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Abstract: This paper tells a story of planetary urbanization in practice. We focus on the case of the Manta-
Manaus corridor, which aims to integrate the Ecuadorian Amazon into transnational circuits of capital through 
the construction of a multimodal transport system. Drawing on field research conducted in Ecuador in 2015, 
we reveal planetary urbanization as a turbulent and troubled process, infused with fantasies and desires that 
are profoundly intertwined with the material dynamics of capital accumulation. In the triumphant narratives 
of state and capital, Manta-Manaus appears as the realization of a collective dream of continental integration. 
This fantasy has been shattered by the contradictory forces of uneven geographical development in which the 
project is entangled. Yet although Manta-Manaus has not produced its desired results, capital has 
appropriated its infrastructure for the expansion of the oil frontier. The Real of planetary urbanization thus 
advances through the creative destruction of its own fantasies.      
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Introduction 

Carlos Fermín had a dream that would not let him sleep.1 Like the hero of Werner Herzog’s 
Fitzcarraldo, who tried to open a tract of the Peruvian Amazon to rubber exploitation by dragging a 
steamship over a mountain, Fermín was “planning something geographical”.2 He had spent decades 
transporting the machinery and materials of the Amazonian oil industry along the vast network of 
rivers that surround the Brazilian jungle city of Manaus. In 2001 he was contracted for the Herculean 
task of transporting a 127-ton generator over 2,000 kilometers upriver to the oil fields of the 
Ecuadorian Amazon. No-one had ever attempted such a feat, and those who knew the Napo – a 
tributary of the Amazon that Fermín would have to enter in Peru – warned him that its upper 
reaches could not be navigated by vessels of that size. But Fermín proved them wrong, arriving in 
Ecuador with his cargo after a grueling month-long journey. 

On his return to Manaus, Fermín became “preoccupied” with an idea. “I couldn’t sleep well”, he 
recalls, “The belief that the river was not navigable was an enormous lie. It was too much for me to 
bear… God had granted everything I had asked for. Good children, a house, a farm… I had everything. 
But now there was something in my head that would not leave me in peace.”3 Fermín had realized 
that the navigability of the Napo opened the possibility of an interoceanic corridor, beginning from 
Manta, on the Pacific coast of Ecuador, crossing the Ecuadorian Andes by road, transferring to river 
at an Amazonian port on the Napo, continuing to Manaus, and concluding in the Atlantic port of 
Belem. The corridor would “commercialize” the Amazon, which Fermín describes as “a beautiful 
world of wealth”. He remembers telling himself that “if you see the light, and your conscience tells 
you to do something… you must do it… This vision that God has given you is not your own, it is God’s, 
and if you do not follow it you will not be happy”.4 In 2004, Fermín abandoned his life in Brazil, and 
travelled back upriver to Ecuador, where he settled in Providencia, an isolated indigenous 
community on a broad curve of the Napo. There he set to work clearing the land, and began to 
search for allies in his quest to make Providencia the Amazonian port of his interoceanic corridor. 
He called the corridor ‘Manta-Manaus’.  

Ten years later, in January 2015, we visited Fermín in Providencia. Outside the oil town of 
Shushufindi we turned onto a newly completed highway that cut smoothly through 46 kilometers 
of jungle. At the end of the road a sign announced our arrival at the ‘International Port of 
Providencia’. Ten hectares of rainforest had been levelled, and a grid of iron girders had been set 
into the river in preparation for the construction of the dock. In 2007 the Manta-Manaus corridor 
had been designated by Rafael Correa, the newly elected President of Ecuador, as one of the 
emblematic projects of his administration, and now the state was financing the road and port 
infrastructure required for its creation. Incredibly, it seemed that Fermín’s dream had come true. 
He emerged from the back door of his simple home, hastily pulling on a crumpled shirt with his 
name and ‘Manta-Manaus’ embroidered on the back. We sat down to talk in a ramshackle porch 
with views across the wide sweep of the river and the vast rainforest beyond. “They used to call me 

                                                           
1 Not his real name. Carlos Fermín Fitzcarrald was the Peruvian rubber baron on whom Werner Herzog 
based the character of Fitzcarraldo. 
2 On his way upriver in search of the mountain that he must cross, Fitzcarraldo spends a night in a capuchin 
mission. One of the monks asks what he is doing in this remote part of the Amazon. Fitzcarraldo responds: 
“I’m planning something geographical”. The script is available at http://www.script-o-
rama.com/movie_scripts/f/fitzcarraldo-script-transcript-werner-herzog.html (accessed 22 May 2015).  
3 Carlos Fermín. Interview: 9 February 2015, Providencia, Ecuador 
4 Carlos Fermín. Interview: 9 February 2015, Providencia, Ecuador 

http://www.script-o-rama.com/movie_scripts/f/fitzcarraldo-script-transcript-werner-herzog.html
http://www.script-o-rama.com/movie_scripts/f/fitzcarraldo-script-transcript-werner-herzog.html
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a fat slobbering idiot (gordo baboso)! An imbecile!” he told us, laughing. “But now I’m a wise man! 
‘Watch out for that Brazilian guy’, they say, ‘he’s a wise man, a genius!’”5 

This paper tells the story of Manta-Manaus, as an example of planetary urbanization in practice. 
According to the emergent literature on planetary urbanization, contemporary urbanization 
processes are collapsing all morphological distinctions into a churning vortex of creative destruction,  
as capital simultaneously implodes into ever greater agglomerations and explodes through 
infrastructural networks and resource extraction zones that extend to the limits of planetary space 
(Brenner 2014a, 2014b; Brenner and Schmid 2014a; 2014b; 2015). In their pioneering work in this 
field, Neil Brenner and Christian Schmid have drawn attention to “extreme territories” of 
urbanization, including the Arctic, the Sahara, and the Amazon (Brenner and Schmid 2014b: 162; 
2015: 751). In the case of the Amazon, an animated graphic produced by Brenner’s Urban Theory 
Lab at Harvard shows a web of economic infrastructure including the Manta-Manaus corridor 
spreading silently and inexorably across a vast darkened space in the heart of South America.6 The 
impression is of “large-scale territorial planning strategies” (Brenner 2014a: 20) being automatically 
realized on the ground, resulting in socially and ecologically catastrophic landscapes that Brenner 
has described in terms of “the apocalyptic sublime” (Brenner 2014a: 26).   

As we will see, this representation of Manta-Manaus conceals a turbulent and troubled process 
infused with fantasies and desires, and overwhelmed by contradictory forces that have condemned 
the project to failure. As such, it has much in common with the broader critical literature on 
megaprojects of this kind. This literature provides long lists of the negative social and environmental 
consequences that are likely to result from the implementation of these projects, and is therefore 
‘critical’ in the most superficial sense of the term. However, it also tends to reproduce the 
technocratic discourses of these projects themselves, by representing them in terms of the 
unfolding of a meticulous masterplan on behalf of a seemingly omnipotent fusion of multinational 
capital and state power (see for example Ceceña, Aguilar and Motto 2007; Zibechi 2006). In the 
words of one critic of Manta-Manaus, the corridor is “a tangible megaproject that is imposing the 
cold logic of the World Trade Organization on the everyday life of our countries”, but this “dream 
will become a nightmare. The river will stink of petrol and… the multicolored fish will be replaced 
by oil slicks, garbage, and the waste uncontrollably generated by the ports, mechanics, cantinas, 
bars and brothels that will multiply along the length of the river” (Goldaraz 2014a; 2014b). While 
not necessarily inaccurate in its descriptions and prognoses, this form of criticism is unwittingly 
complicit in the ideology that infuses the projects it claims to be challenging, to the extent that its 
apocalyptic representations merely morally invert the triumphant celebrations of such projects on 
behalf of state and capital, while unintentionally conspiring in the concealment of the contradictions 
and absurdities that are inherent to the capitalist production of space. In such cases, the discourses 
of domination and resistance function together as “two complimentary gestures… obfuscating the 
underlying deadlock” (Žižek 2008: 13).  

In this paper we seek to contribute to a more nuanced and critical understanding of the practices 
and ideologies of planetary urbanization (see Arboleda 2015, Kanai 2014; Labban 2014). As Richard 
Walker has argued in his critical commentary on Brenner and Schmid’s approach, “A major failing 
of contemporary social theory is that we all spend far too much time with our heads in the clouds 
and not enough with our feet on the ground, and almost none in the mid-altitudes where the 
theoretical view is often the clearest” (Walker 2015: 189). Here we aim to take heed of Walker’s 
reproach by engaging in detailed field research, without losing the theoretical dimension required 

                                                           
5 Carlos Fermín. Interview: 9 February 2015, Providencia, Ecuador 
6 The animation can be seen at http://www.urbantheorylab.net/projects/extreme-territories-of-
urbanization/ (accessed 09/05/2015) 

http://www.urbantheorylab.net/projects/extreme-territories-of-urbanization/
http://www.urbantheorylab.net/projects/extreme-territories-of-urbanization/
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to transform criticism into critique. We take methodological inspiration from ‘the ethnography of 
infrastructure’ (Starr 1999), which provides fine-grained narratives of infrastructural megaprojects 
like Manta-Manaus, paying close attention to the intertwining of global processes and everyday 
lives, and emphasizing the nature of infrastructure, not merely as economic hardware, but also as a 
repository of dreams and fantasies (Dalakoglou and Harvey 2012; Harvey and Knox 2012; Larkin 
2013; Rogers and O´Neill 2012). Without claiming to constitute an ethnography, the paper draws on 
extensive fieldwork conducted in 2015 throughout the Ecuadorian section of the Manta-Manaus 
corridor, including eighty-three semi-structured interviews with actors at all levels of the planning 
and implementation of Manta-Manaus, and with mestizo colonizers and members of indigenous 
communities affected by the project.7   

The literature on the ethnography of infrastructure demonstrates the utility of meticulous 
anthropological investigations in revealing the experiential dimensions of the capitalist production 
of space. However, the majority of this literature remains at the level of detailed empirical 
description, and does not attempt to ascend to what Walker calls ‘the mid-altitudes where the 
theoretical view is clearest’. By contrast, our empirical investigations are theoretically informed by 
historical-geographical materialism, which we deploy to identify the dynamics of uneven 
geographical development within which Manta-Manaus is entangled (Harvey 1982; Smith 1984), 
and the psychoanalytic critique of ideology, which we draw upon to trace the intertwining of fantasy 
and the Real in the planning and implementation of the project (Žižek 1989; 1997). Rather than 
beginning with our ´heads in the clouds’, through the presentation of an abstract theoretical 
framework to be retrospectively filled in with empirical details, we have chosen to let the theory 
breathe through the narrative, before drawing our more explicit theoretical lessons in the 
conclusion. In doing so, we aim to make a methodological as well as an empirical contribution to the 
critique of planetary urbanization.  

