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ABSTRACT
Angus Lyall: The Millennium City:
Oil Politics and Urbanization in the Northern Ecuadorian Amazon
(Under the direction of Gabriela Valdivia)

Oil production in the northern Ecuadorian Amazon has facilitated the urbanization of
some of the world’s most biodiverse rainforests. New highways into the jungle, snaking
pipelines, and population centers have followed in the wake of oil explorations and drilling over
the last fifty years. Oil companies and the state have also sought indigenous consent to oil
production in their territories in exchange for infrastructures, such as roads, electrification, and,
in a few cases, urban-like settlements. Researchers, environmentalists, and engaged citizens have
denounced urban development in indigenous territories as an unsustainable imposition of
Western culture on otherwise isolated, unwilling or unwitting communities. However, such
narratives overlook the social legacies of prior waves of colonial capitalism in the northern
Amazon. Histories of racism and racial capitalism are often erased by ahistorical representations
of the Amazon as a timeless, uniform space of pre-Hispanic cultures, effectively obscuring the
violence that produced modern Amazonia.

In this dissertation, I detail the history of an indigenous community of subsistence
farmers, fisher-people, and hunters that recently negotiated with the state oil company to receive
an urban-like settlement in the rainforest. I describe their newfound hardships in a place at the far
margins of market society, where they lack food, money, and maintenance, and I document
nostalgia for farm life. Yet, by the same token, I describe their collective struggles to sustain this

so-called “Millennium City,” rather than abandon it. For generations, racism has been a motor
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driving these families to pursue integration into market relations, Western education, and urban
spaces, as strategies to mitigate the physical and symbolic violence of dominant, white society.
Today, negotiations over oil production between indigenous communities, the state, and
companies in the northern Amazon unfold on an uneven social terrain shaped by centuries of
oppression. This dissertation draws on multiple periods of fieldwork over six years that included
interviews, video ethnography, and focus groups in the Cuyabeno Wildlife Reserve, as well as

archival research in the Amazon and Andes.
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PREFACE: A WORLD DIVIDED IN TWO

In 2009, I was in a town meeting in a rural Andean parish when several indigenous men
stood up to denounce me as an “imperialist.” I was working for North American archaeologists
at the time, as their logistics guy. And I had requested the meeting to offer work to locals in
exchange for access to new dig sites on their farms. At the opening of the meeting, I was rebuked
for not deferring to local leadership to call the meeting to order; by the end of the night, I had
been accused of stealing Incan gold on behalf of the U.S. government.

I was successful at negotiating access to new sites, but our staff was later chased off of
several sites by farmers waving axes and shovels at them. It seemed that I had struck deals that
were no longer tolerable once white people began digging up their lands. Worse still, the
archaeologists had been storing artifacts in the estate of a local elite family that had once owned
the parish and held the indigenous population in indebted servitude until the 1970s. That history
lingers.

Although I was already in my third year in Ecuador, I still struggled to understand social
context. When I had first arrived, at the age of twenty-two, my plan was to spend a summer
learning Spanish and then travel on to Brazil, Haiti, maybe Lebanon. But I landed a job guiding
mountain bike tours. I knew little about bikes — even less about the country, but my Dutch boss
joked that whatever tourists asked me, I was free to make things up. I spent my days rolling
down the sides of glacier-topped volcanos, among patchwork Andean hills, and through cloud

forests. It was an altogether different world for a young man from Cape Cod.

viii



It was an exciting time for the country as well. A bright young socialist economist named
Rafael Correa was running for president against the billionaire banana tycoon, Alvaro Noboa.
Correa promised to defend socioeconomic justice, rebuild institutions, and end the ‘long
neoliberal night’ — ten turbulent years in which the country cycled through seven presidents.
Correa pledged to oversee the construction of a new and progressive national constitution. On
the night of Correa’s upset victory, I joined masses dancing salsa in the streets. Ecuador seemed
like a place of tremendous possibility.

I enrolled in a master’s program in cultural anthropology in Quito. For my thesis, I wrote
an ethnography centered on how memories of peasant struggles for land in the 1960s influence
contemporary peasant politics, as modern agroindustry manages to re-concentrate that land. In
that research, I enjoyed privileged access to plantation owners and workers by leveraging my
cultural capital as a foreigner — as my professors had suggested, I spoke English with the owners.

I later landed a series of jobs writing rural development proposals. Although I was
writing in Spanish, one boss after another commented that they were excited to have someone
who could “write like a gringo”: concise, clear, convincing. My Spanish did not match such high
expectations (to this day, I confuse the words for soap and Japan!), but they tasked me,
nonetheless, with capturing the imaginations of funding agencies regarding agroecology, eco-
tourism, and other eco-projects in indigenous communities. When word got out in my hometown
that I was working to improve the genetic stock of pigs in Andean towns, the neighbors asked
my mom, “what does Angus know about pigs?” Of course, I did not know much of anything. But
such diverse opportunities to navigate the unknown seemed to be part of the enchantment of
Ecuador. I later worked as a consultant for national and international NGOs, conducting studies

that I also did not feel qualified for, but that were all the more exciting to write home about. I

X



dropped into scenic communities to evaluate irrigation projects, labor relations, tuberculosis,
rural housing access...

