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Abstract: This paper explores the possibilities and limitations of a ‘post-neoliberal’ political project  under 
conditions of planetary urbanization. We conceptualize planetary urbanization in terms of a tendency 
towards the real subsumption of space to capital on a global scale, through which capital is empowered as 
an abstract form of domination. We then critique the neo-structuralist agenda of ‘systemic 
competitiveness’, and its influence on the post-neoliberal project in Latin America, arguing that it threatens 
to further strengthen the power of capital as subject. The relation between this project and planetary 
urbanization is illustrated by the case of the Initiative for the Regional Infrastructural Integration of South 
America (IIRSA), and its implementation in Ecuador. Focusing on the urbanization of the Ecuadorian Amazon, 
we disaggregate the real subsumption of space into three dimensions: territory, nature, and everyday life. In 
each case, we show how the ideological structure of post-neoliberalism unintentionally promotes the 
deepening of real subsumption and the further empowerment of capital. However, in each case the location 
of Ecuador within the uneven geographical dynamics of planetary urbanization suggests that this project will 
only succeed in reproducing existing conditions of formal subsumption on an extended scale.    

Introduction  

Geographical space is dragged inexorably into the center of capital. It is not dragged under the wheels 
of the Juggernaut so much as put to work in its overheated engine room. 

                         Neil Smith (1984: 44) 

Not having an understanding of the constraints of capital dooms a lot of political projects to an 
unforeseen kind of failure, or to becoming part of that which they themselves wanted to overcome. 

Moishe Postone (2009: 35) 

The completion of the world market has come in waves. Colonization, imperialism, and 
globalization have battered down all Chinese walls. Now the expansion of capital has collided with 
the limits of planetary space and is surging back in upon itself, intensifying its networks, 
accelerating its circuits, and collapsing all morphological distinctions into a seething morass of 
crises-wracked accumulation. This emergent tendency within the historical geography of global 
capitalism has begun to be discussed in terms of “expanded urbanization” (Monte-Mor 2014a), 
“the urbanization of the world” (Soja and Kanai 2014) and “planetary urbanization” (Brenner 
2014a). According to this nascent literature, the division between rural and urban has lost all 
conceptual validity, and is to be replaced by a fluid dialectic of implosion-explosion, which better 
captures the massive agglomeration of capital and the aggressive expansion of the urban fabric 
that characterize the contemporary becoming of the world.  
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This reconceptualization of the parameters of urbanization calls our attention to landscapes that 
had previously been regarded as external to the space of the urban: hinterlands of resource 
extraction and peripheral tracts of ‘wilderness’, which were traditionally considered rural, but 
which are now being incorporated into global processes of urban development (Brenner and 
Schmid 2014). As Brenner (2014a: 20) notes, “Today, such landscapes are being comprehensively 
produced, engineered, or redesigned through a surge of infrastructural investments, enclosures, 
and large-scale territorial planning strategies intended to support the accelerated growth and 
expansion of agglomerations around the world.” In this paper, we explore this process in the case 
of the Ecuadorian Amazon. Since his election in 2006, the president of Ecuador, Rafael Correa, has 
implemented a state-led modernization project under the rubric of ‘post-neoliberalism’ 
(SENPLADES 2011), as part of the so-called ‘Pink Tide’ of progressive left-wing governments that 
have recently come to power across Latin America . Correa’s development strategy has centered 
on the production of large-scale transport and energy infrastructures that aim to catalyze the 
‘transformation of the productive matrix’ away from primary resource dependency and towards a 
‘bio-socialist’ knowledge economy. A central dimension of this project is the development of the 
Ecuadorian Amazon, which has historically been the most marginalized and impoverished region 
of the country. Through an ambitious series of urban megaprojects, the Correa administration is 
attempting to break the national economy’s dependence on the Amazon’s rapidly depleting oil 
fields, while fully integrating the region into the national territory.     

What can the Ecuadorian case tell us about the possibilities and limitations of a post-neoliberal 
project under conditions of planetary urbanization? In answering this question, we develop a 
theory of planetary urbanization itself. While the pioneers of this concept have provided us with 
invaluable insights regarding the form and content of planetary urbanization (see for example 
Brenner 2014b; Schmid 2014; Merrifield 2014), they acknowledge that its investigation will require 
“theoretical and conceptual innovations” (Brennner and Schmid 2014: 163). To this end, we 
conceptualize planetary urbanization in terms of a tendential transition from the formal to the real 
subsumption of space to capital, through which capital is increasingly empowered as an abstract 
form of domination (Postone 1993; Smith 1984). This process is facilitated by specific political 
projects, including the ‘post-neoliberal’ experiment currently underway in Ecuador.  A wide variety 
of empirical cases have been addressed by the literature on planetary urbanization, including 
cases located in the Amazon (see for example Kanai 2014; Monte-Mor 2014b). This literature, 
however, has not given adequate attention to the inherently contradictory political-economic 
dynamics through which this process is concretized in specific locations. We therefore address the 
politics of planetary urbanization in the case of the Ecuadorian Amazon, through an exploration of 
the ways in which a political project that aims to challenge the power of global capital can end up 
reinforcing it through the production of space.              

We begin by sketching an initial conceptualization of planetary urbanization in terms of the real 
subsumption of space to capital, through which capital is increasingly empowered as an abstract 
form of domination. We then set out the relationship between post-neoliberalism and the 
production of space in the case of the Initiative for the Integration of Regional Infrastructure in 
South America (IIRSA), which Brenner (2014b: 184) has identified as a paradigmatic case of 
planetary urbanization. We focus on the implementation of the IIRSA in Ecuador, contextualizing 
this project within the historical urbanization of the Ecuadorian Amazon, and arguing that the 
complexities of this process suggest that the real subsumption of space to capital should be 
disaggregated into three intertwined dimensions: territory, nature, and everyday life. This 
reconceptualization is then put to work in the analysis of three major urban projects currently 
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being implemented in the Ecuadorian Amazon: the Manta-Manaus transport corridor (territory); 
the Ikiam ‘bio-knowledge’ university (nature); and a series of ‘Millennium Cities’ (everyday life). In 
each case, we show how a post-neoliberal political strategy threatens to unintentionally advance 
the real subsumption of space to capital, while arguing that the substantive contradictions of 
global capitalism imply that these projects will only succeed in intensifying the formal 
subsumption of the Ecuadorian Amazon within the broader dialectic of formal and real 
subsumption through which planetary urbanization advances on a global scale. 

Capital as the subject of planetary urbanization 

The literature on planetary urbanization evokes images of vast ecological wastelands, endless 
urban dystopias, and creative destruction on an unimaginable scale, which Brenner (2014b: 26) 
has described in terms of the “apocalyptic sublime”. Brenner does not develop the point, but 
Slavoj Žižek has defined the sublime as “the paradox of an object which, in the very field of 
representation, provides a view, in a negative way, of what is unrepresentable” (Žižek 1989: 203). 
This suggests that the concept of planetary urbanization both expresses and conceals something 
that it fails to adequately represent, and which it can only allude to through ‘sublime’ 
representations. In this paper, we draw on the work of Moishe Postone (1993) in identifying this 
‘something else’ as the emergent power of capital as subject.1 Postone follows Marx in arguing 
that value in capitalist society is constituted by socially-necessary labor time, and that capitalist 
production is undertaken for the sole purpose of extracting surplus value through the exploitation 
of living labor. The constantly expanding reproduction of capital increasingly compels all capitalists 
to obey its monolithic logic of self-valorization, and capital comes to exert an abstract form of 
domination that drives towards ‘accumulation for accumulation’s sake’, regardless of the social or 
ecological consequences. Postone argues that it is therefore capital, rather than the proletariat, 
that constitutes the true subject of history, a subject that the proletariat itself creates through its 
own alienated productive activity. As the emergent subject of global capitalism, capital is “blind, 
processual and quasi-organic… an alienated, abstract self-moving Other, characterized by a 
constant directional movement with no external goal” (Postone 1993: 270, 278).2  