The first section of the paper explains how a web of individuals and institutions has been seduced 
by the interoceanic fantasy of integrating the Amazon into transnational circuits of capital. The 
second section explores the multi-scalar contradictions in which Manta-Manaus has become 
entangled. The third section focuses on the development of the port at Providencia, where the oil 
industry is appropriating the infrastructure of Manta-Manaus. We conclude with some reflections 
on the relationship between ideological fantasies and the Real of Capital. 

The Dream 

Only dreamers move mountains.  

- Molly, in Werner Herzog’s Fitzcarraldo 

The Amazon Basin covers an area of seven million square kilometers. It contains the world’s greatest 
river and most expansive tropical forest, and is one of the most biodiverse places on the planet 
(Brazil Institute 2008; ECLAC 2006). Beyond these brute facts, however, the Amazon is also a space 
“charged with fantasies” (Pizarro 2005: 62). In the modern imaginary, the Amazon has consistently 
been framed as either a lost Eden or a chaotic hell (Browder and Godfrey 1997; Wylie 2014), and it 
has long been a privileged site for Promethean projects and utopian experiments staged by ruthless 
pioneers and romantic visionaries (Garfield 2013; Grandin 2009). As such, the Amazon resembles 
the mysterious Zone in Andrei Tarkovsky’s 1979 film Stalker, a place located beyond the boundaries 

                                                           
7 Many of our interviewees shared sensitive information and controversial opinions. To protect their 
anonymity we have numbered the interviews. When quoting sensitive information we refer to the numbered 
source. Otherwise we provide the full details of the interview. Much of the more general information in the 
paper is compiled from multiple interview sources that are not directly referenced.           
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of industrial civilization where it is rumored that one’s fantasies are realized, which attracts intrepid 
souls desperate for their wishes to come true. Like the Zone, it is precisely the symbolic location of 
the Amazon as a limit space beyond everyday reality that allows us to project our fantasies onto it. 
As Slavoj Žižek (1999) describes the Zone in his analysis of Stalker, the Amazon therefore functions 
as “the Space (the sacred/forbidden Zone) in which the gap between the Symbolic and the Real is 
closed [and] our desires are directly materialized.” 

It was the initial framing of the Amazon as a colonial fantasy space that first revealed the possibility 
of the interoceanic corridor embodied in Manta-Manaus. In 1541, the Spanish conquistadors 
Gonzalo Pizarro and Francisco de Orellana set out from what is now the Ecuadorian capital of Quito 
for the Amazon, in search of the Land of Cinnamon (Pais de la Canela), a mythical realm of infinite 
riches, which would later be replaced in the colonial imaginary by the fabled city of El Dorado 
(Pizarro 2005). The expedition was soon in desperate straits, and Pizarro sent Orellana down the 
River Coca in search of food. At the confluence with the Napo, Orellana resolved not to return, and 
forged on into the depths of the Amazon in search of the Atlantic coast, which he finally reached 18 
months later (Ainsworth 1934). Further interoceanic missions were launched during the colonial 
period, and the rubber boom of the late 19th and early 20th centuries inspired numerous heroic 
attempts to open the Amazonian interior to international trade (Koepnick 1993). However, concrete 
plans for an interoceanic corridor only began to take shape in 1957, when Brazil announced the 
creation of the Manaus Free Trade Zone. In 1958, Ecuador invited Brazil to make use of the Pacific 
port of San Lorenzo for the export of industrial commodities produced in Manaus, and proposed the 
joint construction of the Via Interoceanica, a multimodal transport corridor between San Lorenzo 
and the Brazilian port of Belem, which would use the Putamayo River that marks the border 
between Colombia and Ecuador (Subcomisión Técnica de Transportes 1968). The plan, however, 
was obstructed by the outbreak of the Colombian civil war in 1964, and by long-running territorial 
hostilities between Ecuador and Peru, through which the corridor would have to pass (Laboratorio 
Manta-Manaos 2014: 11-14).  

Ecuador and Peru finally signed a peace agreement in 1998. At that moment an Ecuadorian 
entrepreneur called Augusto Celís became captivated by the realization that an interoceanic 
corridor was once again a geopolitical possibility. To avoid the ongoing conflict in Colombia, Celís 
resurrected Pizarro and Orellana’s original route along the Napo, naming his plan ‘Proyecto El 
Dorado’ in honour of the conquistadors’ quixotic mission. We visited Celís in his office in Quito. The 
office was dark and musty, and the walls were covered with faded maps of the Amazon, on which 
the route of his fantasy was etched in red pen. “We weren’t looking for El Dorado”, he told us. “I 
didn’t do this with the aim of making money. I just fell in love with the idea”.8 He soon abandoned 
his other projects, and went “knocking on every door” to promote Proyecto El Dorado.9 At a trade 
fair in Manaus he met Carlos Fermín, who was already obsessed with the same vision. Together they 
created the Corporación Ecuatoriano Amazónica, through which they purchased nine hectares of 
riverside land in Providencia for the construction of their port. They then formed an alliance with 
the Manta Port Authority (APM), which manages the Manta port on the Pacific coast of Ecuador 
(Autoridad Portuaria de Manta 2006). The Director of the APM at the time was Trajano Andrade, a 
powerful local businessman and politician. Fermín recalls striking up a close friendship with 
Andrade, and deciding together on the name for their fabulous scheme: “You’re from Manta, I´m 
from Manaus. Let’s call it Manta-Manaus!”10  

                                                           
8 Augusto Celís, Managing Director of Corporación Ecuatorial Amazónico. Interview: 03 March 2015, Quito, 
Ecuador  
9 Augusto Celís. Interview: 03 March 2015, Quito, Ecuador 
10 Carlos Fermín. Interview: 9 February 2015, Providencia, Ecuador 
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Andrade invited us to his clifftop mansion to discuss his role in the project. We sipped fresh mango 
juice poured by a servant, and gazed across the radiant waters of the Pacific. In 2005, Andrade began 
presenting Manta-Manaus to various ministries of the Ecuadorian government. The idea 
immediately caught the imagination of the future President of Ecuador, Rafael Correa, who at the 
time was serving as Minister of Economy and Finance in the administration of Alfredo Palacio. 
Andrade claims that “Correa had the greatest enthusiasm for the project”, and told him that he had 
first heard about it at the University of Illinois, where he completed a PhD in Economics in 2001.11 
Correa was in fact referring to a different iteration of the same fantasy, which was included in the 
South American Regional Infrastructure Initiative (IIRSA), an ambitious regional development 
programme that has been identified as an embodiment of planetary urbanization (Brenner 2014b: 
184). Launched in 2000, the IIRSA is a US$158 billion project involving all twelve South American 
states, which seeks to reorient the economic infrastructure of South America towards globalized 
circuits of production and exchange, through the construction of ten ‘Integration and Development 
Hubs’.12 These include the Amazon Hub, which comprises five interoceanic corridors, including the 
route of Manta-Manaus (COSIPLAN 2013: 69-94; Inter-American Development Bank 2010).13  

 

The map in Augusto Celís´s office, with the route of Proyecto El Dorado marked in red 

                                                           
11 Trajano Andrade, Director of Manta Port Authority 2004-2007, Minister of Transport and Public Works 
January-July 2007. Interview: 16 March 2015, Manta, Ecuador 
12 The IIRSA was originally planned by the Brazilian government and the Inter-American Bank (IDB), as the 
economic infrastructure for the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA). Following the demise of the FTAA 
and the rise of left-leaning governments across South America, the IIRSA was incorporated into the ‘post-
neoliberal’ regional project of the UNASUR (Colombo and Roark 2012). The seemingly paradoxical nature of 
this continuity is discussed in Wilson, Bayón and Diez 2015. 
13 Three of the five proposed corridors run through Ecuadorian territory, along the Putamayo, Napo, and 
Marañon rivers, all of which lead to Manaus. The other two run through Peru (COSIPLAN 2013). Of the three 
Ecuadorian corridors, only Manta-Manaus is currently being implemented.  
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As Director of the APM, Andrade used the inclusion of Manta-Manaus in the IIRSA to market the 
Manta port to international investors, promising them that “We are here to transform your dream 
into a reality” (Vincent 2010: 111). In September 2006 he secured the concession of the port to the 
Hong Kong-based Hutchison Port Holdings, the world’s leading port operator.14 Meanwhile Correa 
was promoting Manta-Manaus as part of his 2006 presidential election campaign, in which he 
promised to complete the corridor by 2011 (Medalla 2006). On entering office in January 2007, 
Correa appointed Andrade as Minister of Transport and Public Works, with the specific responsibility 
of operationalising the project. Andrade presented Manta-Manaus to the Brazilian President Lula 
de Silva at a presidential summit in Brasilia in April 2007. He argued that Manta-Manaus could 
provide a direct link between China, which was now Brazil’s largest trading partner, and the booming 
free trade zone of Manaus, replacing the existing route via the Panama Canal and Belem, and 
reducing transport times between Chinese factories and Brazilian assembly plants by up to 20 days.  
The same route, he claimed, would also facilitate the export of soya and other primary commodities 
from the Brazilian Amazon to the vast emerging markets of East Asia. Lula was convinced, and 
approved a US$600 million credit line through Brazil’s National Development Bank (BNDES) to 
finance the construction of the corridor.15 Manta, he declared, would become “the gateway 
between Asia and Brazil” (quoted in Medalla 2008). 