I was slow to fully-recognize that there was a veiled logic to why I — a man from
suburban USA — could move through such spaces so seamlessly, even recognized as an ‘expert’
in rural development. In 2014, I began a 3-year respite, as a graduate student in North Carolina.
There, professor Alvaro Reyes introduced me to the writings of Frantz Fanon and challenged me
to reflect more intensively on the connection between my experiences of freedom and my
identity as a white man. In The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon (2004[1963]) writes, “...it is clear
that what divides this world is first and foremost what species, what race one belongs to” (5). Of
course, Fanon did not believe that race was biological; rather, he wrote of the experience of a
world as if it were divided in two. In Latin America, the fact of mestizaje or hybrid identity does
not displace from everyday experience a set of binary racial stereotypes — white and non-white.
This schema is inscribed in language, economics, habits, and landscapes.

Reading Fanon challenged my thinking about identity. In academic settings, I had been
taught to analyze identity as an historical, shifting construct. In professional settings, I had been
taught to represent indigenous identities a-historically (‘strategically’), as natural stewards of the
environment. For Fanon, academic attention to the actual fluidity and complexity of identities
engenders inaction against the institutions that work to fix identities in stereotypes. Strategic
celebrations of indigeneity are a necessary, but, Fanon says, insufficient reaction that leaves the
colonial structure intact. He calls on his readers to reach beyond imposed identities: “I propose
nothing short of the liberation,” he writes, “of the man of color from himself” (1986 [1967], 2).

And he challenges his readers to consider their roles in this “absurd drama” (1994[1967], 153).



What do I stand to gain from a world in which whiteness and indigeneity are inherited as
meaningful categories, and what do I lose?

The summer after I started reading Fanon, I was in the back of a taxi in Quito and the
driver commented, “’Your mother-in-law must be very happy to have extranjero in the family.”
Extranjero means ‘foreigner,” but the term is used to refer to white North Americans and
Europeans. If T had been a Venezuelan refugee or a Cuban doctor, he likely would have referred
to me as an ‘immigrant.” Being an extranjero implied that one was wealthy, educated, and
‘cultured’ (i.e., efficient, punctual, cosmopolitan, English-speaking). I understood the driver’s
intention, but feigned naivete. “It’s a [source of] pride,” he continued, “to have an extranjero in
the family.” We both recognized this as a widely-shared social fact, despite what our own
evaluations or criticisms of that fact might have been.

This social fact of whiteness had enabled my ease of movement through work and
everyday life in Ecuador. If you are white, money comes faster and your savings, your looks, and
your university degree go further. They carry an inflated value. Even your weaknesses are re-
interpreted as strengths — e.g., whether you speak Spanish or dance salsa poorly, you are apt to
receive recognition for speaking and dancing well (for a gringo). My body in this space was
marked and elevated long before I had become fully aware of how or why. Back in 2009, I had
represented this social fact to the farmers who angrily reacted by labeling me an “imperialist,”
later accepting and rejecting our presence on their lands. However, I only began to grasp the
weight of this social fact during my doctoral research.

In 2014, I set out to study the experiences of a remote community of subsistence hunters
and farmers in the northern Amazon called Playas del Cuyabeno (known as ‘Playas’), which had

recently risen up against oil workers in their territory. Rather than demand an end to oil
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extraction, as environmentalists hoped, they requested urban development as compensation. The
state subsequently built an urban resettlement in the rainforest that included modern houses,
roads, electrification, plumbing, Wifi, and a host of urban services. I traveled to this place
expecting to find a dystopia with disillusioned inhabitants. Over the following months and
subsequent visits, I found that isolated urban space in the ‘jungle,’ in fact, did not make any
practical sense. Residents were struggling to access food, infrastructural maintenance, and
money. But I also discovered a remarkable determination among residents to occupy this place,
rather than abandon it for their farms. I began to study the history of the community and the
region. This place at the confluence of the Aguarico and the Cuyabeno rivers had witnessed
numerous attempts to colonize and control indigenous groups, from the arrival of Franciscan
missionaries in the 18" century to the spread of indebted servitude and indigenous enslavement
in the 19" and early 20" centuries and more recent attempts by missionaries, merchants, and
state actors. It was a history that stunned me — in part due to the levels of violence it disclosed
and in part because I had never heard any mention of it, either in popular culture or academic
spaces. For people on the outside, it seemed, the northern Amazon was timeless; Amazonian
peoples had no history. Over the following years of archival and ethnographic research, I came
to appreciate that the residents of this urban resettlement and their ancestors had endured
exploitation and violence at the hands of the “blancos” or white people for generations. This
urban space, which resembled the spaces of white society, was experienced as a form of
redemption and a strategy to mitigate the ethnic subordination of future generations.

When I told a classmate in the U.S. about this community, he responded in distress: “they
need Fanon.” Perhaps. However, Fanon argued that strategies of the dominated to seek a place in

dominant society are not a pathology of a single individual or a community; they are the shared
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legacy of a colonized world. This dissertation is not a judgement of choices made by the
residents of Playas, but rather a reflection of a world divided in two — and its materialization in
the Amazon.

This dissertation is also necessarily about my own experience of a world divided in two. I
used my whiteness to gain access to oil workers and high-ranking politicians (acting no longer as
a rural development expert, but rather as an oil expert). And I accessed the stories of Playas
residents by volunteering to teach English in their school. But more broadly, this dissertation is
about my own experiences in Ecuador in the sense that they had always been contingent on
constructions of whiteness and indigeneity — on the same “absurd drama” that obliged Playas
residents to bring urban space into the Amazon. In the following chapters, I explore how the
enduring social fact of a world divided in two, between white spaces and their exterior, has