Capital first emerges as an abstract form of domination with the consolidation of what Marx 
conceptualized as the formal subsumption of labor to capital: the subordination of pre-existing 
forms of production under the reign of wage labor. Formal subsumption, however, is limited to 
the production of absolute surplus value. This can only be increased through the expansion of the 
labor force and the extension of the working day, and as such has concrete limits. In its blind 
desire for endless self-valorization, capital therefore drives the transition from the formal to the 
real subsumption of labor, through which the labor process itself is transformed in accordance 
with the requirements of capital. Real subsumption enables the production of relative surplus 
value, through the deployment of technologies that increase the productivity of labor and the rate 

                                                           
1 Fredric Jameson (1989: 37-38) makes a similar argument concerning the cyberspace fantasies of ‘the post-
modern sublime’: “The technology of contemporary society is therefore mesmerizing not so much in its own 
right but because it seems to offer some privileged representational shorthand for grasping… the impossible 
totality of the contemporary world system. It is in terms of that enormous and threatening, yet only dimly 
perceivable, other reality… that the post-modern sublime can be adequately theorized”   
2 “This is probably the most important critical insight of the fully-developed Marxian critique of political 
economy… the discovery of the social constitution of capital as an autonomous self-moving subject amounts 
to the concretization of the young Marx’s account of alienated labor” (Starosta 2014: 299).     
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of surplus value extraction (Marx 1976: 1019-1038).3 In doing so, it further empowers capital as an 
abstract form of domination. The transition from the formal to the real subsumption of labor is 
therefore the dynamic that drives the becoming of capital as subject (Postone 1993: 283-284).4 

The real subsumption of labor entails a corresponding transition from the formal to the real 
subsumption of space. If capital initially occupies and exploits the space that it encounters, the 
shift to real subsumption implies the concrete transformation of this space into an apparatus for 
the production and realization of relative surplus value, through measures such as the 
construction of transportation networks that reduce “socially necessary turnover time” (Harvey 
1982: 186). This relationship has been noted by Neil Smith (1984: 186): 

Capitalism defines the global geographical scale precisely in its own image. As a means of 
universalizing the law of value, the expansion of capitalism fills out the political and economic 
content of the… space that it inherits. As this absolute expansion approaches the limits of the global 
scale, the formal aspects of spatial integration through the market are increasingly subsumed 
beneath a tendency towards real spatial integration. Theoretically, the parallel with Marx’s idea – 
that there is a transition from the formal to the real subordination of labor by capital – is exact. 

If globalization tends towards the completion of the world market in formal terms, through the 
liberation of capital on a global scale, then planetary urbanization can be thought of in terms of a 
corresponding tendency towards its real completion, in which “abstract domination not only 
determines the goal of production… but its material form as well” (Postone 1993: 30). This process 
takes multiple concrete forms, including the integration of global megalopolises, the production of 
transnational transportation systems, and the opening of the vast terrains of resource extraction 
required to sustain the accelerated circulation of capital through these global networks. Planetary 
space thus becomes a unified force of production, a global machine for the endless production of 
relative surplus value. Through this process of total urbanization, capital is increasingly 
empowered as an abstract form of domination, and “realizes its own agenda of ‘accumulation for 
accumulation’s sake, production for production’s sake’” (Harvey 2014: 58). It is in this sense that 
capital is the subject of planetary urbanization. The remainder of this paper develops this 
preliminary thesis through an exploration of the relationship between post-neoliberalism and 
planetary urbanization in the Ecuadorian Amazon.   

Post-neoliberalism and the production of space 

Planetary urbanization is facilitated by specific state strategies that produce the material spaces 
required for global accumulation (Brenner 2013: 42). A paradigmatic project of this kind is the 
Initiative for the Integration of Regional Infrastructure in South America (IIRSA), a regional 
development program involving all twelve South American states, which seeks to reorient the 
energy, transportation, and communications infrastructures of the continent towards 
transnational circuits of capital. The IIRSA restructures South American space around ten 
‘Integration and Development Hubs’ that transcend national boundaries and open up interoceanic 

                                                           
3 “If the production of absolute surplus value was the material expression of the formal subsumption of 
labor under capital, then the production of relative surplus value may be viewed as its real subsumption” 
(Marx 1976: 1025).  
4 “‘Production for production’s sake’ – production as an end in itself – does indeed come on the scene with 
the formal subsumption of labor under capital… But this inherent tendency of capitalist production does not 
become adequately realized… until the specific mode of capitalist production and hence the real 
subsumption of labor under capital has become a reality” (Marx 1976: 1037). 
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corridors for the free flow of commodities through the construction and modernization of ports, 
airports, bridges, tunnels, roads, railways, hydroelectric plants, and electricity networks (COSPILAN 
2013: 33).5 As such, the IIRSA appears as a strategy for the real subsumption of space to capital, 
through the acceleration of global circuits and the reduction of socially-necessary turnover time on 
a planetary scale.  

The IIRSA was launched in 2000, and in 2009 was incorporated into the newly created South 
American Infrastructure and Planning Committee (COSIPLAN), as part of the Union of South 
American Nations (UNASUR). Formed in 2008, UNASUR is the first regional organization to include 
all twelve South American nations. It is promoted as a model of ‘post-neoliberal regionalism’, 
which is not limited to the facilitation of economic exchange, but which “aims to construct… a 
space of integration and union in the cultural, social, economic, and political spheres” (COSIPLAN 
2013: 17). Yet the roots of UNASUR are in a series of distinctly ‘neoliberal’ free trade agreements 
dating back to the early 1990s, and the IIRSA was originally planned by the Inter-American 
Development Bank (IDB) as part of a broader strategy to provide the infrastructural underpinning 
for the USA-backed Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) (Inter-American Development Bank 
2001; 2010).6  

The explanation for this apparently  paradoxical compatibility between neoliberal and post-
neoliberal iterations of the same project  lies in neo-structuralism, the dominant ideological 
foundation of post-neoliberalism in South America, which has been promoted since the 1990s by 
the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) (Leiva 2008a; 2008b). In 
the 1960s and 1970s, ECLAC was the intellectual center of structuralism, which sought to liberate 
Latin America from the core-periphery structure of global capitalism through Import-Substitution-
Industrialization (ISI). The failure of ISI, the triumph of neoliberalism, and the brutal social 
consequences of this transition threw ECLAC into a profound intellectual crisis. The development 
agency eventually abandoned its core-periphery model and its critique of the global structures of 
capital accumulation, and embraced a ‘neo-structuralist’ agenda of ‘systemic competitiveness’, 
according to which a broad range of economic and social policies would prepare entire societies to 
“compete successfully in world markets” (Leiva 2008b: 3), replacing the ‘spurious’ competitiveness 
of neoliberalism, based on cheap labor and natural resources, with a ‘genuine’ competiveness 
based on productivity increases and technological innovation (Leiva 2008a: 113).  