In 2008, Providencia was selected as the official transfer port of Manta-Manaus (Nuestro Mar 2008). 
The minister who took the decision recalls that he had been convinced to do so by Carlos Fermín, 
who he describes as “A visionary who was here in Ecuador without any infrastructure or any support 
from the state, pushing his dream”.16 Before long, the IIRSA had identified Providencia as one of its 
‘Anchor Projects’ (COSIPLAN 2013: 94), and design teams from UCLA and Harvard were collaborating 
with the local government in the planning of its urban development (Laboratorio Manta-Manaos 
2014). The resulting proposal envisioned Providencia as “a new model of urbanization: one that is 
formally unique, socially just, and ecologically progressive” (Citylab 2014: 3). According to this plan, 
Providencia would not only be a cargo port, but would also serve as a “fair trade zone” and 
biotechnology centre for the entire Amazon, “leveraging its position in the new export pipeline to 
find an international market” (Citylab 2014: 48). Sustainably-sourced ingredients and genetic 
resources would be transformed into high-value-added products, through which Providencia would 
“capture transnational capital flows and recirculate them through the community” (Citylab 2014: 
66).      

As the urban strategy for Providencia demonstrates, Manta-Manaus was becoming an increasingly 
complex and ambitious project. The ‘post-neoliberal’ development strategy of the Correa 
administration is based on the ‘transformation of the productive matrix’, according to which the 
national economy will break its dependency on Amazonian oil reserves by adopting a more 
‘intelligent insertion into international markets’ (Purcell, Fernandez and Martinez 2015). A central 
element of this strategy has been the construction of an integrated system of modern economic 
infrastructure, in which Manta-Manaus has been a crucial component (Wilson and Bayón 2015). By 
2010, Manta-Manaus had expanded to include 810 kilometres of new or improved roads; the Manta 
and Providencia ports; a free trade zone in Manta; a ‘dry port’ in Quevedo; and new airports in 

                                                           
14 The concession committed Hutchison to invest $US523 million in the port over a 30-year period, with the 
Ecuadorian government contributing $US55 million in counterpart funding (Business News Americas 2007). 
15 Trajano Andrade. Interview: 16 March 2015, Manta, Ecuador. BNDES is one of the main financiers of the 
IIRSA (along with the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) and the Andean Development Corporation 
(CAF) (Sanahuja 2012).  
16 Jorge Marún, Minister of Transport and Public Works 2007-2009. Interview: 13 March, Guayaquil, Ecuador  
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Manta, Latacunga, and Tena (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores 2010). It also included the 
transformation of the Napo into a ‘hydrovía’ – a modernized river capable of being navigated by 
large cargo vessels, which would require extensive dredging.17 The environmental impacts of such 
major geographical upheavals were questioned by some indigenous and ecological groups (Bonilla 
2010; El Telégrafo 2011b). But most of those living along the corridor were enthusiastic about its 
promise of modernity and prosperity. One mestizo inhabitant of Providencia, where the new 
intermodal port is being constructed, told us that he had been “impressed” and “inspired” by a man 
who visited the community with a portable television on which he showed them a video with 
computerized images of “great ships” arriving at Providencia by river. His aunt then awoke him late 
at night, telling him that she had just had a “spectacular” dream about Manta-Manaus, and insisting 
that they purchase land along the riverbank.18 The leader of the Siekopai, an indigenous group living 
near Providencia, also told us that he hoped that the corridor would create economic opportunities, 
which the community would be able to “take advantage of by creating companies”. Manta-Manaus, 
he declared, was “the dream of the Siekopai nation”.19 

In July 2011, true to his election promise, Correa officially launched Manta-Manaus, embarking upon 
the maiden voyage down the Napo in a barge filled with Ecuadorian products and draped in an 
enormous national flag (El Telégrafo 2011a). In a triumphant speech delivered at the port of Itaya 
(a few kilometres upriver from Providencia), Correa announced that “Today we are taking a firm 
and irreversible step towards the fulfilment of a dream: Manta-Manaus. This is a great part of the 
country’s future... And we are determined that this dream will be a success.”20 He then boarded the 
barge and set off downriver. An hour or so later he disembarked at Providencia, and allowed the 
maiden voyage to continue on its way. Sat in his porch above the Napo in 2015, Fermín happily 
described how Correa had “left the press stranded” outside his house for hours, while the two of 
them talked like old friends. Throughout it all, Fermín claimed, Correa had stood by him: “The whole 
project, President Rafael Correa and Carlos Fermín! ... No-one can take this project away from me! 
I´ve never turned away from the decision that I took in 2004… I know it’s good and I know it’s the 
future… It is a reality that is underway, and nobody can stop it!”21 Sat with him that evening, 
surrounded by the cacophonous jungle and the silent river, it seemed that Fermín really had been 
granted his extraordinary wish, and that the Amazon really was a place in which the wildest dreams 
could be directly materialized in reality… 

The Annihilation of Time by Space 

You dream of one thing, but you get quite another. 

- The Writer, in Andrei Tarkovsky’s Stalker 

Trajano Andrade paused to reflect on the story he had just told. Along the coast, beyond miles of 
golden sand, the port of Manta shimmered in the afternoon heat. “The only thing that has no limits 
in this world”, he concluded, “is human stupidity”.22 Carlos Fermín and other champions of the 
project tell the story of Manta-Manaus as an epic tale of heroic capitalist modernization. But by the 
                                                           
17 The inclusion of the dredging of the Napo in the original plans for Manta-Manaus was confirmed by two 
ministers closely associated with the project in its early years: Jorge Marún (Interview: 13 March, Guayaquil, 
Ecuador), and Hector Eguez, advisor to Ministry of Foreign Relations with responsibility for Manta-Manaus, 
2009-2010 (Interview: 18 November 2014, Quito, Ecuador).  
18 Local landowner. Interview: 11 February 2015, Shushufindi, Ecuador  
19 Elias Piaguaje, leader of the indigenous nation of the Sekopai. Interview: 10 February 2015 
20 Correa’s speech at the launch of Manta-Manaus can be seen here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tQpwyHo1E3E (accessed 21 May 2015) 
21 Carlos Fermín. Interview: 09 February 2015, Providencia, Ecuador 
22 Trajano Andrade. Interview: 16 March 2015, Manta, Ecuador 

https://outlook.manchester.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=GwWcS1PKfUaPqNY41KP3tqBGDXwRINIIo6NTwFLoo_EXed-b4jt5N4kql_ml4Hn7hwhsxQ0yJ-c.&URL=https%3a%2f%2fwww.youtube.com%2fwatch%3fv%3dtQpwyHo1E3E
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time Correa delivered his bombastic speech on the banks of the Napo in 2011, a series of crises, 
errors and absurdities had already condemned the project to failure. In Stalker, the Zone promises 
to realize our desires, but provides something very different from what we think we want. The 
materialized reality of Manta-Manaus is likewise at radical odds with the fantasy. Andrade had just 
finished providing his account of why this was the case. But wasn’t he one of the great believers in 
Manta-Manaus? After all, Fermín had told us that he and Andrade had worked closely together on 
the project. Andrade, however, said that he scarcely knew Fermín, and had met him only once. 
When asked about Fermín’s claim that the two of them had named Manta-Manaus together, he 
was scornfully dismissive:  “Ask him if he was at the IIRSA summit in 1999, or if by chance he has 
ever advised a president”.23 

The first major crisis of Manta-Manaus came in January 2009, when Hutchison Port Holdings 
withdrew from their concession of the port at Manta. Reporting on the story, Business News 
Americas concluded that “The concession’s failure will prevent Manta from developing into a major 
international container port and a key player in trade between South America and the Asia-Pacific 
region”, and noted that the failure was “a setback in the development of the Manta-Manaus 
corridor” (Medalla 2009a). Since then two further bidding processes for the port concession have 
failed to receive any concrete offers (Business News Americas 2012; 2013), and container traffic in 
and out of Manta has collapsed, dropping from 38,749 Twenty-Foot Equivalent Units (TEUs) a year 
in 2005, when Hutchison was bidding for the concession, to a mere 532 TEUs during the whole of 
2014 (Autoridad Portuaria de Manta 2015).  

The failure of the Hutchison concession is the subject of an American intelligence brief disclosed by 
Wikileaks, which states that “Hutchison’s Managing Director told us that the change in the global 
economic environment, and the mercurial, anti-market behaviour of the Ecuadorian government 
made the concession no longer viable” (Wikileaks Cable 2009). According to the brief, Hutchison 
“had planned to position Manta as the primary port of Ecuador and a redistribution centre for other 
destinations”, including “the Andean region and even Brazil via an ambitious road and river 
development scheme” (Wikileaks Cable 2009). However, the global financial crisis of 2008 had led 
to a significant decrease in Pacific Ocean trade, and Hutchison had been unable to attract major 
shipping lines to Manta (Brockner 2009). This had led it to limit its investments in the port, which 
caused Correa to threaten to cancel the concession in January 2009 (Tang 2009). Hutchison saw 
Correa’s threat as providing them with “a way out of what was looking to be an expensive and 
unprofitable endeavour”, and responded by abandoning the concession six weeks later (Wikileaks 
Cable 2009). 