shaped the politics of oil and urbanization in the northern Amazon.
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CHAPTER 1. MANICHEAN SPACE: OIL AND URBANIZATION IN THE AMAZON
“When you examine at close quarters the colonial context, it is
evident that what parcels out the world is to begin with the fact of
belonging to or not belonging to a given race... This is why Marxist
analysis should always be slightly stretched every time we have to
do with the colonial problem... It is neither the act of owning
factories, nor estates, nor a bank balance which distinguishes the
governing classes. The governing race is first and foremost those
who come from elsewhere...” — social theorist and militant Frantz
Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (2004[1963], 40)
Introduction
Oil production in the northern Ecuadorian Amazon has facilitated the urbanization of
some of the world’s most biodiverse rainforests. New roads and highways into the rainforest,
snaking pipelines, and population centers have followed in the wake of oil explorations and
drilling, particularly since modern oil export from this small Andean nation began in 1972. An
additional mechanism of oil-driven urbanization emerged in the 1990s, as oil production
expanded into regions where indigenous communities had territorial rights. Oil companies and
the state began to seek indigenous consent to oil production in exchange for compensation
packages. Forms of compensation have included cash payments and market goods, as well as
infrastructures, such as highways, electrification, and, in a few cases, urban-like settlements.
Critical researchers, environmentalists, and politically-engaged citizens have denounced urban
development in indigenous territories as an unsustainable imposition of Western culture on

otherwise isolated, unwilling or unwitting communities. In this dissertation, I argue that such

narratives overlook the legacies of prior waves of colonial capitalism in the northern Amazon,



which became a region of resource exploitation and rapid cultural change long before the arrival
of oil companies.

Beginning in the 16" century, non-indigenous actors from ‘the outside,” including
missionaries, merchants, and military officers, have used violence, monopolies on Western
goods, and subtler expressions of power to establish a dominant — albeit contested — social and
spatial hierarchy in the northern Amazon. Over five hundred years, rankings of personhood, such
as ‘civilized,” ‘semi-civilized,” and ‘savage,” have been incorporated into everyday discourse,
social relations, norms of respect and recognition, as well as parental aspirations for their
children. In the 20" century, ‘civilized’ status became closely associated with educational
credentials, formal work, and urban migration. In fact, for decades, indigenous peoples in this
region — particularly men — have migrated to urban spaces (Holt, Bilsborrow, and Ofia, 2004; Lu
and Bilsborrow, 2011; McSweeney and Jokisch, 2007), often leaving behind material sufficiency
in exchange for urban hunger and hardship (Davis et al. 2017). Today, negotiations over oil
production between indigenous communities, on the one hand, and the state and oil companies,
on the other hand, unfold on this symbolic terrain. And, while emerging aspirations for urban
development deep in the Amazon may make little material sense, they can change physical,
social, and political landscapes nonetheless.!

Rarely do there exist consensuses in communities over how or whether to negotiate with
the state and companies (e.g., Cepek 2018; Valdivia and Lyall 2018; Vallejo 2014). Some

communities do reject oil production and compensation packages outright, particularly in the

! Anthropologist Gina Crivello (2015) observes that ““aspirations’ are about much more than abstract ‘futures’; they
orient actions in the present” (39) (also, see Aguilar-Steen 2019; Appadurai 2007[2004]; Holloway et a/ 2009;
Smith and Gergan 2015).



central and southern Amazon.> My claim is that the northern Amazon’s regional history of
colonial capitalism transformed cultural perceptions, practices, and aspirations in some
communities, in effect enabling state institutions to secure oil flows through the promise of
infrastructural development. The violent history of ethnic domination in this region is often
erased by the narratives of environmentalists and development institutions alike. It has yet to be
confronted by a nation that insists on representing the Amazon as a uniform space of pre-
Hispanic cultures, negating injustices that helped to produce modern Ecuador and dehumanizing
its inhabitants.

In the following chapters, I trace the histories of half a dozen indigenous Kichwa families
of subsistence farmers, fisher-people, and hunters, from their entrance into rubber extraction
work in the late 19" century through their formation of a community and school in the 1960s and
to their recent negotiations with the state oil company to achieve relocation into an urban-like
settlement in the Amazon. In Chapter 2, I describe the variety of positive and quite negative
experiences of residents, but I highlight that residents, nonetheless, struggle collectively to
maintain and expand this urban space at the far margins of market society. The importance of
urban space for these residents is socially- and historically-situated in relation to distinct
experiences of ethnic subordination. In subsequent chapters, I examine the historical
accumulation of events and relationships with white, urban society that structured urban

aspirations in this unlikely place.

2 Colonial terms of personhood have never been hegemonic in the Americas. Felipe Guamén Poma de Ayala’s 16
century chronicles of conquest in Peru reveal critical perceptions among local populations of a violent, exclusive
Spanish occupation. Colonial rule was marked by continuous local indigenous rebellions, though larger rebellions,
such as that of Tupac Amaru in Peru, have dominated the historiography. Noted indigenous uprisings in Ecuador
include the Quijos rebellion of 1578, the uprisings led by Fernando Daquilema in 1871, and the uprisings of the
1990s and of 2019, but frequent, smaller uprisings come into focus in local histories, such as the histories of
particular haciendas (e.g., Becker and Trujillo 2009) or of particular periods of heightened exploitation and
contestation, such as the late 18" century (Moreno Yanez 1985).



My objective in this case study is to sketch what geographer Doreen Massey (2009)
referred to as the politics of place “beyond” (413) place — i.e., examining the broader or regional
webs of political economic relations that made possible the production of this particular place.
And perhaps I also aim to understand the politics of place before place. In Cuyabeno, historical
relations of ethnic domination linger in contemporary modes of perceiving and negotiating with
white market actors. Historical modes of thought and emotion “fold back on themselves,” as
anthropologist Ann Laura Stoler (2016) writes, “and, in that refolding, reveal new surfaces” (26)
— and new places.