                                                           
5 The IIRSA includes 583 projects with a combined cost of US$158 billion. 88.2% of these projects are related 
to transport infrastructure, and 10.1% to energy infrastructure. The remaining projects are predominantly 
concerned with border facilitation and communications infrastructures (COSIPLAN 2013: 11-12). These 
projects are financed by the national states themselves, as well as the Inter-American Development Bank 
(IDB), the Andean Development Corporation (CAF) and the Brazilian state-sponsored National Bank of 
Economic and Social Development (Sanahuja 2012: 15). 
6 The IIRSA was originally conceived by the IDB in conjunction with the Plan Puebla Panama – a similar 
regional development program for Southern Mexico and Central America (Wilson 2011a). The initial 
foundations of UNASUR were laid in 1993, with the Brazilian proposal for a South American Free Trade Area 
(SAFTA). This agenda was reaffirmed in the 1st South American Summit, held in Brasilia in 2000, when the 
IIRSA was also launched. In 2004, the immediate predecessor of UNASUR, the South American Community 
of Nations (CSN) was created at the 3rd South American Summit in Cusco, Peru. The CSN sought to reinforce 
the IIRSA and further consolidate the SAFTA through its integration with Mercosur and the Andean 
Community of Nations (CAN). UNASUR incorporated these elements into a ‘post-neoliberal’ regional project 
based on a more holistic vision of development (Colombo and Roark 2012; Lockhart 2013; Sanahuja 2012).     
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The endorsement of international competitiveness, and the abstraction from the power relations 
of global capitalism, have led Fernando Leiva to conclude that “Latin American neo-structuralism is 
not an alternative to neoliberalism; instead, it completes the historical task initiated by 
neoliberalism, the consolidation and legitimation of a new, expert-oriented regime of 
accumulation” (Leiva 2008b: 15). This ideological convergence on “the politics of global 
competitiveness” (Cammack 2006) explains the continuity between the ‘neoliberal’ and ‘post-
neoliberal’ incarnations of the IIRSA, which is premised on the assumption that “physical 
infrastructure serves as a platform for growth and competitiveness”, enabling the region to “take 
advantage of the opportunities offered by globalization” (COSIPLAN 2013: 21, 17). But there is a 
deeper contradiction here. Post-neoliberalism seeks to transcend the contradictions of capitalism 
through the pursuit of systemic competitiveness. But it is precisely the dynamic of capitalist 
‘competitiveness’ that drives the transition to real subsumption through which capital is 
increasingly empowered as an abstract form of domination. In Marx’s words, “Competition is the 
adequate form of the productive process of capital. The further it is developed, the purer the 
forms in which its motion appears… [Capital] throws away its crutches, and moves in accordance 
with its own laws” (Marx 1973: 651). The irony of post-neoliberalism, therefore, is that its pursuit 
of systemic competitiveness is destined to empower the forces of capital that it is striving to 
escape. 

This contradiction is well illustrated by the case of Ecuador, which is generally regarded as one of 
Latin America’s more radical experiments in post-neoliberalism (Ellner 2012; Burbach, Fox and 
Fuentes 2013). Neoliberal reforms began in Ecuador in the 1980s, involving privatization, 
deregulation, and the privileging of foreign debt repayments over social services. The costs of 
these policies were borne most heavily by the historically marginalized indigenous population, 
who led a series of popular uprisings that contributed to the deepening crisis of Ecuadorian 
capitalism (Arsel 2012, Becker 2011, Kennemore and Weeks 2011). In 2006, Rafael Correa was 
elected on a platform that promised to respond the indigenous demands while delivering the 
country from the ‘long dark night of neoliberalism’ (Radcliffe 2012; Walsh 2010). In office, Correa 
quickly implemented a series of measures to address some of the worst excesses of the neoliberal 
period, rejecting a free trade agreement with the USA, closing down an American military base, 
expelling the World Bank representative from the country, and prosecuting local oligarchs guilty of 
tax evasion. Ecuador defaulted on foreign debt repayments and renegotiated foreign oil contracts, 
while extending the involvement of national companies in oil production. The resulting increase in 
state revenues has been further augmented by high oil prices, and has enabled an immense 
expansion in public expenditure, rising from US$2 billion in 2006 to US$11 billion in 2012 
(SENPLADES 2014: 104). This has partly been directed towards health, education, and welfare 
programs, resulting in significant decreases in poverty and inequality (Escribano 2013). 

Despite these achievements, however, the Correa administration has been accused of failing to 
challenge historical structures of capital accumulation and class power (Acosta 2013; Unda 2013). 
Indeed, the economic growth and political stability catalyzed by state investments in public works 
and social programs have been broadly welcomed by the national capitalist class, and by some 
measures the concentration of wealth and power has actually increased (Ruiz 2013: 111-125).  The 
government is now promoting public-private partnerships and a free trade agreement with the 
European Union, and has re-established relations with the World Bank and the IMF, leading The 
Economist (2014) to note approvingly that “Mr. Correa… is becoming more pragmatic.” As Marc 
Becker (2013b: 113) has concluded, despite his radical reputation, “Of the many lefts that have 
gained power in Latin America, Correa represents a moderate and ambiguous position closer to 
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that of Lula in Brazil or the Concertación in Chile rather than Chavez’s ‘twenty-first century 
socialism’ or Morales’s ‘communitarian socialism’”. 

This affinity with the more ‘pragmatic’ currents of the Pink Tide is based in a shared ideological 
commitment to neo-structuralism and systemic competitiveness.7 The 2006 manifesto of Correa’s 
newly created party, Alianza Pais, announced that “We dream of a competitive country… of a 
dynamic and systemic competitiveness”, and promised to create “a competitive productive system 
open to foreign competition” (Alianza Pais 2006: 8, 17). Once in office, the administration has 
consistently pursued “a strategic insertion in the global economy”, “promoting private 
investment”, and “deepening public investment as a generator of the conditions for systemic 
competitiveness” (SENPLADES 2014: 78-79).8 This strategy has focused on the construction of 
large-scale economic infrastructure. The most recent development plan quotes from an ECLAC 
document on the role of infrastructure in “increasing competitiveness and reducing the costs of 
production, thus expanding commercial activity, private investment, and the accumulation of 
capital” (SENPLADES 2014: 1065). The construction of highways, ports, airports, and hydroelectric 
projects accounts for the majority of public investment during the Correa administration (Dávalos 
and Albuja 2014: 157-158; Escribano 2013: 157-158), and many of these projects are included in, 
or complementary to, the IIRSA. As of 2013, a total of 46 IIRSA projects were located either wholly 
or partly in Ecuadorian territory, including the construction or modernization of ten highways, 
seven ports, five airports, three bridges, two dams, four electricity networks, three 
communications networks, three ‘hydrovías’ (modernized rivers), and nine border crossings 
(COSIPLAN 2013).9  

The Ecuadorian Amazon is the focus of many of these projects. The Amazon has historically been 
the most marginalized region of the country, and one of the principle development objectives of 
the Correa administration is to integrate it fully into the national territory, through the 
construction of economic infrastructure and major urban projects. Within the spatial coordinates 
of the IIRSA and the political economy of systemic competitiveness, however, this project of 
national integration implies the simultaneous incorporation of the region into the dynamics of 
planetary urbanization and the further empowerment of capital as an abstract form of 
domination. The remainder of this paper explores the territorial, ecological, and quotidian 
dimensions of this process, after first locating it in its historical-geographical context. 

