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TIME LINE OF EVENTS 

1534 Guayaquil is founded, the second “Spanish” town in what would become 

South America. This settlement would later become Riobamba. 

 

1535-

1540 

The Spanish establish a settlement at the base of Cerro Santa Ana, 

establishing final location for the town of Guayaquil.  

 

1540-

1680 

Guayaquil grows, establishes a shipyard, mediates Quito’s textile output with 

the wider colonial economy, and begins to export cacao to New Spain 

(Mexico) mostly illegally. The town is incinerated several times, and sacked 

by pirates.  

 

1680- Guayaquil’s nascent cacao capitalist enter into illicit trade relations with 

Dutch corsairs, exporting cacao to Europe and undercutting Venezuelan 

interests in the Old World. 

 

1692-3 A tremendous blaze decimates the town around Cerro Santa Ana. The local 

residents beg for assistance from the Viceroy, including permission to 

relocate the town’s center to the more spacious sabana, around a mile south 

of the hill. Though this area had been inhabited by non-whites for years, in 

1693 the Spanish permitted the construction of a New Town (Ciudad Nueva) 

centered on the present day axis of Av. 9 de Octubre and the plaza San 

Francisco, around which 24 blocks would be arranged in the classic grid 

pattern of Spanish colonial settlement. The settlement around the base of 

Cerro Santa Ana became known as the Old Town (Ciudad Vieja).  

 

1700-

1780 

Cacao exports hover between 20,000-30,000 81 lb. loads per year. New 

architectural techniques are developed from the application of quincha to 

construction in the New Town. With it, the city’s famous arcades will slowly 

develop as commercial activity relocates from the riverside to the city’s 

buildings. An 800-yard bridge is built to connect Old and New Town, 

crossing a marshy swath that will slowly be filled in and settled. By 1780 the 

two towns are effectively united but unevenly inhabited. 

 

1760-

1822 

An extended boom in cacao exports is precipitated by the declaration of Free 

Trade within the Spanish colonial economy. Export totals quickly rise from 

around 30,000 loads to over 100,000 by the early 1800s. The boom sets off 
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an uptick in commercial activity, but also uncertainty of allegiance as 

Independence is declared. 

 

1822-

1830 

Guayaquil is fought over. Pro-Peruvian, pro-Independence, and pro-Gran 

Colombian factions struggle over the province’s destiny. Guayaquil would 

eventually join Gran Colombia for around eight years, until its internal 

contradictions dissolved the grouping, after which Guayaquil formed part of 

the nation-state of Ecuador. 

  

1825-

1839 

Cacao exports diminish, a byproduct of political uncertainty, infighting, over 

indebtedness, and other factors which led to a decline of total exports and an 

abandonment of properties. 

 

1840-

1880 

Guayaquil’s cacao exports begin to grow again, finally reaching their early 

1820’s highs by 1850. From 1855 to 1880, cacao prices would skyrocket 

from around 5 pesos to around 15 pesos per quintal. The surplus value from 

cacao exports would finance urban and national infrastructural projects. This 

serves as the initial boom-period for the SCB. 

 

1860-

1870 

Spain and Peru are displaced as the primary destinations for Guayaquil’s 

cacao, replaced by France, England, Germany, and the United States. 

 

1879-

1914 

The Late Boom period of cacao capitalism in the GUF. Prices average 

around 22 to 23 pesos/sucres (after 1884). This period sees the most 

sustained expansion of the city, growth of its population and infrastructure, 

its commercial sector, and, most importantly, the banking-agricultural nexus 

driven by the rapid expansion of the cacao frontier.   

 

1895 The Liberal Revolution takes control of the National Government with the 

expressed interest of modernizing the country and its economy via cacao-

backed infrastructural development. The Liberals power largely rests in the 

contradictory coalition of the coastal working classes and the cacao 

capitalists. They are led by General Eloy Alfaro, who will be assassinated by 

conservatives in 1912. 

  

1896 The Gran Incendio decimates 2/3rds of the city, including its commercial 

center. The coastal bourgeoisie would rebuild the city largely through the 

application of more modern architectural techniques and aesthetics, giving 

Guayaquil a unique urban physiognomy. 

 

1896-

1930 

The consolidation of Guayaquil Moderno, which will lay the basis for 

Guayaquil Antiguo after the collapse of the SCB. 
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1914-

1918 

Disruption of cacao exports to Europe realigns Guayaquil’s commercial 

interests with those of the United States, but also signifies a dramatic 

reduction of profits as wartime demand and transportation hiccups. British 

colonial Gold Coast cacao overtakes Guayaquil as the world’s leading 

provider.  

 

1916 The first widespread case of cacao disease affects the GUF’s production. 

 

1920 The apogee: The highest prices and greatest export value from cacao falsely 

signals a new round of expansion for the GUF’s capitalist classes.  

 

1922 The appearance of the more destructive Witch’s Broom disease dramatically 

affects export totals just as the unit price of cacao in the world market 

plummets. In November the workers and residents of Guayaquil, some 

30,000 of a total population of around 100,000 take over the city. Several 

hundred to several thousand are massacred and the army retakes the city. 

Symbolically the belle epoch culminates in bloodshed and the cacao has 

ceased to grease the wheels of the GUF’s economic machine.   

 

1922-

1925 

The sucre loses more than half of its value relative to other currencies. The 

banks try to offset losses in exports by forcing the crisis onto the consumers 

and importers. Eventually a military-backed coup removes the Liberal 

government from power in July of 1925. 

 

1925-

1948 

The famous Kemmerer Mission attempts to restore sound banking and 

monetary practices to the country. In the GUF, haciendas are abandoned, 

taken over by the defunct banks and sold to foreign capital, or overtaken by 

workers who create a new peasant class during this period of destitution and 

depression. Internal development helps provide economic integration within 

the country, but for external capital Ecuador would have to wait for the 

banana boom to dynamize the economy again. This period would see the 

nostalgic reconstruction of Guayaquil as dream-image in the form of 

Guayaquil Antiguo, the mythological city of commercial and tropical 

precedence.  
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This dissertation examines the link between agricultural commodity production, the 

production of urban space, the uneven environmental impacts of development, and the shifting 

configuration of the world economy through the lens of coastal Ecuador and Guayaquil’s 

experiences with cacao capitalism from 1760 to 1930. Framed through novel debates touching 

upon peripheral urbanization, agricultural capitalism, and political economy, my work explores 

the valorization of “rural” land as articulated by the city-centered bourgeoisie in Guayaquil. As 

cacao prices rose, banks and capitalists quickly extended capital investment into the tropical 

countryside, amplifying an uneven political economic circuit sutured by overlapping and 

conflicting cultural practices filtering through Guayaquil. Class and racial tensions, mediated by 

the competing categories of the “tropical” and the “modern,” expressed how these unequal 

practices materialized in this extended urban geography. Concurrently, I investigate the 

solidification of the discursive construct of Guayaquil Antiguo, the coastal bourgeoisie’s urban 

imaginary regulating and reacting to social changes in Guayaquil as cacao capitalism collapsed 

during the 1920s. Using qualitative and quantitative archival methods, I recreate Guayaquil’s 
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historical urbanization by analyzing travel narratives, city guides, municipal reports, newspapers, 

banking records, and many other sources, tracking Guayaquil’s planetary urbanization in order to 

grasp the long-history of peripheral urban political ecology and economy. My main theoretical 

contribution to urban and global sociology centers on how I trace the historical develop of 

Guayaquil as an integrated network of value production and circulation expanding urbanization 

through the countryside, as a case study outlining the structural constraints of peripheral 

capitalism. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

“Hence, empathizing with the victor invariably benefits the current rulers. The historical 

materialist knows what this means. Whoever has emerged victorious participates to this 

day in the triumphal procession in which current rulers step over those who are lying 

prostrate. According to the traditional practice, the spoils are carried in the procession. 