In this first chapter, I sketch the modern history of oil production and urbanization in the
northern Amazon. There exists an extensive literature on the history of oil in this region, but only
recently have authors begun to focus their analyses on the relationship between oil and urban
expansion. I examine influential, Marxist and Foucauldian theorizations of the forces driving this
urbanization. Finally, I discuss my own approach to studying urban development in areas of oil
production. I enter into dialogue with theories on the enduring effects of colonization, in
particular, the writings of militant and theorist Frantz Fanon. Fanon described social contexts
that forced colonized peoples to seek out the literal and figurative place of the colonizer in the
metropoli. While he was hopeful in the 1950s and 1960s that waves of decolonization would
produce formal independence, new societies, and new subjectivities, unburdened by fixed
notions of dignified spaces and subjects, Fanon also worried about the durability of commitments
to urban- and euro-centric notions of personhood. I discuss contemporary Latin American
theories inspired in Fanon, particularly those of sociologist Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, that
examine the institutionalization and everyday reproduction of colonial symbolic structures. In

Cuyabeno, urban aspirations respond to shared experiences of ethnic subordination at the



peripheries of urban centers. The pursuit of urban futures is commonly experienced as a self-
conscious strategy to evade symbolic subordination and an affective obligation to future
generations. I close this first chapter by providing an overview of the narrative structure of the
dissertation and my methodology for working with historical archives, oral histories, and

contemporary ethnography.

Urbanization in the Northern Ecuadorian Amazon

In this first section, I detail two major mechanisms driving urbanization in the northern
Ecuadorian Amazon since the mid-20"™ century. First, oil companies drove the extension of
highways, secondary roads, and pipelines. In turn, population centers appeared along these roads
that built or demanded electrification, telecommunications, and other material, networked
infrastructures. Second, the state has provided urban development in contested areas of oil
extraction in order to secure local consent. I focus on this second mechanism in this dissertation,
although they are interrelated.

Following the Spanish conquest, colonial forces conceived of the Ecuadorian Amazon or
the Oriente as a frontier region whose populations were best left administered by Catholic
missions (Esvertit 2008; Muratorio 1991). This perception persisted after the founding of an
independent republic in 1830. By the early 20" century, correspondences from governors of the
Amazon province to central state administrators expressed growing frustrations with the lack of
state investment in infrastructure, particularly with the lack of a road that might extend eastward
into the Amazon from Papallacta, a town in the eastern Andean foothills. In 1921, the state
signed a contract with the Leonard Exploration Company, a Delaware-based oil firm, to explore

for and extract oil in the Amazon (Registro Oficial, May 12, 1923). In the following years, the



state divided the Oriente into two provinces to improve administration. However, the central
government in Quito continued to resist investing in infrastructure in a region sparsely populated
and marginal to state affairs.

Between 1937 and 1944, U.S.-based Shell Oil conducted extensive explorations along the
border with Colombia and, by 1959, Shell, Standard Oil, California Oil, Tennessee, and Western
Geophysical Co. had obtained concessions to explore more than 5 million hectares of the
northern Amazon (Garcia 1999; Muratorio 1991). Expeditions used dynamite to measure the
movement of shock waves underground and cleared forest for encampments, but they did not
require road networks or permanent settlements. That is, these explorations did not generate
major changes in the landscape.

A concerted effort to introduce networks of modern infrastructure into the northern
Amazon began in the 1970s, but it was not spearheaded by the state. Rather, in 1964, the North
American firm Texaco-Gulf received a 40-year concession of 1.4 million hectares (Gordillo
2003) and, within three years, the company had discovered a series of large reserves at sites in
the rainforest called Shushufindi, Sacha, and Lago Agrio. Largely due to investments made by
private and public oil firms, each of these sites would become urban centers by the end of the
century, with populations today ranging from 16,000 in Shushufindi to 92,000 in Lago Agrio.

In 1971, Texaco completed the highway eastward from Papallacta that governors in the
Amazon had been demanding for decades. It extended to a former missionary-run estate called
Coca, on the shores of the Napo River, a major fluvial artery. In 1972, the public-private
consortium CEPE-Texaco formed and the subsequent global oil crisis of 1973-1974 boosted oil
prices by almost 400%, propelling industry growth. Migrants flocked to the Amazon in search of

work from the coast and the Andes — particularly the southern Andes, which was facing severe



droughts (Iriarte de Aspurz 1980). In this time, Texaco completed a major road between Coca
and Lago Agrio, as well as a pipeline from Lago Agrio to the coastal town of Esmeraldas.’
Under a modernizing, military government, CEPE-Texaco financed new transportation and
electrical and communications grids, facilitating flows of workers and equipment into the
Amazon (Gonzalez and Ortiz de Villalba 1977).

National land reforms in the 1970s accelerated the growth of farmer cooperatives and
population centers (Mena et al 2006; Wasserstrom and Southgate 2013). The Ecuadorian
Institute of Agrarian Reform and Colonization (IERAC) facilitated land titles to Andean
migrants (Iriarte de Aspurz 1980), also spurring the growth of other industries, like African Palm
production and illegal logging. Into the 1980s, CEPE-Texaco continued to build capillary road
networks to new oil blocks and production sites (Martz 1987, 364), driving the creation of new
town and urban centers, such as Tarapoa, that would become municipal or parish centers by the
turn of the century.

Much of the urbanization witnessed in the northern Amazon since the major 1964
Texaco-Gulf concession has been directly related to oil exploration and extraction activities.
Towards the end of the century, a distinct oil-related mechanism of urban expansion emerged.
The state began to develop urbanization budgets and projects as forms of social compensation in
oil-producing territories to subdue social protest.