                                                           
7 The Correa administration is dominated by academics and technocrats (De la Torre 2013), many of whom 
have a grounding in neo-structuralism. Correa himself is a PhD-trained economist who identifies  as a ‘neo-
structuralist´, and who has published a working paper for ECLAC (Correa 2002). The administration 
maintains close ties with ECLAC, and collaborated closely with the agency in the formulation of the latest 
development plan. The plan is endorsed by the Executive Secretary of ECLAC, Alicia Bárcena (SENPLADES 
2014: 45), and is entirely consistent with the latest iteration of the neo-structuralist project (ECLAC 2012). 
8 An investment brochure produced by Ecuador’s Ministry for the Coordination of Production, Employment 
and Competitiveness (MCPEC) includes the following quote from Correa, which further clarifies the neo-
structuralist foundations of his government’s development program: “The attraction of private investment 
requires good roads, electricity systems, efficient ports and airports, state-of-the-art communications 
systems, quality health and education services, and streamlined government with a minimum of red tape 
(minimos tramites). This is precisely what we are doing, and it is called systemic competitiveness” (Rafael 
Correa quoted in MCPEC 2011: 13). 
9 Ecuador is involved in two of the IIRSA’s ten Development and Integration Hubs: the ‘Andean Hub’, which 
stretches down the Andean mountain range, and also incorporates Venezuela, Colombia, Peru and Bolivia; 
and the ‘Amazonian Hub’, which also includes Colombia, Peru, and Brazil, and which contemplates the 
opening of a series of interoceanic corridors between the Pacific and Atlantic coasts (COSIPLAN 2013). 
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The urbanization of the Ecuadorian Amazon: territory, nature, everyday life    

The urbanization of the Ecuadorian Amazon can be schematically divided into four phases, the 
dynamics of which are expressed in Figure 1. Ecuador entered the world market with the Spanish 
invasion of 1531, and the first phase began seven years later, when the Spanish arrived in the 
Amazon in search of gold.  During the 16th century the northern Amazon was successfully 
colonized, while the Shuar population launched a series of uprisings that drove the Spanish back 
from their settlements in the south, establishing a pattern of uneven geographical development 
that has persisted ever since. The colonial order was consolidated around the northern town of 
Baeza, with settlements established on the territories of the Quijos, who were erased through 
massacres and disease. As their numbers declined, the imperial regime brought members of the 
Kichwa from the sierra to replace them in the forced labor of the encomienda system, thus 
maintaining the agricultural workforce required to sustain consumption in the capital city of Quito. 
In the interior of the Amazon, Catholic missions constructed a series of reducciones – new towns in 
which indigenous communities were concentrated, ‘civilized’, and put to work in agriculture and 
the mining of gold.(CDES 2011; Deler 1983; García 1985; Gutiérrez 2002; Cipolletti 1988; Vickers 
1989).  

The demise of colonialism in the early 19th century brought this initial phase of proto-urbanization 
to a close. Over the following decades the hacienda system dominated the northern region, based 
on the slave labor of the indigenous population captured in the ‘correrías’, a series of raids 
launched from Colombia and Peru that also functioned to clear the space and create the labor 
force required for the rubber boom the late 19th century. The boom launched the second phase of 
incipient urbanization and reoriented resource flows towards the Atlantic. Rubber was shipped 
down the Rio Napo to the rapidly expanding urban center of Iquitos in Peru and along the Amazon 
to the booming city of Manaus in Brazil, from where it was transported to the Atlantic coast and 
exported to the industrial centers of Europe. By the early 20th century the boom was over, and 
regional economic activity shifted back towards agricultural production for the growing domestic 
market in the sierra, which catalyzed a further wave of colonization. In 1941 a territorial dispute 
with Peru led to a war in which Peru annexed half of Ecuador’s national territory, all of which was 
taken from its Amazonian region. Ecuador reinforced its new borders with military outposts and 
opened the border region to Kichwa migrants, signaling the beginning of a third, more intensive 
phase of  rural urbanization (CDES 2011; Galarza 1972; Muratorio 1987).  

In the 1950s new Catholic missions were established along the banks of the northern rivers of 
Napo and Aguarico, creating settlements in which the local Kichwa were relocated. Meanwhile an 
American evangelical organization, the Instituto Lingüístico de Verano, began to create new towns 
called protectorados, which repeated the colonial strategy of reducciones for the concentration of 
the indigenous population.10 As in the colonial period, this strategy functioned to empty large 
extensions of territory and to facilitate the creation of resource-extraction enclaves. Oil 
exploration had been underway in the region since the 1940s, and was the underlying cause of the 
Peru-Ecuador war. Exploitation finally began in 1967, led by the American corporation Texaco-
Gulf. The oil industry required the construction of a network of roads and oil pipelines that linked 
the Amazon to the sierra and the coast, triggering an explosion of urban development in the 
region. New cities suddenly emerged around the major oil processing centers, including Lago 
Agrio, Coca, Shushufindi and Joya de los Sachas. Smaller towns began to develop around transport 

                                                           
10 The Instituto Lingüístico de Verano relocated distinct indigenous groups in different towns. The Cofán in 
Dureno, the Sionas and Secoyas in San Pablo, and the Waorani in Tiwino(Almeida y Proaño, 2008). 
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hubs and minor processing centers, and the new roads opened up extensive tracts of jungle that 
were rapidly colonized by migrants from the sierra and the coast (Bayón 2013; Carrión and Cuvi 
1985; Maldonado 2001).11 This dynamic continued during the neoliberal period, in which the oil 
sector was further opened to foreign corporations, accompanied by rapid urban growth and 
accelerated colonization along the roads constructed to extend the oil frontier, in what remained a 
chaotic and highly destructive process of “proto-urbanization” (Barbieri, Monte-Mor and 
Bilsborrow 2007). For the indigenous population, this third wave of urbanization implied 
dispossession, impoverishment, diseases resulting from oil contamination, and, in the cases of the 
Tetetes and the Sansahuaris, the disappearance of an entire people (Almeida and Proaño 2008). 

Up until this point, the Ecuadorian Amazon had been urbanized through a complex historical 
process of territorial expansion and consolidation, primary resource extraction and exportation, 
and the dispossession and ‘civilization’ of the indigenous population. Yet the subsumption of these 
intertwined dimensions of territory, nature and everyday life had only been formally achieved. 
Nature was directly exploited in the conditions in which it was found; the national territory was a 
tangle of chaotic processes contained by a brittle border; and the indigenous population had not 
been transformed into a docile and productive workforce. The Ecuadorian Amazon thus 
constituted one of the regions of the planet that Smith (1984: 188-189) describes as having been 
“integrated into the world capitalist system as ‘internalized externals’. As such they have not made 
the complete transition from formal to real integration, and the real integration of the global 
space-economy remains necessarily incomplete”.   

When Correa came to power in 2007, the Amazon was the most marginalized and impoverished 
region of the national territory. One of the principles of his government’s national development 
strategy is the promotion of territorial equality through the implementation of strategic projects in 
the ‘least developed’ regions, including the Amazon (SENPLADES 2011: 39-40).12 Several of the 
development projects for the region are either included in or related to the IIRSA. The Manta-
Manaus multimodal transport corridor, for example, is a key IIRSA project that aims to open an 
interoceanic passage between the Pacific and Atlantic coasts, via Manaus in the Brazilian Amazon; 
Ikiam is a public university that is currently being constructed on the route of Manta-Manaus, and 
is intended to exploit the genetic resources of the region; and the Millennium Cities are a series of 
new towns planned throughout the Amazon, one of which is also located on the Manta- Manaus 
corridor.13 These projects are both constitutive and symbolic of the planetary urbanization of the 
Ecuadorian Amazon, understood as a fourth phase of urbanization that seems to imply a 
qualitative shift from the formal to the real subsumption of space to capital in the three 
dimensions that have emerged from this historical sketch: territory (the Manta-Manaus corridor); 

                                                           
11 This process of colonization was managed by the Ecuadorian Institute of Colonization and Agrarian Reform 
(IERAC), which declared the land on which the migrants settled as ‘vacant lots’ (terrenos baldios), and 
organized the migrants into co-operatives to whom the land was then officially distributed. The co-
operatives were integrated into a regional agricultural economy that included the remnants of the hacienda 
system and the agro-industrial production of African Palm and other export crops (Carrión and Cuvi, 1985). 
12 National development plans have identified the need to “consolidate the integral planning of the Amazon” 
(SENPLADES 2014: 70, see also SENPLADES 2009: 9). The government now claims that the Amazon is the 
region that has benefitted most from its development policies (El Telégrafo 2014a). In Correa’s words “In the 
Amazon we have constructed roads, sports facilities, hospitals and schools. There is a radical transformation 
underway in our Amazon” (quoted in El Comercio 2012b). 
13 As Roberto Monte-Mor (2014: 267) has noted in the case of Brazil, “Extended urbanization thus moves 
along transport corridors and communications networks in ‘new’ regions like the Amazon”. 
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nature (Ikiam); and everyday life (the Millennium Cities). The remainder of this paper offers some 
preliminary observations on each of these cases, as a prologue to future empirical research. 