They are called ‘cultural treasures’, and a historical materialist views them with cautious 

detachment. For in every case these treasures have a lineage which he cannot contemplate 

without horror. They owe their existence not only to the efforts of great geniuses who 

created them, but also to the anonymous toil of others who lived in the same period. 

There is no document of culture which is not at the same time a document of barbarism. 

And just as such a document is never free of barbarism, so barbarism taints the manner in 

which it was transmitted from one hand to another” Walter Benjamin (1996: 391-2).  

 

“In particular, I am interested in unearthing how old mercantile and industrial histories 

can be traced in contemporary urban transformations, such that seemingly new and novel 

formations are in fact long-standing inscriptions” Ananya Roy (2016: 814). 

 

 

1.1 Contesting Cacao Capitalism’s Long-Standing Inscriptions: Guayaquil Antiguo 

and the Tropical Dreamworld  

In 2013, then President Rafael Correa engaged in a highly publicized dispute with 

Guayaquil’s Mayor, Jaime Nebot-Saadi, concerning the construction of a new port. Nebot 

fervently rejected the government’s plan to relocate port functions to Posorja, some 100 

kilometers from Guayaquil, but still within the municipality’s jurisdictional “limits,” 

preferring instead to dredge a deeper river channel accommodating larger vessels. 

Guayaquil without a port, rebuffed Nebot, is a city without an identity, without an 

economic base, and any suggestion of such be utterly preposterous affront to its people 
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and history (see for example El Diario 2013). Having spent the better part of his, then, 13 

years in office “regenerating” Guayaquil’s urban image, principally through 

beautification projects in the city center (Malecón 2000, Central-Business District, parks, 

etc.) and city-wide infrastructural projects (Metrovía, flyovers, street paving, tunnels, 

etc.), the threat of the National Government undercutting the municipality’s “progress” to 

rationalize and reorganize the city rankled the mayor.1 While Nebot’s anti-Correista 

obstinacy preceded that particular moment, long relying on the well-worn trope of the 

central government meddling in local affairs, by defending vague notions of liberty from 

centralist “tyranny,” he now inserted a seemingly novel rhetoric twist: Guayaquil as the 

cultural and economic engine of the country was being imperiled. Five years later, 

nonetheless, Nebot attended the opening ceremony in Posorja with Correa’s now-

estranged successor, Lenin Moreno, the apparent dispute relegated to the dustbin of 

history, bad blood cleansed by the Guayas River’s incessant flow.   

 Beyond regional politics and economic concerns, this deeply cultural contestation 

resonated with the relocation of Guayaquil’s port functions outside of the immediate 

vicinity of the city’s limits. The clash between Correa and Nebot serves as a metonym for 

Guayaquil’s cultural identity during the Long 20th Century (1915-2019).2 As a material 

and cultural artifact, this identity was forged through a patterning of economic, political, 

                                                 
1 The vast majority of the urban renewal projects proffered by Nebot fuse public and 

private management of resources and goods that has a long history in Guayaquil (see de 

la Torre 2004; de la Torre 1996).  
2 The concept of the Long 20th Century comes from Arrighi’s (2007) eponymous work 

and corresponds with the rise and fall of US hegemony over the world capitalist system. 

Hobsbawm (1994) in contrast speaks of a “short-20th century.”  
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and cultural interactions ossified during the prior period, the Long 19th Century (1760-

1925), when the cacao-export economy, what I call cacao capitalism, dominated the city, 

its hinterlands, and Ecuador’s economic prospects as a whole.3 The contemporary 

quarrel, laden with subtext and artifice, harkened back to that Guayaquil of old 

(Guayaquil Antiguo), when the city set the pace of modernization and development 

throughout the country. Such nostalgic yearning for a defrayed past modernity straddles 

an uneasy Ecuadorian contradiction in that Quito has been the city most often celebrated 

for its architectural, cultural and patrimonial “preservation” (Capello 2011). Guayaquil, 

in contrast, continues to project itself as a city of the future, perhaps due to the absence of 

any durable colonial imagery (the exact opposite of Quito), even as the past weighs 

heavily on the contemporary imagination of Guayaquileños. Due precisely to a protracted 

real and symbolic decline since the 1920s, hastened after the collapse of the banana 

export economy (Burbano de Lara 2010; Larrea, Espinoso and Charvet 1987; Miño 

Grijalva 1989; Moreno 2014; Rojas and Villavicencio 1988; Striffler 2002) and the 

subsequent petroleum boom in the Amazon (Ayala Mora 2015a; Gerlach 2003; Martz 

1987; Sawyer 2004), a progressive reconfiguration of the country’s national and regional 

capital circuits have gradually shifted import-export functions to ports like Esmeraldas, 

                                                 
3 The concept of the “long century” has typically been used by historians to cover periods 

of time not corresponding precisely to the century as a unit of time. For example, 

Hobsbawm’s (1996a, 1996b, 1996c) originally trilogy covered the period of 1789 to 1915 

as the Long 19th Century. This dissertation employs a similar scope, focusing on the 

cacao booms from the 1760s to the 1920s which I call the Long 19th Century. 
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Manta, and Machala, sites more amenable to deep-running freighters.4 Nevertheless, on 

the eve of Nebot’s victory and urban renewal onslaught—Guayaquil could only celebrate 

its historic identity as Ecuador’s primary port, echoes of past glory haunting the 

crumbling, decrepit metropolis as it lurched into the 21st Century (for a comparative 

overview of Guayaquil’s decline see Freire-Gibb and Tapia 2019).  

 One of the many ironies grounding Guayaquil’s historical prestige rests on its 

formidable impact on the fashioning a post-colonial national polity and economy, 

principally through the exportation of cacao during the Long 19th Century (Ayala Mora 

2015a, 2011; Clark 1996; Chiriboga 2013; Guerrero 1990; Maiguashca 2012; Pineo 

1996). From 1760 to 1925, cacao exports determined the pace of both Guayaquil’s, and 

the nation’s economic fortunes (Chiriboga 2013; Contreras 1990; Hamerly 1973; Pineo 

1996). The city, which even prior to the cacao booms of the Long 19th Century, served as 

one of Pacific America’s chief ports, depended heavily on revenues generated from 

commerce passing through its malecón (Chaves 2004; Contreras 1990; Gómez Iturralde 

1999a; Hamerly 1973; Laviana 2007, 2001, 1987). As cacao exports grew, so too did 

projects enhancing Guayaquil’s prestige and presence, even as the coastal bourgeoisie 

relentlessly drew on the fashionable liberal discourses of “order” and “progress,” on 

architectural innovations and styles, and on beautification and infrastructural projects 

directed at converting Guayaquil into a world-class city. Like most of Latin America 

during the final years of the Long 19th Century (1870-1930; see Arrighi 2010, 2007; 

                                                 
4 Of course as financial center and national entrepôt, Guayaquil and her capitalists 

undoubtedly participated in the distribution of surplus value produced through petroleum 

exports. 
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Chasteen 2011; Halperin 1993; Hobsbawm 1996a, 1996b, 1996c; Wallerstein 2011c, 

2011d; Weaver 2000), the afterlife of World War I and the looming Great Depression, 

signaled the end of British world hegemony and Latin America’s commodity boom—

decimating the city’s developmental dreams and desires for nearly two decades.  