In the northern Amazon, indigenous leaders and communities began to organize in the
1970s in response to new territorial pressures, as communities on the Aguarico River allied with

Capuchin missionaries to pursue land rights. Young leaders from thirty Kichwa communities

* While Coca had been founded by missionaries in 1958 as a small agrarian estate (see Cabodevilla 1996), by 1982 it
had approximately 4,000 inhabitants and Lago Agrio had surpassed Coca with a population of well over 7,000
(Cabodevilla 1989, 27).



formed the Kichwa federation Jatun Comuna Aguarico (JCA). Settlers continued leveraging
institutional biases in IERAC to claim lands, while occasional indigenous conflicts with settlers
and oil workers gained little national attention. Yet, by the 1990s, indigenous and
environmentalist protests over the socio-environmental impacts of oil production and a perceived
lack of local redistribution of revenues began to force reactions from the state, leading to the
creation of targeted forms of compensation.

In the late 1970s, a conservationist movement formed in Quito (Lewis 2016; Lyall
2017a). Indigenous and environmentalist organizing converged in the wake of the government’s
1983 decision to expand the oil frontier into important national parks. CEPE signed contracts
with private firms Occidental Petroleum Corporation (Oxy) and Conoco to explore parts of the
Cuyabeno Wildlife Reserve and the Yasuni National Park (both parks were founded in 1979).
Environmentalists and human rights advocates launched a campaign that, by 1989, included the
U.S.-based Natural Resource Defense Council (NRDC) and Rainforest Action Network, drawing
international attention to potential impacts on flora, fauna, and indigenous peoples (Reider and
Wasserstrom 2018, 186-187). NRDC-sponsored lawyers and scientists inspected CEPE-Texaco
oil fields, finding that millions of gallons of toxic residues were being dumped into the
environment (Kimerling and Henriksen 1991, 31). NGOs such as Accion Ecologica [Ecological
Action] (founded in 1989) and the Foundation Pachamama (founded in 1997), as well as
indigenous organizations and human rights organizations, such as the Fundacion Regional de
Asesoria en Derechos Humanos [Regional Foundation of Advising in Human Rights] (INHRED)
(founded in 1993), questioned the lack of consultation, transparency, and compensation in the
industry. An association in Lago Agrio called the Frente de Defensa de la Amazonia [Front for

the Defense of the Amazon] began registering complaints about territorial loss and



contamination and helped 30,000 colonists, Cofan, Siona, and Secoya file a class-action lawsuit
against Texaco for failing to remediate contamination and compensate communities (Valdivia
2007). By the close of the century, national and international media were paying attention to oil-
related conflicts in indigenous territories of the Amazon. Moreover, as growing numbers of
foreign oil companies entered the Amazon in the 1990s, environmentalists, indigenous
organizations, and oil worker unions rejected industry liberalization as an affront to national
sovereignty (Valdivia 2008).*

With growing scrutiny of human rights and environmental impacts, as well as industry
liberalization, local and regional protests slowed or even halted production at some sites. In
response, legislators inaugurated a new era of social compensation designed to secure oil flows.
In 1991, the government created the Fund for Regional Amazonian Eco-development, financed
with 6 cents from the sale of every barrel of oil. It distributed funds to local governments and the
newly-formed Institute for Eco-development of the Ecuadorian Amazon Region (ECORAE),
which invested in plumbing, roads, and bridges, as well as economic development initiatives.
The so-called “Trolleybus Law” of 2000 directed 35% of oil profits to road construction in the
Amazon (this was increased to 40% in 2005).

In addition to rent redistribution, the Ecuadorian government ceded to demands from the
indigenous movement regarding consultation, signing onto the International Labour
Organization’s (ILO) Convention 169 in 1998. The convention was the first international treaty
to recognize ancestral land rights, including the right to be consulted about extractive activities
and receive compensation. This so-called “territorial turn” (Bryan 2012; Erazo 2013; Offen

2003) in indigenous governance across the Americas offered a new legal framework for

41n 1992, the CEPE-Texaco consortium dissolved and Texaco withdrew from Ecuador.



communities and organizations to engage the state. But some organizations pushed for additional
rights, particularly as oil prices spiked upwards in the 2000s (Valdivia 2008). For example, the
so-called “Bi-provincial Assembly” of local governments and indigenous organizations formed
in the Sucumbios and Orellana provinces of the northern Amazon and spearheaded protests to
demand more local benefits, especially infrastructure, such as highways. In 2005, a neoliberal
regime responded by increasing contributions to ECORAE to 50 cents per barrel.

The following year, presidential candidate Rafael Correa offered more profound
transformations in oil governance. After his election, he not only increased the ECORAE
contribution to $1 per barrel, but, more significantly, he called a national vote to dissolve the
government and form an assembly to draft a new, “post-neoliberal” constitution. The 2009
constitution offered expanded socioeconomic rights for poor and indigenous peoples, including
the recognition of indigenous rights to consultation and compensation for extractive activities in
their territories. In turn, Correa also authorized an institutional review of compensation policies
to define a more robust role for the state in mediating relations between oil companies and
communities. During this review, the planning ministry held meetings in two communities in the
northern Amazon that had recently risen up against oil operations, including the community at
the center of this dissertation, Playas del Cuyabeno (most commonly known as ‘Playas’). With
community input, the ministry proposed a model of compensation that would be coordinated by
multiple ministries to respond to long-term development objectives, including housing, public
services, tourism development, and healthcare. In late 2011, Correa approved an alternative
model, wherein the state oil company itself would oversee the rapid construction of urban-like
resettlements that would feature a host of public services (e.g., modern housing, streets, schools,

medical clinics, electricity, plumbing, internet). According to multiple former officials at the
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planning ministry, Correa’s objective was to quickly disarm local resistance and conspicuously
demonstrate to the national electorate the benefits of a progressive form of resource governance
(Lyall and Valdivia 2019b).