Territory: the Manta-Manaus multimodal transport corridor 

Manta-Manaus is promoted by the Ecuadorian government as “a priority project… which will unify 
the Pacific deep water port of Manta with the heart of the Brazilian Amazon and the Atlantic 
Ocean” (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores 2013.). The Ecuadorian section of the corridor 
includes the modernization of the Manta port, the construction or modernization of 810 km of 
highways, the construction of the Manta airport and the port of Providencia on the River Napo, 
and the modernization of the Napo up to the border with Peru. The corridor is designed to 
compete with the Panama Canal and the Los Angeles-Miami route through which Brazilian trade 
with East Asia is currently conducted, while opening the interior of the Ecuadorian and Peruvian 
Amazon to markets in Europe and the Eastern United States (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores 
2010). The project is included in the IIRSA, as one of the umbrella projects of the Amazonian 
Integration and Development Hub. The Amazonian Hub includes 88 individual projects with a total 
projected cost of US$29 billion. These projects are organized into 8 groups, which comprise a 
series of interoceanic transport routes between the Atlantic and Pacific coasts (COSIPLAN 2013: 
69-94). Three of these pass through Ecuador along its three main Amazonian tributaries: 
Putamayo on the northern border with Colombia; Morona-Marañon in the south; and the Napo on 
the Manta-Manaus corridor, which is the most developed of the three.14 In conjunction with 
complimentary projects on a national scale, these projects aim to create “multinational 
territories… articulated by transport, energy and communications infrastructures that facilitate the 
flow of goods and services” (COSIPLAN 2013: 19).  

The incorporation of Ecuador into the IIRSA can be conceptualized in terms of a shift from the 
formal to the real subsumption of territory to global capital. Whereas previous regional 
agreements had merely sought to unify the commercial space between territorially divided 
nations, promoters of the IIRSA argue that “physical integration creates a more permanent 
connection between nations, which… does not aim to consolidate national frontiers, as before, but 
rather to amplify them in the sense of their dissolution” (Soares de Lima 2008: 24, 26). In this 
context, “state control over territory… becomes less important than the ability to preserve a 
spatial order necessary for economic growth” (Bryan 2012: 218). In the case of the Manta-Manaus 
corridor, this shift is an expression of capital’s inherent drive towards “the annihilation of space by 
time” (Marx, quoted in Harvey 2001: 244). Plans for Manta-Manaus promote it on the basis of 
“less time, less cost” in comparison to alternative global trade routes (Ministerio de Relaciones 
Exteriores 2010), and predict that the project will transform Ecuador into “the key node of… 
commercial exchange between the Amazon basin and the Pacific rim” (Autoridad Portuario de 
Manta 2006). The objective is to capitalize on this new position within transnational circuits of 
capital by creating a network of free trade zones, including the ports of Manta and Providencia. 
These zones are to be “integrated into functional corridors”, including Manta-Manaus, which will 
“improve the competitiveness of national production… concentrating the flow of commodities in 

                                                           
14 The northern route along the Putamayo continues to be unviable due to the presence of the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) in the region. The southern route along the Morona-
Marañon was also dormant until recently. However, large-scale mining projects are now being promoted in 
this region, and the government has recently begun to promote the Morona hub, the Ecuadorian section of 
which includes ports, highways, and hydroelectric dams (El Telégrafo 2012b; COSPIPLAN 2013: 85). The 
Amazonian Hub also includes two further interoceanic routes between the Peruvian and Brazilian coasts.  
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specific logistical nodes in order to generate economies of scale… oriented towards export 
markets” (Ministerio de la Producción, Empleo y Competitividad 2013).15 

However, as David Harvey has argued, the full incorporation of a national space into global circuits 
of capital subjects it to inter-capitalist competition at the level of the world market, with the result 
that its competitiveness may well be eroded instead of enhanced (Harvey 1982: 427). 
Furthermore, it is clear from the nature of investor interest in the Manta-Manaus corridor that 
global capital sees Ecuador as little more than an obstacle to be reduced to a smooth surface for 
the accelerated movement of commodities. For East Asian capital, the project is of interest purely 
as a means of reducing the time and cost of transporting electronic components to the booming 
industrial center of Manaus, where they are assembled into electronic equipment for the South 
American market.16 Brazilian capital equally sees the corridor as opening a faster, cheaper route 
for the US$9 billion of commodities that it annually exports to East Asia.17 Within this planetary 
dynamic, the only ‘competitive’ role for Ecuador lies in the provision of construction materials and 
basic foodstuffs to sustain the industrial labor force in Manaus, as acknowledged by the 
Ecuadorian government in its own promotion of the project (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores 
2010). Ironically for a ‘neo-structuralist’ project, Manta-Manaus may therefore contribute to the 
consolidation of a new configuration of the core-periphery structure that neo-structuralism has 
abandoned theoretically, in which the industrial core has shifted from Europe to Asia, Brazil is 
reincorporated on the basis of cheap industrial labor, and Ecuador remains trapped in its 
traditional role of primary commodity production.  

This unintended outcome, however, is unlikely to be realized. Central elements of Manta-Manaus 
are being implemented, including the construction of the port of Providencia, which began in 

2014, with a highway connecting it to Shushufindi on the route to Manta completed in the same 
year (Ministerio de Transporte y Obras Públicas 2014). But interviews with state officials suggest 
that the development of the Manta port is being blocked by powerful class interests associated 

with the import-export business in the main Ecuadorian port of Guayaquil. The Napo also 
constitutes a serious obstacle. It is presently unnavigable by large container ships, and is 

constantly changing depth and course, requiring a vast engineering project that would have 
serious environmental implications, and that is opposed by indigenous and ecological social 

movements in the region (El Telégrafo 2011).18 Without functional exit routes to the Pacific Ocean 
or the Amazonian interior, the project will remain confined within its established national 

frontiers. In this context, the development of the road and port infrastructure around Providencia 
will not catalyze Ecuador’s ‘intelligent insertion into international markets’, but will only open 

further tracts of the Ecuadorian Amazon to spontaneous colonization and primary resource  

                                                           
15 Ecuador’s free trade zones are called Special Economic Development Zones (ZEDES). Incentives include 
reduction from 22% to 17% on Corporate Income Tax; 0% Value-Added Tax on imports of capital goods and 
raw materials; tax exemption on financial transactions and payments abroad; and a 100% Income Tax 
deduction for the first five years of  expenses incurred in salaries and social benefits (SENECYT 2013).   
16 In 2012, for example, the Korean multinational electronics corporation LG sent a delegation to Manta to 
explore the possibility of sending up to 3,000 containers a year to Manaus via the Manta-Manaus corridor. 
The containers were to be filled with components for plasma televisions (El Telégrafo 2012a).  
17 (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores 2010). China is now Brazil’s largest trading partner, and Brazil, as the 
regional hegemon, is the principle promoter and beneficiary of the IIRSA (Sanahuja 2012: 10, 24).  
18 In 2011, in a widely publicized political event, the first boat to transport Ecuadorian products along the 
Manta-Manaus corridor to Brazil departed from port Itaya (Providencia had yet to be constructed). 
However, before leaving Ecuadorian territory it became grounded on a sandbank, where it remained 
stranded for five days (El Comercio 2011).     
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Figure 1: The urbanization of the northern Ecuadorian Amazon 
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extraction. In other words, Manta-Manaus will only succeed in further consolidating the formal 
subsumption of territory to capital.        