Classifying Guayaquil as a “city” prior to the mid-19th Century, with its roughly 

15,000 people, might imply a stretching of that term’s significance—though it had long 

been classified as a city by the Spanish Crown during colonial times. Nevertheless, a 

relevant question—one arising during the 20th Century—centers on what constitutes a 

city and/or the urban (Burgess 1967; McKenzie 1967; Park 1915; Wirth 1938)? Are these 

places bounded neatly by political jurisdictions, general concepts appealing to ideal-

types, patterns of settlement, or materializations of certain processes inscribed in space? 

Guayaquil, even as a proto-city, offered travelers and merchants a whole gamut of port 

facilities and amenities, overlooking the threshold between the Guayas River tributary 

system and the Bay of Guayaquil emptying out into the Pacific Ocean. But more than just 

a city, Guayaquil served as the nerve-center of an urban fabric extending far up that river 

system, through a network of value production and circulation centered upon the cacao 

export economy. This fabric, largely woven through the economic development of 

expansive cacao haciendas (estates) along the banks of the various rivers crisscrossing 

littoral Ecuador—in Guayas, Los Rios, El Oro, and Manabí Provinces—served as both 

the country’s primary economic engine and leading industry within Guayaquil’s Urban 

Fabric (GUF) during the Long 19th Century (Acosta 2006; Ayala Mora 2015a, 2011; 

Chiriboga 2013; Pineo 1996). 
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It was during this time that Guayaquil’s cacao-centered initiated an intense 

campaign of urban regeneration eventually providing the city its own unique appearance 

and form. Similar to their contemporary analogues in cities across the globe, Guayaquil’s 

capitalist classes, during the Long 19th Century, drew heavily upon the “worlding 

aesthetics” (Ghertner 2011) and global architectural forms (Ren 2011) of French-inspired 

neoclassical trends and on global liberalism’s focus on hygiene and sanitation, in order to 

transform their city into a beacon of progress. Rather than a wholesale jettisoning 

autochthonous cultural features of the city, however, the local bourgeoisie found ways to 

incorporate and infuse their global ambitions with local and/or traditional designs. In this 

way, traces of cacao capitalism, and the thousands of people that made it possible, would 

literally be inscribed into the material spaces of 19th Century Guayaquil, whereby 

attempts to generate “global spaces” predicated on the repetition of certain discursive 

features of 19th Century capitalist urbanism spawned their own unique cityscape 

stretching far out into the “tropical” hinterlands. 

Even prior to the cacao economy entering into a prolonged and insurmountable 

crisis beginning with World War I, exacerbating already latent and manifest social 

conflicts within the region, the coastal bourgeoisie began to codify their city and its 

experience into the framework of what would later become known as Guayaquil Antiguo. 

This term corresponds both with the material spaces of the city produced during the last 

three decades of cacao capitalism, and the ideological nostalgia superimposed upon that 

materiality by the coastal bourgeoisie and certain sectors of the city’s working classes 

taking hold after cacao exports implode in the 1920s. This construct presented Guayaquil 



7 

 

as a city simultaneously rooted in tradition but on the cutting edge of progress, as a 

cosmopolitan realm of worldliness and a showcase for the unique contributions made by 

Ecuadorean society. In essence, the city became something of an image or an exhibit to 

be displayed, not only to those arriving on steamers from all over the world, but quite 

literally as pictorial images distributed throughout Europe and the United States. At the 

same time, visual and textual representations of the city were increasingly expunged of 

any sort of social conflict, including the physical and ideological erasure of racial and 

class disparities, and economic “backwardness.” These images, only later, would acquire 

their popular character, as a nostalgic longing for an unrealized potential, in the myths of 

the past (see Benavides 2010).  

That these mythological images serve as both inspiration and content for the 

present series of policies ushered in by Nebot and his Party not only indicates how 

pivotal Guayaquil’s cultural resonances continue to weigh on the city, but also how their 

coagulated content as urban myth corrals the present consciousness of its inhabitants, 

limiting the recognition of possible alternatives. Guayaquil Anitguo, despite its popular 

diffusion, constructed an exclusionary space aimed at separating the racialized working 

classes from the city’s largely criollo bourgeoisie. The perpetuation of this urban 

mythology requires a complete disenchantment in order to liberate the city’s distorted 

“representations” from past chimeras—as a conflict-free space—just as these images 

justify new bouts of exclusion. Such a strategy would enable its inhabitants to inscribe 

countermemories rooted in defrayed emancipation—a new “mythology”—into the urban 

fabric, in a bid to re-appropriate and rescue the vitality and conflicts of their collective 
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past, culminating in the November 15, 1922 General Strike (Barba 1989; Milk 1977; 

Pineo 1988). For while it is true that cacao exports enabled the construction of the 

modern state in Ecuador, it was the multi-racial and multi-ethnic army of workers who 

flooded the coast, who labored arduously under tropical rains and sunshine who created 

the basis for a progressive state that never germinated (Quintero 1980). 

On the one hand, I will argue that the material practices of cacao capitalism 

enabling Guayaquil to flourish during the Long 19th Century had already transcended the 

parochial confines of the “city” as a meaningful container of social activity. This 

phenomenon is rooted in the colonial formation of coastal Ecuadorian society, but only 

finds its fullest expression during and after the First Cacao Boom (FCB) beginning in 

1760. On the other hand, the experience and meaning of Guayaquil—and era of cacao 

capitalism—has “exploded” beyond the specific material spaces it generated. Through 

the traces and ruins of the past shaping the city’s material and cultural practices, 

Guayaquil Antiguo continues to flex its muscles in circumstances far removed from the 

material conditions which spawned it. 

Two main research questions guide this project. The first stems from Lefebvre’s 

(1976: 21) injunction that capitalism survives by producing its own space. Namely, I am 

interested in interrogating the long-term contours of capitalist spatial production in what I 

call Guayaquil’s Urban Fabric (GUF)—the amorphous and practical spatial fabric of 

fixed capital networked through value production and circulation serving as the built 

environment for cacao capitalism during the Long 19th Century in coastal Ecuador. I ask, 

given that spatial production entails a class project, consciously enacted or not, what 
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factors limited and guided the production of space within the GUF and how? I will argue 

that beyond the city-centrism (Angelo and Wachsmuth 2014; Wachsmuth 2014) of 

classic and even certain strands of postcolonial urban theory, the GUF presents, even in 

the Long 19th Century, key features of what would later be termed “planetary 

urbanization”—specifically in the ways in which uneven urban development fused 

extensive urbanization across a range of dissimilar geographies with the development of 

the city of Guayaquil, itself quite dependent on global capitalist intercourse. In this 

regard, I analyze what Neil Brenner (2014b; Brenner and Schmid 2015) denotes as the 

“constitutive essences,” or moments, structuring the GUF’s urbanization through the 

political economy of cacao capitalism in the 19th Century, largely through the collective 

agency and decisions of the coastal bourgeoisie.  