Hutchison had reason to take Correa’s threat seriously. In October 2008, Correa had sent troops to 
seize the assets of the Brazilian construction company Odebrecht, in response to its alleged 
negligence in the construction of the San Francisco hydroelectric dam (Rumsey 2008). In doing so, 
according to one politician closely involved in Manta-Manaus, Correa had “shot himself in the foot”, 
by sending a negative signal to Hutchison and other international investors.24 Furthermore, much of 
Odebrecht’s activity was financed by BNDES, the Brazilian national development bank, and Brazil 
responded to Ecuador’s expulsion of Odebrecht by cancelling all BNDES credit to the country, 
including the US$600 billion credit line that Lula had established for the construction of Manta-

                                                           
23 Trajano Andrade. Interview: 16 March 2015, Manta, Ecuador 
24 Interview #57 (anonymized). Odebrecht was the first multinational to be expelled from Ecuador. However, 
several foreign oil companies, including the Brazilian state oil company Petrobras, had already abandoned the 
country after Correa changed the terms of their contracts (Rumsey 2008), and by the time Correa had also 
been involved in high-profile confrontations with other foreign companies including America Movil (Kueffner 
and Goodman 2008)    
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Manaus (Medalla 2009a).25 At this point, Brazil effectively abandoned Manta-Manaus, and shifted 
its attention to an alternative interoceanic corridor in northern Peru, which is also part of the 
Amazon Hub of the IIRSA, and which opens a route between Manaus and the Pacific port of Paita 
(COSIPLAN 2013: 76; Medalla 2009b; 2009c). The road infrastructure for this corridor has been 
financed by BNDES and constructed by Odebrecht, and is now complete. Paita and an intermodal 
port at Yurimaguas on the Marañon River are being upgraded, and the Marañon is being 
transformed into a hydrovía that will connect to the Amazon in Iquitos (Cruz 2014).26  

The Peruvian and Brazilian governments are also constructing a second interoceanic corridor 
included in the Amazon Hub of the IIRSA, comprising a highway from the Peruvian port of Callao to 
the town of Pucallpa on the Ucayali river in the Peruvian Amazon, from which another hydrovía will 
lead to Manaus and Belen (COSIPLAN 2013: 78; Gamarra 2013). Meanwhile, the Ecuadorian 
government is now promoting Posorja, rather than Manta, as the country’s future container port 
(Watkins 2013).27 Posorja is within the jurisdiction of Guayaquil, the location of Ecuador’s main port, 
which is controlled by the city’s powerful import-export elite. Guayaquil is located in a shallow inlet 
that does not allow the entry of the huge Panamax and Post-Panamax container ships on which the 
bulk of the world’s sea-borne trade is now conducted. Large container ships with cargo bound for 
Ecuador therefore dock in Callao, from where their cargo is transferred to smaller ships capable of 
entering Guayaquil. The progress of Guayaquil and Callao in the wake of Manta’s demise gives 
credence to a conspiracy theory to which almost all members of the Manta elite subscribe, and 
which is the subject of a book by a local journalist entitled Operation Callao: The Life, Passion and 
Death of the Concession of Port Manta (Vincent 2010). According to this theory, Manta was 
perceived as a competitive threat to both Callao and Guayaquil, and their respective elites 
collaborated to undermine its development, in what has been described as “a minutely detailed and 
coldly calculated strategy” (Vincent 2010: 81).28 

For Carlos Fermín, the prospect of another interoceanic fantasy reaching fulfilment before his own 
was “horrible”, and “a catastrophe”.29 While he agreed that the Guayaquil elite had probably had a 
role in sabotaging the concession of Manta, he also joined many of the bureaucrats and 
businesspeople we spoke to in placing the blame primarily on the Correa administration’s 
discouragement of international investors. According to Fermín, “investments have increased in 

                                                           
25 BNDES did not approve any further loans to Ecuador until 2012, when Odebrecht also returned to the 
country. BNDES is now once again financing a range of Odebrecht projects in Ecuador (Reuters 2012). 
26 For details of this route see http://es.iirsanorte.com.pe/publicacion/resumen-conexiones-para-el-
desarrollo (accessed 13 February 2015) 
27 The designation of Posorja as Ecuador’s future container port was confirmed by an advisor in the Ministry 
of Transport and Public Works who has worked closely on Manta-Manaus (interview #13, anonymized). 
28 Many of our interviewees in both the Manta elite and the Ecuadorian government also claimed that 
Hutchison had taken on the Manta concession in order to block the development of the port. None provided 
convincing evidence to support this claim. However, it is notable that Hutchison operates the ports at both 
ends of the Panama Canal, as well as the Manzanillo port in Mexico, which is the port of embarkation for 
much of the container traffic that reaches Guayaquil via Callao (see 
https://www.hph.com/en/globalbusiness/gbpage-1.html - accessed 08/09/29015 - and Hapag-Lloyd 2012). 
To the extent that Manta represented a challenge to both these trade routes, it could be argued that 
Hutchison had a material interest in the failure of the project. In this regard it is also interesting to note that, 
following its abandonment of Manta, Hutchison began bidding for the Callao port concession, which it lost in 
2011 to APM Terminals, which is the port operations company of the Maersk Group – the largest container 
company in the world (World Cargo News 2011). Maersk had previously controlled the majority of container 
traffic in and out of Manta, but abandoned the port in 2006, immediately prior to the signing of the 
Hutchison concession, contributing to Manta’s rapid demise (El Universo 2006). It is unsurprising that 
conspiracy theories begin to circulate In the midst of such an opaque and convoluted scenario.      
29 Carlos Fermín. Interview: 10 February 2015, Providencia, Ecuador 

http://es.iirsanorte.com.pe/publicacion/resumen-conexiones-para-el-desarrollo
http://es.iirsanorte.com.pe/publicacion/resumen-conexiones-para-el-desarrollo
https://www.hph.com/en/globalbusiness/gbpage-1.html
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Peru because it hasn’t made all the changes that President Correa has made… the union with [ex-
Venezuelan president Hugo] Chavez and Cuba, the fights with American and Brazilian 
companies…”30 Yet while Correa’s ‘post-neoliberal’ project may have led him into confrontation with 
transnational capital, his government’s partial default on the national debt and successful 
renegotiation of foreign oil contracts had also generated a huge increase in state revenues (Ruiz 
2013: 56-68).31 This allowed his administration to compensate for the loss of the BNDES credit line 
with direct public investment. By the end of 2014, the majority of the road and airport infrastructure 
for Manta-Manaus was in place, at a total estimated cost of over US$1 billion.32 Apart from the lack 
of a modern container port in Manta, however, two further obstacles confronted the corridor: the 
navigability of the Napo, and the absence of effective demand. 

It is an eerie experience to travel the lost highways of Manta-Manaus. State representations of the 
project depict it as an arrow hurtling across Ecuadorian space in a clean and rigid line, embodying 
the implacable drive of capital towards deterritorialized acceleration and “the annihilation of space 
by time” (Marx, quoted in Harvey 2001: 244) (see Figure 1).33 Yet certain key sections remain 
incomplete, including the initial section between Manta and Quevedo, which Hutchison listed as a 
further reason for its departure (Wikileaks Cable 2009). When interviewed in 2015, the president of 
the Quevedo local chambers of commerce had never heard of the ‘dry port’ that is supposed to be 
located there.34 And outside Latacunga a new road crosses the mountains and begins to descend 
towards the jungle before petering out in a labyrinth of canyons through which a series of tunnels 
would have had to be constructed – a belated realization that led to the road’s abandonment.35 
Those sections that are in place do not resemble the official arrow either. The road climbs to an 
altitude of over 3,000 metres from the Pacific to the Andes, before descending back to near sea-
level in the Amazon. It is not a straight line slicing surgically through the national territory, but an 
interminable series of steep and narrow switchbacks bombarded with rock-falls and frequently 
blocked by landslides.  

Far from the annihilation of space by time, the materialization of Manta-Manaus is therefore taking 
the form of the annihilation of time by space (see Figure 1). Unable to flow freely through this 
contorted landscape, capital has moved elsewhere, and much of this new infrastructure is almost 
empty. The vast majority of container traffic now enters Ecuador via Guayaquil, and ascends the 
Andes by a less tortuous route, rendering the road from Manta redundant. Tena airport only 