Nature: Ikiam, university of the Amazon 

The economic strategy of the Correa administration is based on ‘the transformation of the 
productive matrix’. Capital accumulation and state revenues remain highly dependent on the 
exploitation of Amazonian oil reserves, perpetuating environmental destruction and social conflict, 
while exposing the economy to the volatility of the international oil market. Reserves are expected 
to be exhausted within between 15 and 25 years (Iturralde 2013), and economic transformation is 
therefore an urgent necessity. In planning this transition, the Correa administration has drawn 
inspiration from the ECLAC strategy for “structural change” (ECLAC 2012: 17; SENPLADES 2014: 
79), which “requires a shift towards exports with higher value-added and an international 
competitiveness based on increased productivity… ensuring a more dynamic entry into world 
markets” (Leiva 2008b: 6). The original manifesto of Alianza Pais proposes that “an increase in 
systemic competitiveness must be based on the improvement of productivity throughout the 
productive apparatus” (Alianza Pais 2006: 16). This strategy has been built upon in subsequent 
development plans, which have sought to engineer a transition from primary resource exploitation 
to a ‘bio-knowledge economy’ based on the immense biodiversity of the Amazon.19 

Central to this strategy is Ikiam, which means ‘Nature’ in the language of the Shuar. Ikiam is a 
public university located 8km outside the Amazonian city of Tena at the foot of the Andes. Tena’s 
newly constructed international airport is part of the IIRSA, and the city forms a ‘crossroads’ 
between its Andean and Amazonian Hubs, with the Manta-Manaus corridor and an Andean 
highway intersecting at this point (COSIPLAN 2013: 26). Ikiam is on the boundary of Bosque 
Protector Colonso, a 93,000 hectare biosphere reserve that Correa describes as the “biggest 
laboratory on the planet” (quoted in El Comercio 2014c). The university will be focused on 
“biotechnology” and “bio-commerce”, and is intended to “generate new industries and transform 
the productive matrix” (El Telégrafo 2014d; 2013d).  

This transition towards a more ‘sustainable’ development of the Amazon is reflected in the 
architectonics of the university itself. The three winners of the first round of the architectural 
competition for the design of Ikiam all emphasize its harmony with the ecology and indigenous 
cultures of the region, including laboratories constructed in the shape of leaves, housing that takes 
inspiration from indigenous architecture, and “bridges that change direction organically, evoking 
the structures of trees” (El Comercio 2014a; 2014b). Ikiam thus constitutes what David Harvey 
would call a “utopia of spatial form” (Harvey 2000: 104-113). Such utopias fail, according to 
Harvey, to the extent that they prioritize form over content, inscribing a utopian ideology into 
their spatial structures without critically engaging with the social relations that are reproduced 
within them. Ikiam is intended to be a global biotechnology center, exporting genetic sequences 
and other forms of knowledge and catalyzing a broader shift in the national economy from “finite 
resources” to “infinite resources” (SENPLADES 2014: 60).  But under conditions of global 
competitiveness this is unlikely to result in the anticipated emergence of a “bio-socialist 
republicanism” (Ramírez 2012). Instead, it may catalyze a transition from the formal to the real 

                                                           
19 Biodiversity is identified as the country’s greatest “competitive advantage” (SENPLADES 2009: 56), and 
“the products that will be generated through biological and genetic information” are expected to 
“significantly increase and diversify the export profile of the country (bio-prospection, bio-production, and 
bio-commerce)” (SENPLADES 2014: 42). 
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subsumption of nature to capital (Smith 2007). Oil extraction, mining and deforestation can be 
thought of as constituting the formal subsumption of nature, in the sense that they seize natural 
resources as they find them and incorporate them directly into production. Biotechnology, 
however, signals a qualitative shift in this relationship, in which capital intervenes in the internal 
structures and generative processes of ‘nature’ itself, and nature is transformed into a force of 
production with the capacity of intensifying the production of relative surplus value. As Boyd, 
Prudham and Schurman (2008: 18-19) argue, “The primary vehicle driving the real subsumption of 
nature is the manipulation of the genetic program… through the application of new 
biotechnologies… The desired result, of course, is higher yields, shorter turnover times… Nature, in 
short, is (re)made to work harder, faster and better”.  

If Ikiam succeeds in competing in the global knowledge economy, it may therefore unwittingly 
contribute to the planetary transition from formal to real subsumption through which capital is 
progressively empowered as an abstract form of domination.20 But biotechnology is a highly 
competitive industry, with universities and private research centers competing for investment on 
an international scale. In this context, Ikiam may only be able to effectively compete as a reserve 
of genetic resources rather than a center of research and development, in which case it would 
become simply another site of primary resource extraction, reproducing the enclave structure that 
has characterized the oil industry and other extractive enterprises throughout the history of the 
region (Chávez 2014; Villavicencio 2013).21 As in the case of the Manta-Manaus corridor, Ikiam is 
therefore a speculative spatial fix, which threatens to catalyze an unintended transformation from 
formal to real subsumption, but which may well only succeed in further extending established 
structures of formal susbsumption within shifting patterns of uneven geographical development 
on a global scale.  

Ikiam’s primary function may ultimately be ideological, constituting a miraculous embodiment of 
the transformation of the productive matrix that distracts attention from the difficulties of 
achieving this transformation in practice. Ikiam was announced in 2013, immediately after the 
cancellation of the Yasuni-ITT Initiative, though which the Ecuadorian government would have 
agreed not to exploit the oil beneath the Yasuni biosphere reserve, in exchange for payments from 
international polluters. The decision to exploit the Yasuni reserves in 2013 was symptomatic of the 
continued dependence of the national economy on natural resource extraction. The entire 
Ecuadorian Amazon has now been opened to oil exploitation by foreign capital, and in 2011 the 
mining sector was also opened to transnational investment. In both cases, the coercive laws of 
global competition are forcing the government to consider the liberalization of its contractual 
arrangements and the improvements of its incentives in order to attract foreign investors, pushing 
Ecuador into precisely the kinds of ‘spurious competitiveness’ that the agenda of systemic 
competitiveness was supposed to have delivered it from (Escribano 2013; Iturralde 2013). In this 

                                                           
20 In this context, the benefits to the national economy will largely be determined by the intellectual 
property regime that the government establishes (Boyd, Prudham and Schurman 2008: 22). The government 
is rhetorically committed to ensuring that Ikiam does not merely serve “the accumulation needs of big 
companies and transnational corporations” (Rene Ramírez, quoted in El Telégrafo 2013f). But the need to 
attract foreign investment under conditions of global competition will necessarily restrict its legislation to 
parameters acceptable to footloose biotechnology firms.  
21 As Fernando Coronil has noted with regard to ‘nature-exporting societies’ such as Ecuador: “Paradoxically, 
in pursuit of their comparative advantage, these nature-exporting nations are frequently recast in their old 
colonial role as sources of primary products, a role now rewritten for them in terms of the neoliberal 
rationality of globalizing capitalism (Coronil 1997: 7).  
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context, it is significant that the main biotechnology site of Ikiam is complemented by two less 
publicized campuses. One, in Sumumbíos in the center of the oil industry in the northern Amazon, 
will focus on petrochemical engineering, while the other, in Zamora in the southern mining zone, 
will specialize in mining and metallurgy (El Telégrafo 2013e; 2014b). Beyond its role in the 
generation of a national fantasy of systemic competitiveness based on ‘bio-knowledge’, Ikiam’s 
true economic functionality may therefore consist in its contribution to the further expansion of 
the primary resource frontier. As with other utopias of spatial form, Ikiam therefore threatens to 
combine the materialization of a utopian ideology with the reproduction of the social relations 
that it is attempting to transcend.                          