The second question, and perhaps the more intriguing, centers on the relationship 

between spatial production and culture. Guided by the political economic limits to the 

production of space, I endeavor to analyze the various influences weighing in on the 

decisions taken by the GUF’s bourgeois class, given the economic and cultural 

limitations encountered. I ask, through what cultural and spatial mediums did the coastal 

bourgeoisie negotiate the “global” and the “local,” evidenced in their business and 

aesthetic choices? And how did the shifting international contexts of the GUF’s insertion 

into the capitalist world-system affect the aesthetic forms and the experiential content of 

the GUF—and particularly Guayaquil—during the Long 19th Century? To prefigure, I 

argue that the coastal bourgeoisie often invested in spatial production for a variety of 

reasons, of which augmenting their profits I consider the most essential. Even 
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beautification and infrastructural investments instigated by the coastal bourgeoisie cannot 

be divorced from the political economic concerns often guiding their decision-making, 

even if they serve purposes seemingly at odds to “production” itself. Likewise, between 

borrowing, copying, and hybridizing, the coastal bourgeoisie were not merely passive 

recipients of “neocolonial” domination (Halperin 1993; Mazzotti 2008). They also, 

intentionally and unintentionally, innovated new urban features and forms by 

manipulating the materials available to them under their particular constraints.  

An underlying current which ties my investigation of the historical past to the 

present, takes aim at interrogating the content and structure of Guayaquil Antiguo as an 

ideological construct tied to a historically structured material space, both as a selective 

apperception of historical sedimentations and as a “regulative fiction” (see Robinson 

2006) refracted through the present onslaught of “urban renewal.” In essence, I track past 

inscriptions into Guayaquil’s urban fabric, in order to illustrate the continued relevance of 

these past resonances in the present itself—which I deal with more directly in the 

epilogue.  As a sort of guiding thread, this preoccupation with historical images as the 

juxtaposition of past and present, suffuses my analysis of the Long 19th Century with 

contemporary Guayaquil by way of an extended theoretical interrogation rooted in Walter 

Benjamin’s dialectical urban theory.5  

 

                                                 
5 It is, however, in light of these continued incantations and innervations of Guayaquil 

Antiguo, as a collective nostalgia for a mythological past, haunting and undergirding 

present attempts to reconfigure the city that originally led me into the archives and 

historical documents concerning the GUF’s development over the Long 19th Century. 
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1.2 Capitalist Urbanization beyond the City: Prefiguring the Planetary in 19th 

Century Ecuador 

Despite being Ecuador’s most populous city, and since the 18th Century the 

territory’s most economically vital settlement, surprisingly little contemporary and 

historical research has been devoted to analyzing Guayaquil’s urban features. Quito, the 

nation’s capital, has received far more scholarly attention both within the country and 

internationally. The vast majority of scholarly literature dealing with Guayaquil tends to 

focus on contemporary issues related to urban revitalization (Alegría 2018; Delgado 

2013; Navas 2012), infrastructural insufficiencies (Swyngedouw 1997), the shift from 

chaos to order (Burbano de Lara 2009; Villavicencio 2012; Wong 2005), poverty-

reduction policies (Moser 2009), and environmental concerns associated with pollution 

and habitat destruction (Olaya and Villavicencio 1995). In most cases, these works tend 

to draw off of a generic historical narrative originating in both popular consciousness and 

prior historical works—though often lacking precision and relying heavily on the self-

same historical construct of Guayaquil Antiguo I have hitherto problematized (for an 

example see Pimentel 1987).  

In English, only three studies dealing with the city of Guayaquil during the cacao 

era exist: Ronn Pineo’s (1996) work stressing the social and economic reforms afforded 

by the cacao economy, Benavides’ (2010) analysis of memory and nostalgia emanating 

from popular poetry and music during the early 20th Century, and Swyngedouw’s (1997) 
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study of Guayaquil’s politics of water provision from 1880 to the 1980s.6 In Spanish, 

several studies historically probe Guayaquil’s economic dependency on the cacao trade 

(Chiriboga 2013, 1989; Conniff 1977; Contreras 1994, 1990; Hamerly 1973; Pineo 1996, 

1994), while others have focused on the historical development of the city itself (Bock 

1992; Gómez Iturralde 1999a, 1999b; Rojas and Villavicencio 1988; Townsend 2000). 

While most research correctly underscores the economic link between cacao exports and 

Guayaquil’s development, the tendency in the research has been to reproduce the 

classical scission between the rural/traditional and urban/modern visible in Eurocentric 

notions of urban studies that Robinson (2006), Roy (2016), and Brenner (2014a, 2014b) 

find so problematic. What is needed, I argue, is for a new analysis of Guayaquil’s cacao 

capitalism, reinterpreted through the lenses of contemporary urban studies that 

incorporates into the understanding of urban space that which has long been considered 

“rural.”    

The problematiziation of the “urban” as a coherent epistemological category 

appears to have gained steam with Manuel Castells’ (1972) The Urban Question. Prior to 

Castells, the “urban” referred both a seemingly coherent settlement pattern and a cultural 

milieu tied to the density of human habitations typically associated with the political-

conceptual category of “the city” or “the metropolis” (Burgess 1967; Childe 1950; 

McKenzie 1944; Mumford 1961; Park 1915; Schnore 1957; Simmel 1971; Wirth 1938). 

                                                 
6 This latter study utilizes insights from Cronon’s (1991) magisterial Nature’s Metropolis 

in order to underscore the relationship between the city and the natural and social frontier 

in which it is situated. The city-hinterland network, I argue, serves as the epistemological 

prefiguration of the urban fabric which begins to take shape in the literature on Planetary 

Urbanization.  
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Castells, followed by Lefebvre (2016, 2003, 1991), noted that after the Thirty Golden 

Years of post-War capitalist expansion, the “city” and the “urban” no longer coincided as 

epistemological and real categories for describing social life, because, as Lefebvre (2003) 

explained, the urban “explodes” and “implodes” the holism of the traditional city. Despite 

not corresponding to empirical nor epistemologically significant categories, the city has 

remained at the heart of urban studies. This “city-centrism” and “city-as-ideology” 

(Angelo and Wachsmuth 2014; Wachsmuth 2014) continues to plague the field as a 

whole, filtering their way into investigations of cacao capitalism in Guayaquil (see 

Chapter II). Contemporary urban studies has challenged the classical suffusion of the 

urban and the city on two fronts: through postcolonial urbanism’s rejection of Eurocentric 

models and the planetary urbanization school’s focus on analyzing the “constitutive 

essences” of urbanization as process and not as a place. 

1.2.1 Beyond the City as Model: Postcolonial Urbanism and the Rejection of 

Eurocentrism 

First, poststructural and postcolonial theorists advocate for a full-blown 

examination of Eurocentric biases haunting the discursive construction of the ideal-

typical cities, or Western narratives of cityness, that long served as models within the 

field (Robinson 2006; Simone 2010). Furthermore, Postcolonial Urbanism stresses the 

relationally-emergent subjectivities of city-dwellers adapting, constructing, negotiating, 

and articulating their own place-specific concepts of “worlding” and “cityness” between 

the logics of global capitalism, local contradictions in urban development, the particular 

historical trajectories grounding each city (Canclini 2009; Edensor and Jayne 2012; 
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Robinson 2006; Roy 2011a; Roy 2011b; Roy and Ong 2011; Simone 2011). By 

decentering “the (Western) city,” leading proponents have developed more cosmopolitan 

epistemologies rooted in critical ethnographies of “urban” experience entrenched in the 

specific and historically situated matrices of social practices found in particular urban 

areas. Similarly, there has been a trend to avoid the spectacular and “mega,” often 

associated with slums in the Global South, while representing the realities of “small” and 

“ordinary” cities as actors therein employ “worlding” practices by negotiating their own 

material and cultural interpretations of “global” images and aesthetics (Amin and Graham 

1997; Bell and Jayne 2006; Robinson 2011; Robinson and Roy 2015). 