                                                           
30 Carlos Fermín. Interview: 10 February 2015, Providencia, Ecuador    
31 Public investment in Ecuador rose from US$1.1 billion in 2001 to US$9.5 billion in 2011. Between 2007 and 
2011 the Ecuadorian government invested US$5.3 billion on transport infrastructure (Dávalos and Albuja 
2014: 157-158)  
32 An official projection made in 2010 costs total road construction for Manta-Manaus at US$876.481 million, 
but does not include investments in ports or airports (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores 2010). Airport 
investments in Tena, Latacunga and Manta have totaled approximately US$100 million, while state 
investments in the ports of Manta and Providencia amounts to a total of US$156 million (Ministerio de 
Transporte y Obras Públicas 2015). According to these figures, total state expenditure in the infrastructure for 
Manta-Manaus stands at roughly US$1,132,000,000. 
33 One of many iterations of this representation can be seen on page 8 of a promotional brochure for the port 
of Manta available at: http://www.puertodemanta.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/PROCESO-
DELEGACI%C3%93N-PUERTO-MANTA.pdf (accessed 21 May 2015) 
34 Nataly Espinel, president of the Quevedo chambers of commerce. Interview: 18 March 2015, Quevedo, 
Ecuador  
35 The story of this road was recounted in interviews with local politicians and confirmed by our visit to 
abandoned road project. (César Flores, Representative of Ministry of Transport and Public Works, Municipality 
of Cotopaxi. Interview: 12 May 2015, Latacunga, Ecuador; Juan Pablo Navas, member of Autonomous 
Decentralized Government (GAD), Salcedo. Interview: 12 May 2015, Salcedo, Ecuador) 

http://www.puertodemanta.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/PROCESO-DELEGACI%C3%93N-PUERTO-MANTA.pdf
http://www.puertodemanta.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/PROCESO-DELEGACI%C3%93N-PUERTO-MANTA.pdf
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receives one flight a day, which arrives from Quito. It has a 30% occupancy rate and is run at a loss 
by the state airline (in order to avoid having a new US$50 million airport with no flights at all).36 
Official statistics for 2014 list total metric tonnes of cargo handled at Tena as “0” (Ministerio de 
Transporte y Obras Públicas 2015: 2). The new airport at Latacunga receives only two flights a day 
(Ministerio de Transporte y Obras Públicas 2015: 2). And the Manta airport currently lacks any 
international cargo traffic, after its only client, a Chilean airline, was discovered to be merely using 
the airport to fill up on subsidised fuel before continuing to Miami.37 In the words of a civil servant 
in the planning ministry, “We’ve invested and invested but nobody wants to buy… Nothing has come 
of Manta-Manaus. We’ve invested a lot in Latacunga, in Manta… none of it is profitable – neither 
the ports nor the airports nor Manta-Manaus itself”.38 Many of the bureaucrats and businesspeople 
we spoke to blamed what they perceived as Correa’s protectionist policies, which were accused of 
making Ecuador uncompetitive against the neoliberal trade and investment regimes of Colombia 
and Peru.39 Meanwhile, in the case of Brazil, a “Commercial Plan” for Manta-Manaus observes that 
“Trade between Ecuador and the Brazilian Amazon is almost non-existent”, amounting to 
US$492,000 of Ecuadorian exports to the Brazilian Amazon in 2010, while “Imports from that region 
did not exist” (Ministerio de Coordinación de la Producción, Empleo y Competitividad 2011: 4). 

An internal government report on Manta-Manaus, produced in 2014, notes that “The fluvial 
dimension is totally navigable, taking into account that we haven’t arrived in Manaus as yet, not for 
a lack of vessels, or due to limitations of the river, but rather because there is no demand for our 
products in Brazil” (Ministerio de Transporte y Obras Públicas 2015: 6, emphasis added). While lack 
of demand certainly helps to explain the ongoing failure to ‘arrive in Manaus’, however, the greater 
problem is precisely the fact that the Ecuadorian section of the Napo is not navigable by ships large 
enough to make such a venture profitable for international commerce. This stretch of the river is 
shallow and meandering, and its course is continually altered by silt washed down from the Andes 
(ECLAC 2006). A 2010 study conducted by the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) found that 
the dredging of the Ecuadorian section of the Napo would have to be a constant procedure involving 
the annual movement of “over 15 million metric tonnes” of sediment, which would be technically 
complex, environmentally destructive, and “economically unsustainable” (quoted in Laboratorio 
Manta-Manaos 2014: 31-32).40 Without such action, the Ecuadorian Napo can only be reliably 
navigated by barges of up to a 400-ton capacity – the size of most of the existing commercial fleet, 
which primarily serves the national oil industry.41  

                                                           
36 Interview #16 (anonymized)  
37 Interview #16 (anonymized) 
38 Interview #06 (anonymized) 
39 The popularity of this essentially ‘neoliberal’ perspective in government ministries reflects the lack of any 
internal consensus on the ‘post-neoliberal’ project within the Correa administration. It is shared by much of 
the local and international business elite, and is well summarized by a report in Business News Americas: 
“Correa’s nationalist policies… have given investors cold feet. Companies once interested in carrying out 
development initiatives in the country are now looking to Colombia and Peru, where they are finding solid 
investment guarantees and benefits for private investors” (Medalla 2009a).  
40 According to a source closely involved in the original financing of the Manta-Manaus infrastructure by the 
Brazilian development bank, BNDES, the projected cost and practical impossibility of the dredging of the 
Napo contributed to the decision to withdraw the credit line (Interview #83, anonymized). 
41 This is the opinion of two of the main barge operators on the Napo: Rafael Galeth, whose company, Servicios 
Petroleros Galeth (SEPEGA), operates 26 of the 36 barges currently working the Napo (Interview: 06 April 
2015, Coca, Ecuador), and Juan Carlos Hidalgo, General Manager of Hidalgo River Transport (Interview 24 
March 2015, Coca, Ecuador). In 2011, Bertolini, a Brazilian shipping company, conducted a feasibility study 
based on 400-ton barges, which proposed the construction of a transfer port at the confluence of the Napo 
and Aguarico rivers on the border with Peru, from which point the Napo can be navigated by larger vessels. 



13 
 
The only shipping company currently operating an international commercial route in the Ecuadorian 
Amazon is Amazon Service. In order to be economically viable, Amazon Service has constructed two 
huge barges, each with a capacity of 1,200 tons – three times greater than the other barges on the 
river. The barges are used to ship cement from the company’s port in Providencia to Leticia, 
Colombia, approximately once every 45 days. They must wait for heavy rains to raise the water level 
before they can depart, and they are habitually stranded on sandbanks for days or even weeks on 
end.42 Such circumstances are anathema to the global Just-In-Time production chains into which 
Manaus is integrated (Wouter et al 2013), and within which Manta-Manaus is supposed to compete 
against the Panama Canal. As Carlos Fermín’s son – himself an entrepreneur from Manaus – points 
out, “The risk is that the captain gets stranded and the investor would have to run that risk… the 
containers have to arrive at a given date and a given hour, and if they don’t then the entire 
production line comes to a standstill.”43 

Owners and operators of the local shipping fleet told us that even the smaller barges that work the 
Ecuadorian Napo are frequently stranded, flipped over by storm surges, or sunk by hidden tree 
trunks.44 Even our own transport down the Napo, a motorized canoe with a draft of only a few 
centimetres, ran aground in seemingly open waters in the middle of the river. Locals who knew the 
river mocked the idea that it could be navigated by large cargo vessels. In the words of one peasant 
farmer, who has lived all his life on the banks of the Napo, “Fighting nature is impossible… I don’t 
know what studies and science can hope to achieve. They can clean it up and cut a channel if they 
like, but this river is a total rebel (bien bandido)!”45 Others agreed, describing the Napo as “very 
treacherous”,46 and “like a woman. If you don’t know her well, you won’t get anywhere”.47 The only 
person who remained convinced of its navigability was Carlos Fermín, whose entire interoceanic 
fantasy had been founded on this passionate belief, and who dismissed all arguments to the 
contrary as the devious work of “an ugly black hand”.48  

                                                           
To run a profitable operation under such circumstances, Bertolini calculated that it would need to handle 
70,000 containers a year, which would require a fleet of three hundred and sixty 400-ton barges in constant 
movement on the Ecuadorian section of the river – ten times more than the entire current fleet. The logistics 
of such an undertaking would be extremely complex, and the construction of so many barges was 
economically unviable in the absence of any proven commercial demand for the corridor, and without any 
plans for the construction of a transfer port on the Peruvian border. Unsurprisingly, Bertolini decided not to 
pursue the project. (This was explained by Roberto Landazuri, manager of SEPEGA’s fleet of barges. Interview 
26 March 2015, Puerto Miranda, Ecuador). 
42 Marco Gonzalez, Managing Director of Amazon Service (Interview 02 March 2015, Quito, Ecuador)  
43 Isaías Fermín (not his real name). Interview: 28 March 2015, Providencia, Ecuador 
44 These natural difficulties are compounded by bureaucratic complications. There is no customs office on the 
Napo, either at the border with Peru, or at Coca, or at Providencia (despite Carlos Fermín’s sign proclaiming 
Providencia as an international port). Local barge operators told us that customs officers have to be brought 
in specially, or long journeys must be made to the customs offices in Guayaquil or Manta. There are no fluvial 
regulations in Ecuadorian law, and commercial river transport is obliged to comply with maritime law instead 
(Clemente Rendón, ministerial advisor with responsibility for rivers, Ministry of Transport and Public Works, 
Interview: 13 March 2015). Marco Gonzalez, the owner of Amazon Service, explained that this leads to absurd 
situations such as having to take out insurance against damaging buoys that do not exist, and running 
expensive stability tests to prove the safety of his barges on the high seas (Interview 02 March 2015, Quito, 
Ecuador).        
45 Interview #41 (anonymized) 
46 Interview #32 (anonymized)  
47 Augusto Celís. Interview: 03 March 2015, Quito, Ecuador 
48 Carlos Fermín. Interview: 09 February 2015, Providencia, Ecuador. A 2006 report on the navigability of the 
Napo and the other rivers of the Amazon Hub, commissioned by the IIRSA, concluded that none of the rivers 
was appropriate for the construction of an interoceanic corridor (ECLAC 2006: 60). The report criticized the 
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At the launch of Manta-Manaus in 2011, Rafael Correa had stood on the banks of the Napo and 
declared that “If nature opposes our designs, we will fight against her and we will win”.49 Yet the 
maiden voyage only served to confirm the project’s intrinsic geographical unviability. A member of 
the presidential entourage later reported that the journey downriver was “like riding a bicycle. The 
slowness of the Napo is enough to drive you insane!”50 Suddenly, another member of the entourage 
recalls, a military speedboat came hurtling towards the barge. On board, waving and shouting, was 
Carlos Fermín: “From there he shouted ‘¡Presidente!’ and [Correa] asked me ‘Who’s that madman?” 
and I told him ‘That’s the Brazilian guy’, and he said ‘And what’s he doing on a military boat?’ And I 
said ‘I told you he was a charmer...’”.51 According to this source, when Correa disembarked at 
Providencia, he did not visit Fermín in his home, as Fermín had told us. Fermín “approached him 
and said ‘Presidente’… [Correa] just said ‘How are you?’ and shook his hand and moved on. He 
stayed [in Providencia] for a while. But he didn’t speak at all with [Fermín].”52  

After Correa had disembarked in Providencia, the maiden voyage turned the next bend in the river 
and became stranded on a sand bank.53 According to a newspaper report, it remained trapped there 
for five days (El Comercio 2011). In the end it took eighteen days to reach its destination of Leticia, 
with Manaus still over 1,000 kilometres away. To this day, not a single container has completed the 
journey from Manta to Manaus. As for Carlos Fermín, the men he considers his closest allies – 
Andrade and Correa – deny the existence of any such relationship. In the words of a local politician 
who has dealt with Fermín in the past, “He’s all talk, nothing more…” She paused to reconsider: “Or 
maybe he just had a great dream that wasn’t realized…”54 Odebrecht´s expulsion; Hutchison´s 
departure; capital’s indifference; the obstinate bulk of the Andes; the wanton caprices of the Napo… 
Like Fitzcarraldo, who hauled a steamship over a mountain only for the river to carry it back to where 
he had started, Fermín´s dream would appear to be “subservient to a larger destiny over which he 
has no ultimate control” (Prager 2003: 23).                             