Everyday life: the Millennium Cities project 

Social integration and political stability are central to the politics of systemic competitiveness 
(Leiva 2008a:  13). Whereas neoliberalism’s direct exposure of entire societies to the brutal logic of 
global capital generated widespread resistance, neo-structuralism “calls for consensus building so 
that the new export-oriented and transnational market forces can be supported by newly 
designed social and political arrangements” (Leiva 2008a: 52). The Correa administration has been 
extremely successful in replacing the political chaos of Ecuadorian neoliberalism with a stable 
social order that broadly supports the government’s economic program.  However, as we have 
seen, the failure to rapidly transform the productive matrix has made this program increasingly 
dependent on the expansion of primary resource extraction, and has forced the government to 
open up new reserves to foreign capital. Here the problem of ‘social cohesion’ reasserts itself. The 
competitiveness of the country’s mineral and hydrocarbon sectors is limited by its history of 
indigenous resistance to oil and mining projects, particularly in the Amazon, where all the new oil 
fields and several of the mining concessions are located. This ongoing history of resistance has 
been one of the principle factors preventing foreign investment in the oil fields and mining 
concessions opened under the Correa administration (Iturralde 2014: 147-174). 

In 2011, Correa announced the launch of the Millennium Cities, a series of new towns to be 
funded by oil royalties and constructed throughout the resource extraction centers of the 
Amazon.22 The first two Millennium Cities are Playas de Cuyabeno and Pañacocha, launched in 
2013 and 2014 respectively. Both are inhabited by indigenous communities affected by the 
opening of the Pañacocha oil field in the northern Amazon.23 Rather than cities, they are towns of 
a few hundred inhabitants that resemble small-town America, with grids of individual white 
houses arranged around a school, a health center, sports fields, a police station… As such, they 

                                                           
22 Under Ecuador’s 2010 Hydrocarbons Law, 12% of the royalties of every barrel of oil extracted from the 
Amazon is reserved for social investments in the region (diverted from the 15% that had previously been 
allocated to workers). These resources were to be distributed to the Autonomous Decentralized 
Governments (GAD) of the region. However, in 2011 an executive decree redirected them to Ecuador 
Estratégico, a newly created national public company with the responsibility of planning and implementing 
development projects in the “zones of influence” of “strategic projects”, including mines and oil fields (El 
Universo 2013c). In the same year, it was announced that the Millennium Cities were to be financed and 
implemented by Ecuador Estratégico (El Comercio 2012a). 
23 The Pañacocha oil field lies between the rivers of Napo and Aguarico. Its oil is pumped under the Napo to 
the collection center of Edén. Pañacocha was opened in 2010, and is being exploited by the state oil 
company Petroamazonas. It is estimated to contain 42 million barrels of crude oil, which are being extracted 
at a rate of between 13,000 and 25,000 barrels per day (El Universo 2010). During his speech at the opening 
of Pañacocha, Correa proclaimed that “This new field constitutes a new oil era, in which oil will not be a 
curse, but a stroke of luck that will deliver us from under-development” (quoted in El Universo 2010). 
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recall Fordlandia, the new town constructed by Henry Ford in the Brazilian Amazon, which 
attempted to reproduce the company towns that he built around his factories in the USA (Grandin 
2009). These towns allowed Ford to regulate the everyday lives of his workforce as a means of 
increasing their productivity, constituting a key moment in the colonization of everyday life, 
through which the expansion of the capitalist world system has been increasingly superseded by 
an intensification of social interventions (Lefebvre 2008: 26-28). This transition can be 
conceptualized as a shift from the formal to the real subsumption of everyday life to capital, in 
which the worker is no longer simply exploited in his or her original state, but is produced as 
human capital in the drive towards ever-increasing productivity. As Gramsci observed in his 
analysis of ‘Americanism and Fordism’, capital requires “a stable, skilled labor force... because the 
human complex… of an enterprise is also a machine” (Gramsci 1973: 303).   

Like Ford’s company towns, the Millennium Cities transform the everyday lives of their 
inhabitants. In marked contrast to their previous communities, every house in the Millennium City 
is equipped with electricity, water, sanitation, a telephone, a computer with internet, a kitchen 
with an electric stove and a refrigerator, and a living room with a three-piece suite (El Telégrafo 
2013b; El Universo 2013b; 2014). In the words of one of the new inhabitants of Playas de 
Cuyabeno, “I feel as if I’m in one of those big hotels. This is my American dream” (quoted in El 
Universo 2013b).24 This ‘dream’ contains a disciplinary dimension: houses are only allocated to 
married couples; access to the forest and the river is obstructed by fences and promenades; and 
inhabitants are prohibited from keeping animals, growing crops, brewing chicha, or modifying the 
structures of their houses (Coba, Cielo and Vallejo 2014; El Telégrafo 2013b; El Universo 2013b). 
These measures, combined with their newfound proximity to the institutions of the state – school, 
clinic, police station – would seem to constitute a transition from the formal to the real 
subsumption of everyday life to capital, in which peasant farmers connected to capitalism only 
through the sale of a portion of their produce are transformed into a healthy, educated, and 
disciplined workforce.  

However, unlike Fordlandia there is no work in the Millennium Cities, and thus no possibility for 
the real subsumption of labor to capital. Interviews with officials involved in the project have 
confirmed that there are no employment programs or productive plans in the Millennium Cities, 
and their inhabitants continue to farm their old fields, which in many cases are now several 
kilometers away (Coba, Cielo and Vallejo 2014). There are no roads or any other productive 
infrastructure linked to the Millennium Cities, which are only accessible by river. Pañacocha is on 
the north bank of the Napo, and has been identified as a potential port on the Manta-Manaus 
corridor, which may catalyze its further urbanization (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores 2010). 
But as we have seen, the economic expense and political sensitivity of the dredging of the Napo 
has effectively blocked the further development of the corridor, and there are no similar plans for 
Playas de Cuyabeno.  

                                                           
24 Visitors to the Millennium Cities experience a similar sense of wonder. In an account of a visit to 
Pañacocha, for example one journalist describes how “In the midst of the green jungle, on the banks of the 
Napo River… it seems as if a great city has landed in the forest” (El Telégrafo 2013a). The ´magical’ 
appearance of the Millennium Cities is similar to that of the development projects of the Venezuelan state 
described by Fernando Coronil: “Oil is fantastic and induces fantasies… By manufacturing dazzling 
development projects that engender collective fantasies of progress, it casts its spell over audience and 
performers alike (Coronil 1997: 2, 5). While agreeing with Coronil concerning the fantasmatic dimension of 
such projects, we would argue that the enchantment of oil is a ‘sublime’ representation of capital as an 
abstract form of domination.   
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Rather than a mechanism for the creation of a healthy and productive workforce to be integrated 
into the expanded reproduction of capital, the Millennium Cities should be understood as a 
strategy of accumulation by dispossession (Harvey 2003), designed to obtain the consent of the 
indigenous population to the exploitation of the oil and minerals within their territories.25 In this 
regard, the project has been extremely successful. The Pañacocha oil field met with strong 
resistance from local indigenous communities until they were offered Millennium Cities, and other 
communities previously opposed to oil exploitation are now eager to acquire a Millennium City of 
their own. The Cofan, who mounted a sustained campaign against Chevron-Texaco and later 
against the state oil company Petroecuador, have now consented to oil projects in exchange for a 
Millennium City, which is currently under construction. The Waorani have also accepted the 
exploitation of Yasuni in return for a Millennium City (El Universo 2013b; 2013c). Another 
Millennium City is under construction in the southern mining zone, and a total of 200 are planned 
throughout the resource-rich regions of the Amazon, in order to facilitate the expansion of the 
primary resource frontier.26 In the words of Correa at the inauguration of Playas de Cuyabeno: 
“Living near an oil project is now a blessing, not a curse as it was in the past” (quoted in El 
Telégrafo 2013c).27 

