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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
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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 23year-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 nonregistration 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
73

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”.
75

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
Both nicknames have negative connotations and are used as insults against lesbians and women who are
considered ‘unfeminine’.

5
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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 900,000dollar 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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