Prominent theorists in Postcolonial urban studies have tended to focus on current 

cities across the planet, investigating the negotiations of actors therein as they confront 

and modulate the instantiations of (present-day) globalization(s) across a variety of cities 

the world over. My approach, in contrast, interrogates the past inscriptions of “worlding” 

into Guayaquil’s urban fabric during the Long 19th Century, as Roy (2016) suggests in 

the epigraph. In their volume on the subject, Aihwa Ong and Ananya Roy (2011) 

consider worlding to be the art of being global, closely associated with transnational 

urban modeling, inter-referencing, and renovated foundations upon which new 

solidarities are said to be constructed. Rather than the mere unfurling of objective forces 

and a “singular logic,” Ong (2011: 12-3) considers worlding practices rooted in everyday 

subjectivities to be “constitutive, spatializing, and signifying gestures that variously 

conjure up worlds beyond current conditions of urban living” predicated on the 

development of “world-class” images. Roy (2011c: 312-4) suggests that worlding 
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practices additionally consist of modeled attempts to re-center global flows of value 

through subjective interventions, a process straddling the instability of investment 

horizons, expectations, and results—a lens which reframes established truth-claims 

generated from “northern” urban contexts assumed to be more “advanced.”   

In this work I attempt to highlight the variegated relational matrices of power and 

capital navigated by a variety of actors within the GUF, but particularly those of the 

coastal bourgeoisie. I argue, just as today, the coastal bourgeoisie’s attempt to emit a 

sense of “worldliness” through and from the various projects they oversaw during the 

cacao booms of the Long 19th Century. Armed with strategies and technologies for 

limiting interactions between the “popular” and the “genteel,” including by carefully 

constructing “global” images of Guayaquil for audiences far beyond city limits, these 

actors inscribed a certain historical materiality and ideality into the spatial practice of the 

city that has long survived the booms and busts of cacao capitalism. Indeed, these 

inscriptions continue to resurface through the strategic employment in the present of 

Guayaquil Antiguo, as a “regulative fiction” (Robinson 2006) governing the city’s 

developmental trajectory and symbolic horizons. Though conflict and contestation over 

the meaning of space often erupted, even violently, the capitalist nature of spatial 

production in the GUF overprivileges the coastal bourgeoisie in relation to other actors, 

ensuring that the “production of space” (Lefebvre 1991) be constantly refracted through 

the lens of social class. For this reason I focus primarily on the coastal bourgeoisie as the 

pivotal collective actor within the GUF wielding disproportionate power in constructing 

the built environment, but always as an actor dependent on bought or coerced labor from 
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other social classes. What the coastal bourgeoisie could not fully grasp, obstructed by the 

imperialist frames of reference they utilized to measure their “progress,” was how their 

worlding practices contributed to, as ur-form, of the development of planetary 

urbanization in the Long 19th Century. In regards to this, the structuring influences of 

global political economy during that period might provide the basis for grasping just how 

planetary urbanization emerged on the peripheries of world capitalism. 

1.2.2 Beyond the City as Place: Urban(ization) as Process and Fabric 

My selective deployment of Marxist urban theory (Merrifield 2002b), therefore, 

attempts to provide a “context of contexts” (Brenner and Schmid 2015) for the historical-

structural limitations which the coastal bourgeoisie encountered, inherently shaping the 

decisions available to them. For this reason I utilize insights from David Harvey (2006, 

2003, 1996, 1990, 1989a, 1989b, 1982), one of the first theorists to systematically infuse 

Marxist notions of class struggle and capital accumulation into the material 

determinations of “urbanization”—or the processes associated with constructing the built 

environment under capitalist relations of production. Drawing heavily on Marx’s 

Grundrisse, Harvey (1982) notes that “value in motion”—Marx’s concept of capital—

incessantly searches out the highest rates of return, but periodically “fixes” itself into 

physical space in order to profit off of labor power. This “fixed capital” enters into the 

circuits of production piecemeal, over time, though it largely remains immobile in 

space—as buildings, machinery, infrastructure, etc.—providing capital with a built 

environment amenable to production, but simultaneously serving as a barrier, or limit, to 

capital itself. In other words, the political economic structures of the capitalist system 
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limit the range of possibilities open to actors within certain “urban” contexts to invest 

their capital profitably. 

The GUF’s development during the Long 19th Century highly corresponds with 

the “cycles of accumulation” Harvey’s urban theory explores, but raises challenges to 

several of his key assumptions. First, Harvey (2006, 2003b, 1996, 1990, 1989a, 1982) 

assumes that capitalist crises form due to an “overaccumulation” of capital—that is that 

capital is too profitable—leading to “surplus labor” and “surplus capital” sitting idle.7 

Secondly, idle capital and labor produce a “switching crisis,” signaling a shift from 

investment in production to investment in space (buildings and infrastructure). This 

switch from one circuit to another helps resolve overaccumulation by deploying idle 

capital into urbanization, what Harvey calls a “spatial fix.” This “fix” is dual, because on 

the one hand it enables capital, supposedly, to expand its geographical scale (see Brenner 

2019), while on the other it sets a further limit to capital, primarily into speculative 

investment into the built environment (Harvey 2003b).8 But, as I will show for the GUF, 

investment into production and into fixed capital do not constitute two separate spheres 

                                                 
7 This is merely a reconfiguration of the classic “underconsumption” thesis most 

coherently presented in the various works of the Monthly Review School and Rosa 

Luxemburg who see the major problem afflicting capitalist economies in the inability to 

“realize surplus value” (see Baran and Sweezy 1968; Luxemburg 1951; Fenton 2019). In 

other words, it isn’t that capitalism gradually runs out of profits through the progressive 

augmentation of value invested into fixed (constant) capital relative to labor-power—

which Marx called the value composition of capital—but that capital produces too much 

surplus value that it cannot realize it through sale on the market. For a systematic 

criticism of this perspective see Kliman (2011), Mattick (2011, 2008), Roberts (2016), 

Carchedi (2011). 
8 For more extensive discussion of Harvey’s concept of “spatial fix” (see Arrighi 2004; 

Jessop 2004; Schoenberger 2004).  
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of capitalist accumulation, but form part of the same circuit of what Marx (1976, 1993a, 

1993b) describes as “industrial capital,” in which finance constitutes an important 

moment (see Lapavitsas 2013). Harvey, however, tends to separate (industrial) 

production from finance, locating spatial production in the latter. The GUF, from 1870 

until around 1925, presents an interesting case of financialization tied to the production of 

space, but, as I will demonstrate, the speculative frenzies associated with finance were 

intimately tied to the undulations of “industrial” production associated with cacao 

capitalism. In other words, Harvey’s theory of urbanization, while utilizing insights from 

Marxist political economy, maps the production of space as a release valve for 

capitalism’s overaccumulation tendencies, rather than as the general expression of 

capitalism’s particular procedure for producing a built environment—a severe limitation 

in my estimation. 

While Harvey first catalogued systematically the intersection of capitalist political 

economy and spatial production, his theory, even when focused on the urban as a process, 

relied too heavily on the problematic notion of the Eurocentric “industrial” city as a 

model (Harvey 1996, 1989a). In his footsteps, a new paradigm incorporating a critique of 

city-centrism and the city-as-ideology has surged. This Planetary Urbanization school, 

spearheaded by Neil Brenner and Carl Schmid (2015, 2014; Brenner 2018, 2014a, 2014b, 

2000), thoroughly rejects the classical notions of the “urban” as a coherent 

epistemological category relating to population size, density, heterogeneity of functions 

(Childe 1950), “urbanisms as a way of life” (Wirth 1938), or the “urban” construed as the 

modern against the traditional countryside (c.f. Simmel 1971). Instead, rather than the 
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“urban” as a type of space, the focus rests more on how space is produced under 

constitutive impositions of capitalist social relations.   