 

 

                                                           
false expectations generated around this vision, noting the influence of “interest groups with specific 
objectives and without accurate information about the reality of the Amazon”, and warning that the Amazon 
is “a platform for the generation of myths and false expectations, which if related to specific projects can 
generate ‘white elephants’, resulting in the frustration of the inhabitants of the Amazon when they compare 
the myths to the realities” (ECLAC 2006: 56).   
49 The speech can be seen at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tQpwyHo1E3E (accessed 21 May 2015). 
Correa’s continued faith in the project at this point is somewhat surprising, given that by the time of the launch 
politicians at the highest levels of government had allegedly been made aware of its geographical unviability. 
The foreman of one of the main shipping companies on the Napo, who has spent decades navigating the river, 
told us that in early 2011 – several months prior to the launch – he had been commissioned to provide a 
prominent minister in the Correa government with a tour of the Napo, to allow the minister and his team to 
judge its navigability. “They said that they wanted to bring vessels with a 600, 800, 1,000 ton capacity”, he 
recalled, “And that depth won’t enter here… [The minister] saw that the conditions here aren´t appropriate… 
Everyone was a bit disillusioned because they saw that things were not as they had thought” (Interview #77 - 
anonymized). Yet the maiden voyage went ahead as planned. 
50 Interview #65 (anonymized) 
51 Interview #50 (anonymized) 
52 Interview #50 (anonymized) 
53 There was some disagreement amongst our interviewees over whether the barge was stranded or whether 
it was merely forced to wait at this point until the water rose. Whatever the truth in this case, the controversy 
of this technical distinction demonstrates the stakes of the Napo’s navigability.  
54 Guadalupe Lori, Prefect of Coca. Interview: 24 March 2015, Coca, Ecuador 

https://outlook.manchester.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=GwWcS1PKfUaPqNY41KP3tqBGDXwRINIIo6NTwFLoo_EXed-b4jt5N4kql_ml4Hn7hwhsxQ0yJ-c.&URL=https%3a%2f%2fwww.youtube.com%2fwatch%3fv%3dtQpwyHo1E3E
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Figure 1: the annihilation of space by time and the annihilation of time by space 
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A Place Called Providencia 

It is your most secret desire that is granted here… that which reflects the essence of your nature. It is 
within you. It governs you. Yet you are ignorant of it. 

- The Writer, in Andrei Tarkovsky’s Stalker 

After its ill-fated maiden voyage, silence reigned in the world of Manta-Manaus. “There is no 
information”, a planner in one of the Amazonian municipalities told us. “The theme has gone cold”.55 
Many were left perplexed and frustrated by the sudden disappearance of the project. The owner of 
a small shipping company operating on the Napo told us that the maiden voyage had inspired him 
to start his business: “The government held the inauguration, and I built my barges with that vision, 
with the vision of Manta-Manaus. That was my illusion…. We began to work… but then [Manta-
Manaus] collapsed, and we haven’t heard any more about it”.56 Yet during this period the 
Ecuadorian government has continued to quietly press forward with the construction of the port at 
Providencia and the road connecting Providencia to the national highway network. The new road 
was inaugurated in February 2014. It was built from both directions at once, with the final section 
running through the small town of Nueva Vida. Members of the community blocked the 
construction of the road in protest against its failure to meet their specifications. According to 
testimonies from community members and local politicians, the Ministry of Transport and Public 
Works responded by sending police and soldiers to the site and threatening the protesters with 
imprisonment and heavy fines. The protests were abandoned, and the road was quickly constructed 
without excavating the ground beforehand. It literally passes over the top of the town, raised 
approximately one metre above the floor-level of the houses. The road has blocked natural water-
courses, with the trapped water flooding peoples’ homes. It has also destroyed the water supply, 
and the lack of speed controls has resulted in numerous fatalities. One community member 
described the scene of a particularly bad accident: “The bodies were torn apart. There were arms 
and other bits and pieces all over the place and the dogs were eating them”.57 

The arrival of the road has triggered a rush of land speculation in Providencia, with prices increasing 
exponentially, particularly along the riverbank.58 Providencia is a small kichwa community 
comprising 16 families, with a total population of approximately 80 people.59 Unlike other land along 
this section of the Napo, Providencia is not organised as an indigenous comuna with communal land 
rights, but is comprised of private individual lots (Laboratorio Manta-Manaos 2014: 29). 

                                                           
55 Jon Arritu, planning advisor, municipality of Orellana Interview 23 March 2015, Coca, Ecuador 
56 Juan Carlos Hidalgo, Interview: 24 March 2015, Coca, Ecuador 
57 Interview #39 (anonymized). By February 2015, one year after the completion of the road, there had been 
16 serious road accidents, including 7 fatalities (Luis Gerardo Verdesoto, President of the San Roque Parish 
Council with jurisdiction over Nueva Vida. Interview: 26 February 2015, San Roque, Ecuador)   
58 All the local inhabitants, businessmen, and politicians we interviewed agreed that land prices had increased 
dramatically since the government announced its plans for Providencia in 2008, and particularly since the 
construction of the Yamanunka-Providencia highway in 2013. Each, however, gave a different estimate of the 
increase. One of the more concrete estimates was provided by a locally-based landowner, who had bought 
land on the river bank in Providencia in 2004. He told us that he had paid US$5,000 a hectare for it at the time, 
and had sold it for $US15,000 per hectare once the plans for the port were announced. Now, he says, the 
same land is worth US$60,000 per hectare (Interview #27 – anonymized). 
59 These figures were provided by Marcelo Greifa, President of Providencia (Interview 25 February 2015, 
Providencia, Ecuador) 
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The Manta-Manaus highway passes above the houses on its way through Nueva Vida 

This has facilitated the purchase of land by companies seeking to take advantage of the new road 
and establish private ports. When Providencia was first designated as the official transfer port of 
Manta-Manaus, the community organised to defend its land, creating an association called Sumak 
Ñambi (‘Gorgeous Road’ in the kichwa language). But the association split in 2012, with one section 
of the community opting to sell their land. Outside interests are now buying plots in Providencia, 
and a total of seven ports now line the riverbank.60 

In contrast to these rapid private developments, Providencia is receiving scant attention from the 
state, beyond the construction of the port itself.61 The ambitious urban vision proposed by design 
teams from Harvard and UCLA has received no central government funding, and the development 
of the area around the port is entirely unplanned. In the words of one local politician, companies 

                                                           
60 The information in this section is compiled from interviews with local politicians and with several members 
of both sections of the divided community. 
61 The lack of knowledge of what is underway in Providencia extends through all levels of government. The 
municipality of Shushufindi informed us that the urban planning of Providencia was the responsibility of the 
Ministry of Transport and Public Works in Lago Agrio, who told us that we had been misinformed, and that it 
was in fact the responsibility of the Municipality of Shushufindi. In the planning ministry, the team drawing up 
the Master Plan for the Amazon looked at us blankly when we mentioned Providencia. And despite being an 
Anchor Project of the IIRSA, which is a key component of the regional integration organization UNASUR, the 
Ecuadorian representative of UNASUR had not heard of Providencia either (Jorge Acosta, Ecuadorian 
representative of UNASUR, Interview: 03 March 2015, Quito, Ecuador). 
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“come and buy [land], and once they have bought it they do whatever they like”.62 Meanwhile 
Providencia remains without water or sanitation, and the increasingly heavy traffic in and out of its 
private ports has rendered the river water undrinkable. The privatization of the riverbank has 
excluded the community from access to the much of the river, and the waves cast by high-speed 
launches have made travel on their dugout canoes a dangerous undertaking.63  

On the outskirts of Providencia we spoke to a community member who was leading a mule laden 
with bananas for sale in the local market. We asked him if he had heard of Manta-Manaus. “Oh yes,” 
he replied, “I’ve heard enough about that to send me psychotic! (¡Psicotizado con eso!) ... They said 
it was going to be a good project that would bring benefits for the community. Of course there are 
benefits, but only for people with lots of money that have come here to take advantage of it. The 
people from here can’t even enter [the port], even though this is our territory.”64 He loaded the 
bananas back onto his mule and went on his way with a sarcastic shout of defiant ambition: “To 
Manaus!” Not everyone, however, was able to laugh at the absurdity of the situation. When we 
visited the home of another local man he approached us aggressively, carrying a shotgun. Once he 
had agreed to talk to us, he explained that his nerves had been shattered by the company that had 
established its operations beside his land. The company was running a huge generator 24 hours a 
day and we had to raise our voices to be heard above its roar. It had also cut an open sewage ditch 
along the side of his land, and the river breeze now infused his home with the smell of human faeces. 
“We haven’t benefitted at all from Manta-Manaus”, he said. “We just watch them make their 
money… And the poor man gets poorer, every day poorer”.65 

