 
el capítulo 3 retrocede en el tiempo a la época del boom bananero y a los orígenes de la 
construcción de una identidad bananera en la provincia de El Oro. Combina historias de vida, 
materiales de archivo y una extensa revisión literaria para reconstruir la emergencia de 
relaciones capitalistas en la región y el rol de distintos actores humanos y no humanos 
involucrados en estos cambios. Las memorias y las historias de quienes vivieron el 
desplazamiento de los bosques tropicales y los poli-cultivos por la expansión del monocultivo de 
banano aparecen como elementos centrales para entender cómo emergen y se reproducen las 
relaciones capitalistas en las planicies costeras, así como las distintas estrategias que se 
desplegaron para hacer frente a sus efectos más dañinos. También proveen alguna explicación 
para entender como las personas perciben la omnipresencia de las bananeras en su entorno, su 
toxicidad y sus efectos negativos en el ambiente y la salud humana. Estos temas se estudian con 
mayor profundidad en el capítulo 4 que está situado en el presente contexto de toxicidad y 
explotación en la zona bananera. Explora las distintas maneras en que las personas se relacionan 
con las plantaciones y como aprenden a evaluar las posibilidades que existen para resistir y 
promover un cambio. La ausencia de acciones colectivas en contra de la explotación laboral y de 
la contaminación de la naturaleza se explica a través de un análisis de las estrategias cotidianas 
que ocupan a las personas en su día a día para alcanzar un buen vivir bajo sus propios términos. 
En este contexto, el trabajo reproductivo de las mujeres ocupa un lugar central para la recreación 
y el mantenimiento de un sentido de pertenencia y comunidad más allá de la degradación y la 
alienación capitalistas.  Esta labor es vital para la continuidad de la vida en ambientes tóxicos en 
circunstancias económicas y sociales cada vez más complicadas.  

El capítulo 4 funciona como un puente entre mi investigación etnográfica en la zona bananera de 
El Oro y los bosques de manglar ubicados río abajo donde se siembra camarón para la exportación 
en grandes piscinas artificiales. Analiza los nexos entre estas dos distintas áreas de producción 
capitalista y cómo están conectadas por medio del intercambio de flujos tóxicos. Como resultado 
de las fumigaciones aéreas y el uso incremental de agroquímicos en las bananeras, los esteros y 
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manglares del archipiélago de Jambelí concentran altos niveles de peligrosos pesticidas que 
contaminaron las piscinas y provocaron grandes pérdidas para la industria camaronera. Esta 
contaminación afectó a su vez a las pequeñas economías de las comunidades de pescadores y 
pescadoras artesanales. Este capítulo muestra como las prácticas capitalistas están implicadas en 
la destrucción de recursos vitales necesarios para asegurar la producción y acumulación de 
capital. Sin embargo, en lugar de frenar su destrucción, en el manglar, empresarios camaroneros 
invirtieron en nuevas tecnologías que resolvieron temporalmente este problema, permitiendo la 
explotación continua de la naturaleza y el trabajo.  

El ecosistema manglar y su importancia para las pequeñas comunidades pesqueras en el 
archipiélago de Jambelí se analiza en el capítulo 5 a través de una reconstrucción histórica de las 
relaciones sociedad-naturaleza que existían antes de la llegada de las camaroneras a la zona. Se 
centra en las organizaciones políticas a nivel local y las instituciones de propiedad comunal que 
fueron desarrolladas por las comunidades pesqueras con el fin de manejar su uso y acceso a los 
recursos del manglar. Las experiencias de estas comunidades y sus memorias del pasado nos 
ayudan a entender los distintos ensamblajes multiespecies que conformaron el mundo 
socionatural del manglar antes de la llegada de las camaroneras y que fue radicalmente 
transformado por las intervenciones del estado y los desarrollos capitalistas. También muestra 
los vínculos entre la memoria larga, la memoria corta y las diversas respuestas de las 
comunidades pesqueras ante el avance de las relaciones capitalistas en sus territorios.  

El capítulo 6 se sitúa en el presente y analiza el rol de la creación de acuerdos de manejo del 
manglar entre el gobierno y las comunidades que otorgan por primera vez derechos territoriales 
sobre el manglar a las comunidades ancestrales y los usuarios y usuarias tradicionales del 
manglar. Estos acuerdos, conocidos comúnmente bajo el nombre de custodias, marcaron nuevos 
cambios para las comunidades pesqueras y tuvieron importantes implicaciones para las 
relaciones de género y las disputas de poder en el manglar. Combinado con la emergencia de un 
capitalismo benevolente propiciado por nuevos empresarios del camarón, en algunos casos, las 
custodias contribuyeron a la fragmentación de las comunidades pesqueras y de los movimientos 
para la defensa del manglar, permitiendo la mayor expansión de los intereses del estado y del 
capital en las islas. Los retos que enfrentan las comunidades pesqueras son analizados desde la 
perspectiva de quienes viven en las islas y sus experiencias encarnadas y atravesadas por el 
género de las transformaciones ocurridas en el archipiélago como resultado de las desposesiones 
y encierros promovidos por el estado y el sector privado en el manglar.  

Pese a que la población que permaneció en las planicies mono-cultivadas y los manglares 
intervenidos de la costa sur del Ecuador no han logrado mejores condiciones de vida y trabajo, 
está claro que no han abandonado su lucha por construir una vida digna en sus barrios y 
comunidades bajo sus propios términos. En las conclusiones (capítulo 7), reflexiono sobre la 
importancia y el valor de poner estas historias y luchas cotidianas en el centro de debates 
contemporáneos sobre las transformaciones rurales y los cambios ambientales. En este sentido, 
este manuscrito contribuye a abrir el abanico de voces que participan en la producción del 
conocimiento y subraya el poder de explicación y el potencial de transformación de las 
poblaciones rurales, de sus historias y experiencias.  
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