The Millennium Cities promise to facilitate the operations of state oil companies. But they will also 
help to attract the private oil and mining corporations that the Correa administration is attempting 
to attract to the region, assuring the political stability and social cohesion required for ‘systemic 
competitiveness’, while absolving these companies of the responsibility of providing social 
investments for the communities affected by their operations (El Universo 2013a). As Leiva notes 
of neo-structuralist social policy more generally, “Such ‘progressive´ interventions build capitalist 
hegemony over and within those… territories where dogmatic neoliberal state policy, and even 
military repression, found access forbidden” (2008a: 173). Similar projects have been deployed as 
counter-insurgency strategies in colonial Malaya, Vietnam, Guatemala, Chiapas, and elsewhere 
(Wilson 2011b), and the Millennium Cities also have their local antecedents in the colonial 
reducciones, and the protectorados that facilitated the first oil boom. Yet while the Millennium 
Cities may succeed as a strategy of accumulation by dispossession, they are unlikely to contribute 
to local capitalist development in the long term. Fordlandia now lies in ruins, after its failure as a 
productive enterprise (Grandin 2009), and a similar state experiment in ‘rural urbanism’ in Brazil in 
the 1970s also failed due to its lack of employment opportunities. Inhabitants eventually returned 
to their original communities, and the new towns degenerated into “rural slums” (Barbeiri, Monte-

                                                           
25 In this regard it is interesting to note the thesis of the labor minister Carlos Marx Carrasco (sic), who has 
recently sought to justify the intensification of natural resource exploitation in terms of “the original 
accumulation of 21-st century socialism”, which differs from the primitive accumulation of capital by 
exploiting natural resources rather than human labor (Marx Carrasco 2014a; 2014b). This is accurate to the 
extent that there is no work in the Millennium Cities. But it conveniently overlooks the processes of 
dispossession through which these resources are made available for exploitation in the first place.  
26 The first Millennium City to be announced in the southern Amazon is in San Miguel de Conchay. It is one 
of 106 projects recently announced by Ecuador Estratégico for the region of Morona (El Telégrafo 2014c). 
Morona is one of the potential mining centers in the country, and the Chinese copper mine El Mirador will 
soon enter production there. The Morona port is also one of the key IIRSA projects, as discussed above.    
27 The Millennium Cities can be interpreted as an attempt to conceal the ecological consequences of 
Ecuador’s continued dependence on oil exploitation beneath a fantasy of a sanitized modernity. In July 
2014, however, Playas de Cuyabeno experienced a ‘return of the repressed’ when a landslide fractured the 
Sucumbios-Lago Agrio oil pipeline, resulting in the loss of approximately 2,000 barrels of oil. Some of the oil 
reached the Aguarico river, and was washed downstream to Playas de Cuyabeno (located on the south bank 
of the Aguarico), contaminating the local water supply (El Comercio 2014d).     
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Mor and Bilsborrow 2007: 5-6). Planetary urbanization thus extends into the heart of the 
Ecuadorian Amazon, not to fully integrate its population into the global production of relative 
surplus value, but only to get them out of the way, so that resources can be extracted from their 
world and channeled into the circuits that give life to capital as an abstract form of domination.  

Conclusion 

We are now in a position to rework the preliminary theory of planetary urbanization with which 
this paper began. Just as capital first takes hold of the labor process as it finds it, before 
progressively transforming the materiality of this process in the drive towards the production of 
relative surplus value through the reduction of socially necessary labor time, so capital first 
colonizes the space that it expands into, before necessarily producing that space as an integrated 
machine for the production of relative surplus value through the reduction of socially necessary 
turnover time. Planetary urbanization is an expression, on a global scale, of this tendential 
transition from the formal to the real subsumption of space to capital. This process can be 
disaggregated into at least three dimensions: territory, nature, and everyday life. In each case, the 
same dynamic is repeated in a different form: capital first takes the world as it finds it, and then 
progressively transforms it within an increasingly comprehensive system of surplus value 
production. This process is both driven by and empowering of capital as an abstract form of 
domination. The coercive laws of competition increasingly compel all capitalists – and all capitalist 
states – to incessantly expand the production of relative surplus value through which capital 
emerges as “an autonomous and self-moving subject” (Starosta 2014: 299). Planetary urbanization 
can therefore be understood as “a large, complex, and dynamic alienated system that 
encompasses people and machines and is directed by the goal of production for the sake of 
production” (Postone 1993: 270). Capital is the subject of planetary urbanization, and the two 
evolve in dialectical unison through a multidimensional transition from formal to real 
subsumption.  This process can be mapped schematically, as indicated in Figure 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Capital as the subject of planetary urbanization 
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However, while the transition from the formal to the real subsumption of space to capital is 
immanent to the trajectory of planetary urbanization, this process is continually undermined by 
the internal contradictions of capital itself. The dynamics of uneven geographical development 
and inter-territorial competition drive towards the erasure of spatial differences through the 
annihilation of space by time, but simultaneously throw up new barriers and reinforce old 
divisions that repeatedly sabotage this tendency, producing a relentless churning of socio-spatial 
inequalities instead of a progressive equalization of the world. In the case of the Ecuadorian 
Amazon, we have seen that state strategies for the real subsumption of the region to capital in the 
dimensions of territory, nature, and everyday life are being obstructed by the national geography 
of class power, and by the country’s established location within global capitalism as a supplier of 
the primary resources that fuel relative surplus value production in other parts of the world. In 
each case, these strategies are likely to reproduce existing patterns of formal subsumption on an 
expanded scale. This does not imply that planetary urbanization is not underway in the region. On 
the contrary, these transformations entail the ever greater subordination of the Ecuadorian 
Amazon to capital as an abstract form of domination. This process, however, must be understood 
not as a smooth transition from formal to real subsumption, but as a dialectic of formal and real 
subsumption, in which the intensification of relative surplus value production in one place is 
dependent upon the expansion of the primary resource frontier in another.  

The possibilities for a genuinely transformative political project are profoundly circumscribed by 
the material dynamics of this process. In the case of Ecuador, we have seen how the Correa 
administration has sought to ‘transform the productive matrix’, using the country’s natural 
resources to finance the highways, dams, ports, airports, universities, and new towns considered 
necessary to catalyze a transition from a ‘spurious’ competitiveness based on primary resources 
and cheap labor to a ‘genuine’ competitiveness based on ‘bio-knowledge’ and technologically 
advanced production. The paradox of this strategy is that, through subordinating the whole of 
society to the logic of competitiveness, and searching for an ‘intelligent insertion’ into the 
cauldron of global competition, the Correa administration is reinforcing the competitive pressures 
that drive the real subsumption of space to capital, through which capital is progressively 
empowered as an abstract form of domination. By allowing itself to be seduced by the neo-
structuralist promise of a capitalism without contradictions, instead of directly confronting the 
stern reality of capital as subject, this ‘post-neoliberal’ project is therefore only strengthening the 
powers that it is struggling to escape. The tragedy is that, under these conditions, 
‘competitiveness’ can only be achieved through the intensification of socially and ecologically 
catastrophic forms of primary resource extraction.    

The internal contradictions of capitalism imply that planetary urbanization will remain a process of 
creative destruction that ceaselessly tears down what it has achieved, laying waste to ever greater 
extensions of the Earth in order to fuel increasingly spectacular concentrations of wealth, while 
continually intensifying the processes of real subsumption through which “the law of value finally 
comes into its own as the absolute dictator over our lives” (Harvey 1982: 153). But planetary 
urbanization is also a horizon, the possibility of a genuinely unified world. The struggle, immense 
and impossible though it may appear, is not against planetary urbanization, but against capital as 
an abstract form of domination, which is only the alienated expression of the creative powers of 
humanity. There are no easy solutions. But the path must lie, not in the quixotic pursuit of 
systemic competitiveness, nor in a conservative rejection of urbanization, but in the appropriation 
of the planetary as the emancipatory possibility both opened and obstructed by the alienated 
form of our own productive activity.            
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