Soon thereafter, Correa constituted a public institution called Ecuador Estratégico or
“Strategic Ecuador” to channel private and public oil profits (among other revenues) into
spectacular infrastructure projects in contested areas of resource extraction. In 2012, Strategic
Ecuador’s investment budget was $115 million. This budget doubled the following year, as its
activities eclipsed those of ECORAE. Government propaganda featured Strategic Ecuador’s
projects on billboards, television, and state newspapers, as evidence of how oil could expand
citizenship rights. By its third year, Strategic Ecuador had planned or completed 1,214
infrastructure projects, concentrated in the northern Amazon, including electrification, internet
connections, plumbing, schools, health clinics, and urban-like resettlements called “Millennium

Cities” or “Millennium Communities” (Ministerio coordinador de sectores estratégicos 2016).
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Figure 1. Playas del Cuyabeno, 2013
Source: www.planv.com.ec/investigacion/investigacion/ciudades-del-milenio-simular-la-civilizacion- 1
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Correa frequently appeared on television inaugurating or touting infrastructural projects
in what he referred to as “the new Amazon.” He promised to transform the Amazon with the

construction of 200 Millennium Cities.
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Figure 2. Frontpage Article Featuring Playas in State-Owned Newspaper, October 2013
Source: https://issuu.com/elciudadano_ec/docs/ec_143b

Ultimately, Correa only oversaw the construction of five Millennium Cities because oil
prices collapsed in 2014, due to a glut in international supplies driven by fracking in the United
States. Strategic Ecuador’s spending budget plummeted from $216 million to $37 million
(Ecuador Estratégico 2016, 51) and, by 2018, a new government declared that the institution
would be phased-out. A subsequent moment of fiscal crisis and political tumult has witnessed
further legal and policy innovations geared towards infrastructural development in oil-producing

territories of the Amazon.
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The so-called “Amazonian Law” passed in 2018, augmenting distributions of oil rents (as
well as mining and hydroelectric rents) to local governments, largely for public services, roads,
and telecommunications, and creating a planning entity and two development funds. Under
Correa, local governments in the Amazon had demanded a greater share of oil rents for their own
infrastructure projects, but Correa had responded that municipal and provincial governments had
to express support for extractive industries before he would approve any increase. Yet, in 2017,
Correa ceded amid fiscal crisis in order to stir hopes and expectations. As one Petroamazonas
executive explained to me, falling oil prices and public spending in strategic territories brought
back the specter of “social risk” or unrest. Since 2019, the Amazonian Law has channeled $1 per
barrel (set to double in 2020) and 4% of the value of every barrel into local and regional
investment budgets, in effect combining the models of ECORAE and Strategic Ecuador by

drawing funds both from a fixed sum per oil barrel and a percentage of oil rents.
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Figure 3. Secretary of Hydrocarbons Map of Oil Blocks in the Ecuadorian Amazon, 2012
(Orange Blocks at Auction)
Source: www.geoyasuni.org
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Thus, from 1972 to the present day, the expansion of the oil industry has facilitated the
expansion of the urban fabric in the northern Amazon, both as a function of activities related to
oil exploration and extraction and as a form of social compensation in indigenous territories. In
the next two sections, I discuss influential interpretations of these forms of urban expansion. The
first set of interpretations understands urbanization as an imposition of capital flows and a
development state on unwilling communities. This narrative, I argue, tells us little of the
experiences and aspirations of those indigenous families and communities that actively leverage

territorial rights in order to secure urban development.

Urbanization as Dispossession

In recent years, political ecologists, resource geographers, and other critical researchers
have put a spotlight on how the oil industry generates multiple forms of dispossession — i.e.,
cultural, material, environmental, and territorial — in indigenous territories of the northern
Ecuadorian Amazon (e.g., Fiske 2017; Silveira et al. 2017; Vallejo 2014). Many have described
urbanization as one of these processes, as it displaces indigenous peoples from hunting territories
and traditional habitations (e.g., Kimerling 1990, 882; Rogge 1997, 32; Sawyer 2004, 13).
According to this interpretation, ecologically-diverse rainforests are being “expropriated” (Lu
and Bilsborrow 2011, 148) by expanding nuclear settlements and roads, in addition to the
concurrent expansion of logging, monocrop agriculture, and other market-oriented and
extractivist livelihoods (e.g., Bozigar and Gray 2016; Fadiman 2009; Gray et al. 2008; Murphy
2001).

Similarly, researchers associated with the National Center of Strategy for the Right to

Territory (CENEDET) — geographer David Harvey’s short-lived, Quito-based research lab —
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have labeled oil-funded infrastructures in the Amazon as manifestations of a violent process of
“planetary urbanization” (Wilson et al. 2015; Wilson and Bayén 2016). While conventional
urban theorists have defined cities in terms of population density (e.g., Orum 2007, 5159), Andy
Merrifield (2011; 2013) and Neil Brenner (Brenner et al 2011) encourage researchers to develop
urban theory “without an outside,” re-framing urbanization as a process of geographically-
expanding frontiers of capital accumulation. “Extended urbanization,” argue Neil Brenner and
Christian Schmid (2015, 167), refers to the incorporation of non-urban sites within circuits of
capital accumulation at urban centers, as peripheries of capital become “subsumed within and
operationalized” (Brenner 2013, 16).