During the past ten years, scholars drawing on Harvey’s and Lefebvre’s work 

have developed a new paradigm centered on what they describe as “Planetary 

Urbanization.” Brenner and Schmid (2014: 152) claim that planetary urbanization 

constitutes a “new mosaic of spatial unevenness” irreducible to historical differences 

associated with the urban and rural divide, or between the core and periphery (2014: 

152), instead codifying the urban as a conjunctive process extending beyond the city, or 

any particular settlement type, centering their lens on the functional creation of a global 

urbanized fabric enveloping the entire planet with seemingly “no outside” (Brenner 

2014a; Brenner 2014b). Since the 1980s, these theorists claim, the “rural-urban divide” 

no longer corresponds to an empirical or epistemological coherence as global capitalism 

has decentered the now-classic hierarchies of core/periphery, urban/rural, 

modern/traditional, preferring analysis of the urban through the dialectical couplet of 

implosion and explosion, or what they call extended and concentrated urbanization 

(Brenner and Schmid 2015, 2014). At their heart, these concepts establish a new 

epistemology of the urban as a process grounded not in specific bounded units (e.g. the 

city) or the effects of “agglomeration,” but in the constitutive essences of capitalist social 

relations.  

However, Brenner and Schmid, and others in their school, tend to bifurcate spatial 

practice and spatial analysis, the latter providing the basis for the further divergence of 

“constitutive” and “nominal” essences. Brenner (2015: 98) suggest that socialspatial 
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processes (constitutive essences) supersede the analysis of settlement types (nominal 

essences). While I agree with the general sentiment of this orientation, it remains unclear 

just how socio-spatial processes and settlement types, completely conflated in spatial 

practice, are to be developed as analytical (and critical) categories beyond their abstract 

representation in Brenner and Schmid’s work. As a rejoinder, the authors specify the 

“urban is a process” (Brenner and Schmid 2015: 165-6), lacking any “singular 

morphology,” and transcending any specific territorial unit. While most urban studies 

have centered on the city (nominal essences), Brenner and Schmid (ibid: 166-8) implore 

us to instead analyze the constitutive moments of concentrated, extended, and differential 

urbanization—which they alternatively discuss through the dialectic of implosion-

explosion.  

Unfortunately, it is difficult to pin down exactly how this new epistemology of 

“urbanization” relates to the history of capitalist urbanization prior to the 1970s, and the 

authors vacillate between an implicit acceptance of the classic rural-urban divide and its 

epistemological supersession (see Thesis 5; ibid: 172-3). However, a few pages prior, 

they open an invitation to interrogate the problem, stating that:  “By contrast, we 

currently have only a limited grasp of how—via what mechanisms, struggles, patterns 

and pathways—the landscapes of extended urbanization have been creatively destroyed 

during the history of capitalist development, whether in relation to waves of concentrated 

urbanization or, more generally, in relation to broader regimes of capital accumulation 

and modes of territorial regulation” (ibid: 168). The question remains, however: what 

particular feature or moment of the “urban as process” has obliterated the classic notion 
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of the “urban-rural” divide and how? I will demonstrate that several elements of the 

“new” planetary urbanization were already present or in formation in the GUF during the 

Long 19th Century, undermining the tacit acceptance of the rural-urban divide in prior 

periods and regions. 

 Drawing off of Harvey and the Planetary Urbanization School’s insistence on 

framing the urban as a process of constructing the built environment—the “constitutive 

essences” of capitalist political economy (Brenner 2014b)—I ground the production of 

space linking countryside and city into an urban fabric in and around Guayaquil during 

the Long 19th Century. This “urban fabric,” while interpolated by “external” global 

forces, serves as a “connective” tissue transcending any particular jurisdiction or 

settlement type (Lefebvre 2003). Tied together by the fixity and flow of capitalist social 

relations (value in motion), this urban fabric spatially expresses and responds to the 

structural constraints and limits of capitalism as the spatialization of the world-system. 

For Brenner and Schmid, the urban fabric—or fabric of urbanization—is planetary, with 

no external point, no outside. Yet, Lefebvre (1991: 347) suggests that it better be 

conceived of as various networks of fixed capital: “The urban fabric, with its multiple 

networks of communication and exchange, is likewise part of the means of production. 

The town and its multifarious establishments… are fixed capital.” Rather than totalizing 

the urban fabric, then, I would like to limit my use of the concept to specific circuits of 

value production and exchange tied to particular dynamics of capitalist social relations—

in this case, tied to cacao production in coastal Ecuador. While the present-day urban 

fabric may be extinguishing its “outsides,” the historical process of urbanizing “nature,” a 
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process dramatically picking up steam during the Long 19th Century, has typically been 

analyzed under the auspices of quite different theoretical frames.  

As I underscore later, the traditional separation between town and country, which 

corresponded to the classic divisions of the “urban” and the “rural,” owes its existence to 

the privileging of “industry” and its locus clasicus in the city. Even in Lefebvre’s critical 

intervention arises the Eurocentric impulse to associate such dynamism in Western 

European “industrial” urbanization, claiming that the urban fabric “corrodes the residue 

of agrarian life” (2003: 3), which fundamentally misdiagnoses the structural and 

contingent factors leading to the explosive development of peripheral urbanization during 

the Long 19th Century. As I insinuate, the spatialization of capitalist social relations 

through the extended urban fabric likewise incorporate “agrarian” life into its uneven 

spatial networks, and the process of extension does not merely expand European 

“modernity,” but incorporates other forms, products, ideas, and practices into it.   

Likewise, urbanization across and through the GUF tracks the relative abundance 

of material and monetary resources available during particular historical junctures. I 

depart from Harvey and his notion of the “spatial fix,” in that rather than 

overaccumulated surplus driving said urbanization, capitalist urbanization unfurls via the 

expected profits of investment into fixed capital. In Guayaquil, particularly from 1880 to 

1915, the coastal bourgeoisie extended their productive investment into a range of 

opportunities from infrastructural projects, beautification, “spectacular” architecture, and 

diversion—both extensively and intensively. Over this same period the majority of their 

investments centered on the development of “tree capital” in the cacao orchards lining the 
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Guayas River system. What I will demonstrate, therefore, is that while political economic 

factors set the limits upon which capital was spatially accumulated into the built 

environment, the economic crisis which decimated the GUF had its roots not in 

“overaccumulation,” but in the tendency of the rate of profit to fall. The “spatial fix” was 

already in process before the crisis, and directly led to its aggravation.  In other words, 

the theoretical frame developed through this case study of the GUF considers 

urbanization, not as an outgrowth of capitalism, but as its spatial expression, and that the 

extension of the urban fabric, as a network of fixed capital, counts its origins not from the 

reconfigured geographies of neoliberalism in the late 20th Century, but from peripheral 

capitalism of the Long 19th.  

1.2.3 Beyond the City as Material: Wish- and Dream-Images of Modernity and 

Progress in the GUF 

The classic interpretation of the GUF’s demise centers on the imputation of 

certain cultural traits tied to the now passé notion of the “comprador bourgeoisie” and 

their aesthetic pretentions and luxury consumption (Chiriboga 2013; Guerrero 1980). 