The burgeoning entrepreneurial activity in Providencia would seem to suggest that Manta-Manaus 
is succeeding, if only from a strictly commercial point of view. However, with the exception of 
Amazon Service, the businesses that have established themselves in Providencia are not concerned 
with international trade. They are oil companies. One of the ports is owned by Geolago, a 
Belorussian company that conducts seismic tests to locate oil reserves in remote territories. Another 
is owned by Conduto, a Brazilian company that constructs economic infrastructure in Amazonian oil 
fields. During our visits to Providencia, Conduto’s port was filled with hundreds of huge steel pipes. 
The General Manager of its Ecuadorian operations confirmed that these pipes were destined for the 
notorious Block 43.66 Block 43 is also known as ITT, a rich and highly controversial oil field that is 
partly located within the Yasuni National Park. Yasuni has been identified as the most biodiverse 
place on Earth. During his first years in government, Correa launched the Yasuni-ITT Initiative, which 
sought development funding from industrialised nations in exchange for leaving the ITT unexploited. 
The funding was not forthcoming, and in 2013 Correa announced that the ITT would be exploited 
by the state oil company Petroamazonas.67  

By the time the announcement was made, construction of the road to Providencia was almost 
complete. Block 43 occupies a vast extension of territory adjacent to Peru, and is accessed via the 

                                                           
62 Sucre Cerda, member of the Parish Council of Limoncocha, a town a few kilometres upriver, which has 
political jurisdiction over Providencia. Interview: 25 February 2015, Limoncocha, Ecuador 
63 This information was compiled from interviews with community leaders from Providencia and the nearby 
towns of Limoncocha and Nueva Vida. 
64 Interview #41 (anonymized) 
65 Interview #42 (anonymized) 
66 Robin Draper, General Manager of Conduto in Ecuador. Interview: 24 February 2015, Quito, Ecuador  
67 The announcement generated an outcry from international environmental organization, while in Ecuador a 
resistance movement called ‘Yasunidos’ delivered a petition with over 750,000 signatures, well in excess of 
the number required to force a public consultation. The National Electoral Board, however, denied the validity 
of hundreds of thousands of these signatures, and the government moved ahead with plans for exploitation 
(Economist Intelligence Unit 2014). 
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Napo. Providencia was now the closest point to Yasuni accessible by road, and the new highway 
from Yamanunka, designed for the heavy container traffic of Manta-Manaus, was ideal for the 
transportation of the materials required to construct the infrastructure for Block 43. Conduto and 
Geolago are not the only companies using Providencia for this end. Amazon Service is also using its 
huge barges to transport gravel to the ITT.68 Even the ‘community port’, operated by the group that 
broke away from Sumak Ñambi, is being hired out to companies shipping materials to Block 43.69 
The official port itself is still under construction, but it is likely that the oil industry will be the primary 
beneficiary of its facilities as well. In the words of the operator of one of the private ports, 
Providencia “is very much a strategic location for future oil production”.70  

 

Conduto´s private port in Providencia, filled with oil pipes for transportation downriver to Block 43 

The highly politicised context of the ITT and the evident unviability of Manta-Manaus have raised 
doubts in some people’s minds over the government’s real intentions for Providencia. Guadalupe 
Llori, Prefect of Coca and a long-standing opponent of the Correa administration, told us that “It’s a 
camouflaged way of doing things, in my opinion. They say they are going to make the port for Manta-
Manaus and instead it is serving to develop the oil industry for the exploitation of Yasuni.”71 But oil’s 
domination of the Ecuadorian Amazon made it inevitable that Providencia would become an oil 
port, regardless of the government’s intentions. The entire commercial fleet on the Napo is in the 
service of the oil industry. The entrepreneur who had been inspired to establish his shipping 
company by Correa’s launch of Manta-Manaus explained that the failure of Manta-Manaus had 

                                                           
68 Marco Gonzalez. Interview: 02 March 2015, Quito, Ecuador 
69 The community port was financed by the local government, but members of Sumak Ñambi accuse the other 
section of the community of monopolizing its use and appropriating its profits. Besides being hired out to 
transport companies serving the oil industry, the port also hosts a Saturday market, where communities from 
further downriver come to buy beer and clothing, and to sell their produce to middlemen from the nearby 
city of Shushufindi. Members of Sumak Ñambi claim that they are excluded from selling their produce in the 
port. (This information compiled from several interviews and participant observation). 
70 Robin Draper. Interview: 24 February 2015, Quito, Ecuador  
71 Guadalupe Lori, Prefect of Coca. Interview: 24 March 2015, Coca, Ecuador 
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forced him into the oil business: “It wasn’t the objective, it wasn’t what we had planned to do”, he 
said, “but there is no alternative. If you don’t invest in the oil business you can’t invest in anything”.72 
Another operator told us that he had tried to diversify into tourism with the refurbishment of an old 
ferry to serve as a floating hotel. There was no demand, and now he is hiring it to Conduto, to house 
employees working on the construction of the infrastructure of the ITT.73 Two dredging machines 
are currently working the Napo. But instead of clearing channels for interoceanic trade, they are 
digging up sand to make concrete for Block 43.74  

As for Carlos Fermín, his dream would seem to lie in ruins. In 2014, having finally built the road that 
he had campaigned so hard for, the government expropriated him of most of his land for the 
construction of the port. The last time we spoke to him, he claimed he had still not been 
compensated. “It hurts my soul to see this disaster”, he said. “No money could make up for them 
ruining a project that I have struggled so hard to make happen. The president shares my vision. He’s 
going to be upset, and I’m going to be upset”.75 According to Fermín, “Everyone has come here to 
speculate, to make money off the government project… [But] I’m not going to sell my soul to the 
devil. I prefer to be with God and sleep in peace”. He has founded an evangelical church in 
Providencia, in which he and his son preach “the marvels of the project and the word of God”. He 
tells us that his family “supports the community here, we are providing… medicines, children’s 
clothes, we are feeding the malnourished... Everything I have I try to share with the rest.”76  

This, however, is not how many other local inhabitants of Providencia understand Fermín’s role. In 
the words of one man, “[Fermín] always promises… to help, but it’s completely the opposite. He 
doesn’t want to help with anything. He wants everything for himself.”77 Another claimed that Fermín 
“came here promising colleges, a stadium, a sports field, everything. And now [the companies] come 
and go, and the native people [nativos] don’t even have water, and he denies that he ever 
[promised] anything of the sort”.78 A local councillor noted that, instead of visiting the president of 
the community, “the companies that arrive go straight to [Fermín]”.79 This was confirmed by the 
owner of one of the private ports in Providencia, who described Fermín as “a snake charmer”.80 
According to him, Fermín was using his church to demonstrate his support among the community 
to incoming businesses. “In the Amazon there is a great fear of the [indigenous] communities”, he 
explained. “Businesses are scared, oil companies are scared. [Fermín] frightens anyone who arrives 
[in Providencia, saying] ‘If you don’t do this or that [for me] I’ll throw you to the community, and 
the community trusts in me.’”81   

This may help to explain why the consortium that constructed the Yamanunka-Providencia highway 
employed Fermín to negotiate with the communities along the route. “It was a lovely project”, 
according to Fermín, and “when the problems started, Carlos was there to solve them”.82 However, 
members of the population of Nueva Vida who had opposed the road construction told us that 
Fermín had met with them only once, and had told them “Don´t complain. Be grateful for the 

                                                           
72 Juan Carlos Hidalgo. Interview: 24 March 2015, Coca, Ecuador 
73 Rafael Galeth. Interview: 06 April 2015, Coca, Ecuador 
74  Luis Cordobillo. Vice-Mayor of Aguarico. Interview: 26 March 2015, Tiputini, Ecuador 
75 Carlos Fermín. Interview: 10 February 2015, Providencia, Ecuador    
76 Carlos Fermín. Interview: 10 February 2015, Providencia, Ecuador    
77 Interview #41 (anonymized) 
78 Interview #42 (anonymized) 
79 Interview #29 (anonymized) 
80 Interview #50 (anonymized) 
81 Interview #50 (anonymized) 
82 Carlos Fermín. Interview: 10 February 2015, Providencia, Ecuador    
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road”.83 Apart from that occasion “he almost never showed himself”, and preferred to send “his 
group” instead.84 The construction of the road had also dispossessed people in Providencia. Fermín 
allegedly told them that he was managing the project, and assured them that they would be 
compensated. But “there never was any compensation, and the person at the front of it all was 
Fermín”85, a community leader explained. Reflecting on the many grievances that the community 
had against Fermín, he concluded “So we have sufficient reasons to consider him our enemy.”86    

The question remains as to why Fermín selected Providencia in the first place. Several people with 
experience of navigating the Napo told us that some of the most problematic sections of the river 
are located immediately downstream from the port. One shipping operator recalls confronting 
Fermín, and telling him “You and I both know that this port is in the wrong place”.87 Some suggested 
that Fermín had chosen Providencia not for its potential properties as an intermodal port, but out 
of pure expediency, as the only place along the river in which land was privately owned and available 
for purchase. The family of one of the kichwa men who sold him land accused Fermín and a local 
business partner of getting the man drunk and purchasing the land for far below its value on the 
basis of extravagant promises that were never kept. It was also claimed that the government had 
been influenced in its selection of Providencia by “Someone who infiltrated them and lied about the 
river… Someone interested in them building the port”.88  

In Stalker, when the adventurers reach the threshold of the place in which their wish is to be 
granted, they stop, and eventually turn back. They realize that they are only aware of their conscious 
fantasies, and that their deepest unconscious desires may be very different, and far darker. It is your 
real, secret wish that is granted in the Zone. Manta-Manaus has failed as an interoceanic fantasy of 
universal integration. But through the process of accumulation by dispossession underway in 
Providencia it is successfully providing the economic infrastructure required for the expansion of 
the oil frontier. Recall that Carlos Fermín spent most of his career working for oil companies, and 
first came to Ecuador to deliver machinery for the oil industry. What Fermín had discovered on that 
journey was not that the Napo was appropriate for container vessels, but that it was appropriate 
for the oil industry. Was this the dream that would not let him sleep? His port is not in the right place 
for an interoceanic corridor. But it is in the perfect place for exploiting the oil fields of the Ecuadorian 
Amazon. Now Fermín is setting up a stone crushing factory in Providencia to produce the raw 
materials for the construction of Block 43.89 Perhaps, amidst the ruins of his fantasy, his most secret 
desire has been granted after all. 

