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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

4

A people that commit themselves to the production of single fruit commits suicide.
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 presentday 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.

36

Picture 6: “Buenaventura is the world’s real banana capital”.
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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
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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 chemicalintensive 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: 6061). 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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