Similarly, because the GUF developed through the global commodity trade in cacao, 

directly linking the valorization of its urban fabric with global market centers in Europe 

and the United States, some have classified the asymmetrical relations between 

“periphery” and “core” under the rubrics of imperialism (Lenin 1950; see also Brewer 

1990), underdevelopment (Frank 1969), neocolonialism (Baran 1973; Halperin 1993), 

and/or unequal exchange (Emmanuel 1972). These perspectives often diminish the 

agentic capacities of local actors in the world-system’s peripheries to incorporate their 
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own strategies and tactics associated with “worlding” (Roy and Ong 2011; see also 

Robinson 2008). While the global economy constitutes the absolute horizon of 

possibilities in terms of investment and accumulation strategies, my work demonstrates 

that Guayaquil’s bourgeoisie rationally invested into fixed and productive capital by 

combining ideas, techniques, strategies, and aesthetics both at hand in the GUF and from 

a variety of “external” sources. In this way, as a class-project, the development of 

Guayaquil and its urban fabric during the Long 19th Century expresses, in both is 

physiognomic and ideological coordinates a set of crystallized projections that Walter 

Benjamin calls wish- and dream-images.  

 For Benjamin (1999, 1996; Buck-Morss 1991; Frisby 1986; Gilloch 1996), cities 

and commodity markets provide the material bases necessary for social groups to ground 

their practices in the projection of wish-images. Such images project their power from the 

mythological reading of the present as the “new,” onto which utopian possibilities rooted 

in the serendipitous resolution of social conflicts are cast. Because capitalist space and 

social practices are largely determined by the structural conditions of class-power, 

concentrated in the hands of the bourgeoisie, images reflect their often overly-rosy 

renditions of possible futures, which fetishize into what Benjamin (1999, 1996; Buck-

Morss 1991) labels dream-images or phantasmagoria. As fetish, the revolutionary 

potential of such images remains trapped, buried deeply within, but, as Benjamin claims, 

while capitalism mythologizes its own progress, it tends to obliterate the substrate from 

which these original wish-images, and later dream-images, emanate, granting an opening 

to a radical recognition of divergent possibilities. In other words, wish-images depict 
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novel possibilities entombed in the present from which “collective awakening” could be 

charted, while dream-images fetishize and mythologize the new and the desire for 

novelty provoked by the generalization of commodity culture and fashion.   

 As the coastal bourgeoisie invested heavily into their city, they became enamored 

with the potential “Progress” seemed to afford them. By projecting world-class aesthetics 

into the spectacle of Guayaquil, they converted the city into a commodified image, 

fetishizing the “mythological” progress they appeared to be manifesting. Guayaquil, 

much like classical urban studies insisted, became an image of modernity and progress, 

increasingly contrasted with the “tropical” nature surrounding it. Attempts to limit the 

appearance of the “other” run through these wish-images of progress, which eventually 

coalesce into the fetishized discourse of Guayaquil Antiguo. It is only by examining the 

intercalated, uneven, and conflictive unity of spatial production and cultural 

representation, that a recognition of Guayaquil’s anonymous historical “others” might 

give way to a fuller appreciation of the “multiple modernities” (Echeverria 2011)—the 

overlaying of multiple modernization projects and aesthetics—characterizing the GUF’s 

cultural condition(s). 

 

1.3 Methodological Purview(s) 

In terms of data collection, the selection of data sources employed in this 

dissertation combines both primary and secondary accounts of the GUF’s cacao-export 

economy in particular, and the global chocolate/cacao industry in general. Primary works 

detailing economic statistics related to production, consumption and trade largely consist 
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of reports by Guayaquil’s Chamber of Commerce (Cámara de comercio), reports from 

the city’s banking establishments, Municipal records, reports by the Ministry of the 

Estate (Ministerio de la Hacienda), and Commercial Guides detailing cacao numbers, 

circulating and fixed capital estimates, infrastructural investments, and other data related 

to my concerns. These and other primary sources provided essential details about social 

aspects concerning the city of Guayaquil and the urban fabric extending therefrom. In 

particular, I rely heavily on accounts presented in travel documents, newspapers, artistic 

representations, photo albums, paintings, maps, and other sources. Moreover, additional 

historical sources of information detailing the global chocolate industry from the 1860s to 

the 1920s have been included as well, often published by industry insiders and 

government agencies—particularly scientific and industrial studies of cacao and 

chocolate production.  

Secondary sources come in two varieties: 1.) Historical compilations of 

information published during or after the time in question (largely prior to 1925, with 

some as early as the 1740s)9; and 2.) More contemporary historical analyses directed at 

particular themes, the two most prominent being studies of the cacao economy and 

studies of Guayaquil’s urban development.  As for the sources I have consulted, the 

majority are secondary works of history concerning the period on a variety of levels: 

histories of Guayaquil, histories of the cacao-export economy, histories of Ecuador 

                                                 
9 In some cases, I use these secondary sources as primary sources for the critical 

excavation of Guayaquil Antiguo. 
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during the long 19th Century, Latin American histories, and histories of the capitalist 

world-system (particularly during the long 19th Century).  

Primary source material was largely consulted at the Archivo Histórico del 

Guayas and the historical archives in the city’s Municipal Library. Additionally, several 

sources were culled from digital repositories (FLACSO-Ecuador, Casa de la Cultura, 

Archive.org, HaithaTrust, etc.). Searches for primary source material was generally 

restricted by 1.) access to certain archives (the Registry of Property, for example, 

remained closed to me); 2.) the absolutely distressing conditions in which unarchived 

materials currently lie; and 3.) economic limitations restricting access to Quito’s more 

robust national archives. Moreover, I might add another mitigating factor limiting access 

to source material: the elements, and those infamous conflagrations that would wipe out 

swaths of the city before 1896 most certainly reduced a great number of important 

historical documents to ashes.10 I would further add language as a limiting factor. Troves 

of documents in Dutch, German, and French—languages I do not speak with any 

proficiency—directly concerning Guayaquil and/or data related to its cacao capitalism, 

were left for others to scour.  

The logic involved in textual selection, both secondary and primary, rested on the 

nature of the information required for the project and not for any concerns with providing 

a “representative sample” of sources, but rather exhaustibility and saturation. In most 

cases the primary data originates with government or municipal sources, or companies 

                                                 
10 A trusted colleague working in archival preservation commented that in several 

repositories uncatalogued documents are literally wasting away, the government lacking 

either the willpower or funds to properly archive the city’s historical documents.  
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compiling data or information from said sources in brochures and guides. Despite the 

limits mentioned above, greater access to property records where specific data points 

concerning the mortgaging of properties during the period would have deepened the 

analysis, without altering its conclusions I believe. Likewise, more specific data 

concerning the contracting of laborers and costs associated with running haciendas, at 

this point almost impossible to find, would likely strengthen, if not alter, the 

investigation’s underlying argument concerning the economic conditions of fixed capital 

investment and the costs of production as determinant factors in presenting a causal 

political economic argument centered on the rate of profit. In general, I utilize long-run 

statistical data concerning the flow of cacao exports in order to determine the relative 

economic health of the GUF during the course of the Long 19th Century, tracking changes 

in prices and profits over time. In this sense, I treat the GUF as a unit of analysis in 

political economic terms, rather than the various haciendas of which it was comprised. 

Nevertheless, given data points in primary and secondary sources, calculating a 

general rate of profit for GUF’s cacao economy could be possible, basing it upon the 

historical costs of tree capital, reported wage data, export value, and import value, 

particularly for the years from 1880 to 1925. Such a procedure, while somewhat 

speculative and inferential, comprises the only route—given the lack of concrete data—to 

calculate said rate, and, within reason and the comportment of data, effectively explains 

the relations between the cacao-export economy’s gyrations and urbanization in the GUF. 