In a sense, Brenner and other planetary urban theorists seem to be re-inventing
discussions in urban geography and sociology since the 1970s, regarding urban expansion
beyond the metropolis (e.g., Friedmann and Wolff 1982; Scott ed. 2001; Smith 2010[1984]).
“[E]very place on earth,” wrote urban geographer Edward Soja (2005), “from the Amazon to
Antarctica, is being both globalized and urbanized.” In fact, concerns about the “urbanization of
the world” (Wirth 1938, 1) motivated the formation of urban studies in North America and
Europe in the early 20" century. “Will the city disappear or will the whole planet turn into a vast
urban hive?” asked Lewis Mumford (1989 [1961], 3). Perhaps the hallmark of planetary
urbanization literature today is its consistent references to sociologist Henri Lefebvre, especially
his 1970 book The Urban Revolution, in which Lefebvre associated urbanization directly with
the incorporation of new spatial frontiers into circuits of capitalist production and consumption

(and only indirectly with population growth and infrastructure). “In this sense,” Lefebvre

5 Similarly, Ash Amin and Nigel Thrift (2002) asserted that the traditional division between the urban and the rural
had been “destroyed” (1).

15



(2003[1970]) elaborated, “a vacation home, a highway, a supermarket in the countryside are all
part of the urban fabric” (3-4).° Contributors to conversations on planetary urbanization today
argue that state and market actors are no longer merely attempting to overcome geographic
constraints to capital accumulation, as Lefebvre hypothesized; rather, they are being remarkably
successful at breaking down such barriers.

Researchers across the Amazon have adopted this idiom to characterize urbanization in
“remote, isolated hinterland communities” (Kanai 2014, 1082), highlighting investments in
intercontinental market connectivity — i.e., “the annihilation of space with time” (Marx 1973)’, as
well as new infrastructures for oil and mining (e.g., Arboleda 2016; Castriota and Tonucci 2018;
Kani 2014; Kanai and da Silva Oliveira 2014; Kanai and Schindler 2018). “Capital as subject”
(Arboleda and Banoub 2018, 11) is urbanizing the globe, writes Brenner (2013), including
“erstwhile ‘wilderness’ landscapes, from the Arctic, the European Alps and the Amazon...”
(174).

Many of these researchers have further characterized ‘planetary’ urbanization as a
particularly violent expression of what David Harvey (2004) coined “accumulation by
dispossession” (e.g., Aulestia et al. 2016; Encalada-Falconi 2016; Kroger 2012; Pieck 2011;

Rivero and Cooney 2010; Thaler 2017). Reformulating the thesis that capitalism relies not only

¢ Similarly, Manuel Castells (1977) famously critiqued urban sociology itself as an ideology that mystified the
reproduction of capitalist relations of production that defined urban processes.

7 “Capital by its nature drives beyond every spatial barrier. Thus the creation of the physical conditions of exchange-
of the means of communication and transport- the annihilation of space by time-becomes an extraordinary necessity
for it.... Thus, while capital must on the one side strive to tear down every spatial barrier to inter- course, i.e., to
exchange, and conquer the whole earth for its market, it strives on the other side to annihilate this space with time,
i.e., to reduce to a minimum the time spent in motion from one place to another. The more developed the capital,
therefore, the more extensive the market over which it circulates, which forms the spatial orbit of its circulation, the
more does it strive simultaneously for an even greater extension of the market and for greater annihilation of space
by time.... There appears here the universalizing tendency of capital, which distinguishes it from all previous stages
of production” (Marx 1973, 524).
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on formal labor relations, but also on violence and theft (also, see Luxemburg 1913; Lenin
1999[1916]; Amir and Pearce 1974), Harvey (2004) emphasizes that capital requires® geographic
“expansion and spatial reorganization” (63), often materializing as a violent expansion of the
urban fabric. As capital continues to seek out frontiers of investment, there is a violent
“equalization” (Smith 1982, 143) or “homogenization” (Brenner and Elden 2009, 368) of space,
particularly urban space, on a global scale.’

Such theories of spatial homogenization driven by the requirements of capital
accumulation have enjoyed remarkable degrees of academic and popular acceptance in diverse
contexts. By the same token, feminist, critical race, queer, and postcolonial scholarship has
questioned these theories for too readily reducing mechanisms of spatial transformation to
economistic laws of capitalist crisis and expansion. Critics have argued that Harvey erases within
a “capital-centric” (e.g., Parker 2016; Reddy 2018; Werner et al. 2018) or “masculinist” (Rose
1993) gaze diverse social formations and histories that shape capitalism, the urban fabric, and the
broader social landscape. In his book Seventeen Contradictions and the End of Capitalism
(2014), Harvey responds to his critics by likening capitalism to an “economic engine” and a
“closed system” that can be studied in isolation from “everything else that is going on” (8) (in
this passage, “everything else” refers specifically to racism and gender domination). Elsewhere,
Harvey (1996) seems to bracket ‘everything else’ as mere context: “Where does context begin or
end?” (239), he asks, rhetorically. It is this bracketing-off of relations that he has deemed

independent from (or the bi-products of) an impersonal capitalist machine, rather than

8 This requirement is due to capital’s tendency towards falling rates of profit. See chapter 13 of Capital volume 3
(1993[1894]) for Marx’s elaboration of a theory of the rate of profit to fall. In Grundrisse (2005[1857]), he would
refer to it as the most significant law in political economy, although there are many debates about the validity and
mechanisms of Marx’ observation among Marxists today (e.g, Roberts 2016; Shaikh 2016).