Conclusion 

Myth is the attempt to give an epic form to what is operative through the structure. 

- Jacques Lacan       

Over US$1 billion has been invested by the Correa administration in the construction of Manta-
Manaus. The aim was to integrate Ecuador into transnational circuits of capital, by opening a high-
speed channel for the accelerated circulation of commodities between East Asia and Brazil, as part 

                                                           
83 Interview #49 (anonymized) 
84 Interview #49 (anonymized) 
85 Interview #75 (anonymized) 
86 Interview #75 (anonymized) 
87 Interview #50 (anonymized) 
88 Interview #29 (anonymized) 
89 The stone crushing plant is now operational, and its machinery dominates the center of Providencia. 
Fermín’s plans for the plant were explained to us by his son, Isaías Fermín (Interview: 28 March 2015, 
Providencia, Ecuador)      
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of the ‘transformation of the productive matrix’, through which Ecuador would replace its 
dependence on oil exploitation with a modern technologically-advanced economy. But the failure 
to develop the port at Manta and the unviability of the Ecuadorian Napo as a commercial waterway 
have resulted in the stark absence of global commerce passing through the corridor. The sum total 
of international trade at either end of the route currently amounts to 532 containers in and out of 
Manta each year, and two barges departing from Providencia every 45 days. Meanwhile, Peru is 
rapidly advancing in the construction of its own version of Manta-Manaus. The Panama Canal is also 
being expanded, and a new interoceanic corridor is under construction in Nicaragua, backed by 
US$50 billion of Chinese capital (Fonseca 2015; Partlow 2015). Manta-Manaus would therefore 
seem to be a case of a failed spatial fix, in which overaccumulated capital in the form of oil rents has 
been channelled into the production of a new economic space that has been rejected by capital 
(Harvey 2014: 76). But this is not the whole story. Capital has not rejected the project, but has 
appropriated it for the expansion of the primary resource frontier. Manta-Manaus is therefore 
functioning to reinforce the economic model that it is supposed to be replacing. This paradoxical 
outcome has emerged through a turbulent and troubled process in which ideological fantasies and 
the Real of Capital have been tightly intertwined. We conclude by reconstituting the twists of this 
relationship as they have emerged in our narrative: fantasy enabling a relation to the Real; the Real 
shattering the fantasy; and fantasy as the screen between imaginary desires and the Real of the 
drive. 

Manta-Manaus demonstrates the extent to which the capitalist production of space is infused with 
fantasies and desires. Without the seductive power of the interoceanic fantasy and the hold that it 
came to exert over individual entrepreneurs, national governments, transnational technocracies, 
and indigenous communities, Manta-Manaus would never have come into existence. According to 
Žižek, ideological fantasies are not subjective illusions to be contrasted to an external reality. 
Instead, they structure social reality itself in relation to a traumatic Real that is excluded from our 
symbolic universe (Žižek 1989: 44-45). Rather than simply masking the Real, “fantasy conceals this 
horror, yet at the same time it creates what it purports to conceal” (Žižek 1997: 6). This is precisely 
how fantasy has functioned in the case of Manta-Manaus. In material terms, Manta-Manaus is a 
state strategy that attempts to respond to the inexorable compulsion of capital to “tear down every 
spatial barrier… and annihilate space with time” (Marx, quoted in Harvey 2001: 244). The 
interoceanic fantasy does not merely conceal this traumatic dimension of capital, but facilitates its 
realization by reframing it as a collective quest for global integration and geographical freedom, in 
which material infrastructures function as “the vehicles whereby these fantasies are transmitted 
and made emotionally real” (Larkin 2013: 333). 

The interoceanic fantasy thus provides a ‘human face’ for the implacable universalizing drive of 
capital. In doing so it offers the “utopian… possibility of a universality without its symptom” (Žižek 
1989: 23), by abstracting from the dialectical relationship between universalization and 
differentiation, which is the constitutive antagonism of uneven geographical development under 
capitalism (Smith 1984: 132-174). Yet it is precisely the inherent tendency of capital towards 
differentiation that has sabotaged the universalizing ambitions of Manta-Manaus. The production 
of new territorial infrastructures not only offers the possibility of accumulation in one space, but 
also threatens the devaluation of fixed capital in another (Harvey 1982: 394-395). We have seen 
how rival elites at national and international scales have successfully organised to protect their 
localised interests from the threat posed by the development of the port at Manta. Geopolitical 
tensions between Ecuador and Brazil and the changing locational priorities of Hutchison and 
Odebrecht have also contributed to the failure of Manta and the success of rival projects in Peru. 
The more ‘competitive’ trade and investment regimes offered by Colombia and Peru have led 
commercial capital away from the roads and airports of Manta-Manaus. And the idiosyncrasies of 
the Napo add a further ‘natural’ dimension to these multiple forms of differentiation. The upshot of 
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all of this is that it is precisely the capital fixed in the Manta-Manaus corridor that stands to be 
devalued. The universalizing fantasy of Manta-Manaus has therefore been undermined by the 
differential dynamics of planetary urbanization that this fantasy denies.90 

The failure of Manta-Manaus and the creative destruction underway in Providencia would seem to 
have shattered the dream of Carlos Fermín, who claims to have dedicated his life to constructing 
the corridor for the benefit of the community. Through our research, however, a very different story 
has emerged, according to which Fermín has been profiting from the very processes that he claims 
to oppose. Here we see how fantasy not only conceals social antagonisms, but also “enables us to 
mask the Real of our desire” (Žižek 1989: 45). Similarly, the oil industry’s appropriation of the Manta-
Manaus infrastructure for the exploitation of Block 43 has led some to argue that this was the always 
the real desire of the Ecuadorian government. However, the ultimate role of fantasy is not to conceal 
one desire with another, but rather to function as “the screen that separates desire from drive” 
(Žižek 1997: 43). ‘Drive’ here refers to the Freudian death drive, “a blind persistence that follows its 
path with utter disregard for the requirements of our concrete life-world” (Žižek 2008: xvi). This 
echoes Marx’s description of the “blind and measureless drive” of capital (Marx 1976: 375). The 
creative destruction of Providencia and the appropriation of Manta-Manaus by the oil industry 
should be understood, not as the intended outcome of a conspiratorial agenda, but as a contingent 
expression of the death drive of global capital, which pursues its own expanded reproduction 
regardless of all social and ecological consequences. In this context, the interoceanic fantasy of 
Manta-Manaus has functioned as a screen that separates the transformative desires of the ‘post-
neoliberal’ state from its Real subordination to this relentless drive.  

The true subject of planetary urbanization is therefore not the state, as the author of “large-scale 
territorial planning strategies” (Brenner 2014a: 20), but capital itself as an abstract form of 
domination (Postone 1993), which both compels the formulation of such strategies and 
subordinates them to its own monolithic logic of ‘accumulation for accumulation’s sake’ (Starosta 
2014). This implies that, under capitalism, all “attempts to engineer social processes through the 
imposition of spatial form are doomed from the very outset” (Harvey 2014b: 63). This is not to say 
that planetary urbanization has somehow failed in the case of Manta-Manaus. On the contrary, the 
oil torn from the Amazon is being fed into transnational circuits of capital that are driving processes 
of accumulation and agglomeration in other parts of the world. The Real of planetary urbanization 
therefore advances through the creative destruction of its own fantasies. As for Carlos Fermín, he 
has appeared in our story in the guise of modernist hero, hapless dreamer, and scheming knave. But 
none of these personas captures the Real of his desire. Beyond the vicissitudes of fantasy, Fermín is 
ultimately an instrument of the same all-consuming drive: “As a capitalist, he is only capital 
personified. His soul is the soul of capital” (Marx 1976: 342).      

           

Acknowledgements: Thanks to the CENEDET team for comments on a previous draft and to Paul and Javier 
for driving us up and down the lost highways of Manta-Manaus! 

                                                           
90 Despite the contradictions, failures and impossibilities of Manta-Manaus, in his weekly address to the 
nation on 29 August 2015 Correa reported on a visit to Providencia, reiterating the same interoceanic 
fantasy and praising the social harmony and environmental sustainability of the new port. In Providencia, he 
claimed, “the people are very pleased because there’s economic activity etc.”, and the port is being 
constructed with “very low environmental impact… We must continue to develop Manta-Manaus. The roads 
are in place, the port is almost finished. Exports have begun, but we must export a lot more…. You can arrive 
by air, by sea to Manta, from there via road to the Napo, and from there to the Amazon and the Atlantic 
coast of Brazil” (available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3IdmFOF3wFA accessed 08/09/2015).   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3IdmFOF3wFA
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