9 Urbanist Melvin Webber (1963) referred to the emergence of homogenous urban space on a global scale as the
“urban non-place realm” (49).
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constitutive components of historical capitalism that has incited frustration among many critical
geographers. In 1996, feminist geographer Cindi Katz wrote, ‘‘despite years of feminist,
postcolonial, queer, and antiracist critique, and the rich, different productions of knowledge
offered from these quarters, much social theory remains largely impervious to this work’’ (488,
cited in Oswin 2018, 3). These critiques have been renewed in relation to the planetary
urbanization thesis (e.g., Derickson 2015, 2018; McLean 2018; Oswin 2018), reinvigorating
what geographer Julie Cupples (2019) refers to as a “tense intellectual struggle... between those
who engage with feminist and decolonial perspectives and those who are more firmly grounded
within Marxist and political economy approaches” (217).

There is no doubt that such a polarization exists in academia today, though such a
characterization of two camps obscures the diversity of Marxist traditions. In fact, one might
readily derive critiques of planetary urbanization literature from that paradigm’s chosen
godfather, Henri Lefebvre. In many of Lefebvre’s writings from the 1950s through the 1980s, he
distinguished between abstract strategies of capital accumulation and the actual, historical
production of space. In many of his works, Lefebvre explicitly denied that abstract “spaces of
capital” are hegemonic, insisting instead that space is also shaped by cultural perceptions,
experiences, and longer social histories, within webs of dialectical relationships (2003[1970], 3;
1991[1974], 4; 1991[1977]; 2004, also, see Goonewardena et al. 2008; Loftus 2018). Taken in its
full scope, Lefebvre’s cultural Marxism stands rather apart from the law-like theories of

historical-geographic materialism.!'°

19 David Harvey (2004) writes that the production of space is “the organization of wholly new territorial divisions of
labour, the opening up of new and cheaper resource complexes, of new dynamic spaces of capital accumulation, and
the penetration of pre-existing social formations by capitalist social relations...” (65-66). “For Harvey,” explains
geographer Scott Kirsch (2009), “theorizing the geography of capitalist accumulation... meant focusing... on the
tensions between capital’s need for spatial fixity... and its demand for spatial mobility and new ‘spatial fixes’ ...”
(167).

18



There is a tendency among researchers to apply theories such as “planetary urbanization”
or “accumulation by dispossession” in diverse contexts, without accounting for how distinct
social-historical contexts challenge or transform theory. Edward Said (1983, 2001) explored this
tendency in terms of Georg Lukacs’ theory of commodification, illustrating how theory itself
becomes commodified. He demonstrated that, as theories ‘travel’ from their points of origin to
other social contexts, social analysts too often reify them or awkwardly ‘apply’ them to disparate
contexts. Literary critic Barbara Christian (1988) gestures towards incentives within academia
that have shaped these trends in terms of a “race for theory,” or the tendency to write about
theory in ways that are detached from textual analysis (for similar critiques, see Cusset 2008;
Gordon 2014; Graeber 2001, 30)!!. Likewise, theories of historical-geographic materialism
rooted in the experiences of the industrialized world often fail to ‘stretch’ Marxism to the
colonial context, as Frantz Fanon (2007[1963], 40) insisted, accounting for how and why social
relations of production and spatial transformations have articulated in particular ways in
(formerly) colonized countries.

In this dissertation, I explore the struggles of subsistence indigenous peoples to bring
urban space into the Amazon, at the far margins of market society. How might we account for
demands for urbanization where it is not imposed by capital or a capitalist state; where
urbanization does not facilitate the production and accumulation of capital — that is, where it
makes little or no strategic sense from the point of view of Capital? The planetary urbanization

thesis does not offer us guideposts in such places.

! “Critics are no longer concerned with literature,” Christian writes, “but with other critics’ texts, for the critic
yearning for attention has displaced the writer and has conceived of herself or himself as the center” (67-8).
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In the next section, I address influential research that has sought to account for urban
aspirations in these peripheries in terms of the power of development discourse to “interpellate”
(Althusser 2014[1970]) or create new subjects and new desires. These discussions are largely
rooted in French post-structural and posthuman theorizations of the subject, as a placeholder or
effect of power, readily transformed by discourse (Althusser 2014[1970]; Deleuze and Guattari
1988; Derrida 2001; Foucault 1982). In so doing, they place little import on history, the legacies

of colonial capitalism, and the longue durée of aspirations for ethnic inclusion in this region.

Urbanization as a Function of Desire

A handful of studies acknowledge that indigenous communities in the northern Amazon
have demanded urban development in exchange for their consent to oil extraction. They have
explained that the post-neoliberal state produced these demands, transforming indigenous
subjects and their desires. On the one hand, researchers inspired in the psychoanalytic Marxism
of Jaques Lacan, Louis Althusser, and Slavoj Zizek have described these desires as a function of
capitalist ideologies. On the other hand, Foucauldian researchers have accounted for them as
effects of development discourse. By explaining urban aspirations as an effect of contemporary
representations, both approaches implicitly dismiss the weight of history in the formation of
human perceptions, norms, practices, and aspirations (i.e., subjectivities).

While the aspirations of subsistence hunters and farmers to use oil rents to build urban
spaces in the Amazon make little sense in terms of bare material interests, Marxists have
attempted to explain these aspirations in terms of the incapacity of these hunters and farmers to

clearly perceive their material (i.e., class) interests. In many other social and historical contexts,
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Marxists have explored and fleshed out Marx’