Though I have calculated said rate of profit, I will refrain from utilizing this data in the 

dissertation, precisely due to the incomplete nature of the wage data. That said, profit 
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rates, which influence investment into fixed capital and the built environment, what I call 

urbanization, need not be precisely calculated in order for my main thesis on capitalist 

urbanization to be verified. In most cases, unaltered descriptive statistics indicate the 

same general trend: from 1910 to 1930, global cacao production, the World War, and a 

general crisis of profitability across the capitalist world-system increasingly deteriorated 

the GUF’s future prospects.  

In terms of urban experiences in the GUF during this period, I have relied on a 

similar set of primary historical sources that offer “thick descriptions” of Guayaquil, 

daily life in the city (and countryside), and cultural and architectural facets of the GUF’s 

development. I use travel journals, photographs, paintings, tourist documents, city guides, 

newspapers, and other documents to excavate the construction of Guayaquil Antiguo, as a 

class-directed project rooted in Guayaquil’s cacao capitalism during the Long 19th 

Century. Interpretation of these documents principally rely upon Walter Benjamin’s 

Marxist hermeneutic of physiognomic and image analysis predicated on a philosophy of 

history that seeks to decenter and demythologize “Progress” as a future ruin in waiting 

(Benjamin 1996). In this sense, history should not be read as a culmination, but as an 

opportunity to recognize a more democratic retelling of the past that might open avenues 

in the present for a new politics based upon realizing the utopian potentials embedded in 

wish-images. 

Yet another source of archived information is the city itself (see Hetherington 

2013, Sheringham 2010). In fact, it was the politics of urban regeneration, the discourses 

drawing off of Guayaquil Antiguo, the crumbling fossils of cacao capitalism in the city’s 
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center, and the imposition of the historical narrative the likes of which Nebot (and others) 

continually draws upon to frame their contemporary interventions. This is because, “not 

only the architecture and the street layout… but the names of places and their association 

with past events are all a part of the multiple record of the city,” which, as “a collection 

of artefacts, signs, sedimented patterns of activity and practices embedded in the fabric of 

the built environment… lends itself to being read as an archive” (Hetherington 2013: 

18).11 In this regard, my historical data has been greatly enhanced by copious amounts of 

ethnographic (archeological and genealogical) observations in the present (2014-2019), 

particularly in and around the downtown, in walking the arcades, examining the interface 

between historically produced spaces and social groups, in exploring the uneven 

incorporation and destruction of past spatial fixes, and in trying to locate the traces of a 

Guayaquil often rendered invisible by state- and municipal-directed archives sticking to 

their traditional narratives mythologizing and glorifying the GUF’s history of cacao 

capitalism.      

With that said, the majority of the data utilized in this dissertation represent, in 

great measure, a fairly one-sided perspective, as they are almost completely derived from 

“official” archival sources. But as the epigraph from Benjamin suggests, the documents 

and texts of “progress” are laden with the traces of exploitation, barbarism, and the 

“anonymous toil” of the subaltern masses. I use sources aligned with the bourgeois vision 

of Guayaquil Antiguo not in order to exalt the “cultural treasures” tied to that particular 

                                                 
11 See Pred’s (1990) absolutely brilliant analysis of 19th Century Stockholm as an 

exemplary case of using this approach.  
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case of peripheral modernization during the Long 19th Century, but to reveal the popular 

basis of Guayaquil’s historical development, smothered and suffocated as it has been by a 

certain Eurocentric aesthetic of modernity which refuses to acknowledge, or minimize to 

a series of token footnotes, the black and indigenous cultural forms upon which its 

Western artifice was projected. This is an exercise which rhymes with Townsend’s 

(2000) historical work on the racial and class politics of post-Independence Guayaquil, 

on Rappaport and Cummins (2012) critical excavation of indigenous literacies Beyond 

the Lettered City, and certainly consonant with Chakrabarty’s (2008) exploration of local 

histories critical of the universal narratives of Western rationality. In this sense, I 

recognize that archives are political fields, “chessboards” (Burns 2010) upon which 

political actors strategically navigate and construct “historical truths” from inherently 

partial and materially limited perspectives that not only reflect such past conditions, but 

ongoing political and economic concerns. In other words, archives constitute primary 

sites of political contestation replete with silences, ambiguities, distortions, and 

fabrications, and cannot be simply read as objective truth (Featherstone 2006; Joyce 

1999; Manoff 2004). As such, I do not draw from my sources uncritically. This 

decolonial project does not merely depend on adding unheard and ignored voices to an 

incomplete and one-sided archive, but to divulge those Benjaminian traces willfully 

forgotten by official narratives, in order to destabilize not only the past, but the present as 

well.        
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1.4 Overview of the Following Chapters 

My overall argument, guided by the two questions above, can be succinctly 

expressed in the following: cacao capitalism in the Long 19th Century served as the 

economic basis for an extended and concentrated urbanization of coastal Ecuador—the 

GUF—centered on and around the city of Guayaquil. As a class project, the material and 

cultural expressions of this urbanization tended to be one-sided, though thoroughly 

conflicted and contested. Despite being the sources of the value building the city and its 

hinterlands and thereby leaving their traces in the urban fabric, the “undesirable” 

racialized working classes were progressively excluded from authorial control of the 

“production of space” and of aesthetic representation. However, as the “producers” of 

material life, this class and its cultural expressions indelibly shaped this process of 

urbanization, which will slowly be worked into the analysis by critically excavating 

cacao capitalism’s urban form and content. Though not continuous, I explore the gradual 

historical shifts operating between cacao capitalism and the production of space from the 

18th century until the 1920s, focusing primarily on the Long 19th Century (1760-1925).12 

In Chapter II, I argue against classic interpretations of the cacao booms that cacao 

production in littoral Ecuador transpired under capitalist relations of production 

generative of a built environment amenable to the accumulation of value. In other words, 

the history of the GUF’s urbanization rests on a critical examination of the spatialization 

                                                 
12 Let me clarify one thing: this dissertation is about urbanization from the periphery and 

not about colonial modernity nor political economic dependency. While I believe the 

North-South, Core-Periphery structural inequality is real and persistent (see Arrighi, 

Silver and Brewer 2003; Hoogvelt 1997) 
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of cacao production. In this case, fixed capital in coastal Ecuador, that is the basis of the 

production process and the relations of production, took the form of “tree capital,” the 

cellular cornerstone of cacao capitalism’s agro-industrial production. This emphasis on 

tree capital also informs the analysis of banking and finance during the latter half of the 

Long 19th Century, when the city and the countryside were effectively integrated into a 

network of value production and circulation. In this chapter I argue that the capitalist 

production of space in the GUF transcended the city of Guayaquil at least since the Long 

19th Century, intimately relying upon the production of commodity capital in spaces far 

from the city’s center. Because of this, I will argue, the “tropical” and “rural” cultural 

elements visible within the city continue to undermine the coastal bourgeoisie’s 

projections of (singular) modernity.  

Chapter III excavates the period prior to and during the First Cacao Boom (FCB), 

firstly to historicize the interconnectivity between Guayaquil in the colonial and regional 

economies, and also to isolate the moment at which cacao capitalism in the GUF 

fundamentally reorients Guayaquil’s economic position in the global economy. I discuss 

historical role of commerce in the city, as well as its shipbuilding history, in order to 

unearth potential divergences in the historical narrative surrounding Guayaquil’s 

postcolonial development. Likewise, I analyze how such a shift in economic organization 

reconfigured the urban morphology and physiognomy of the city, its spatial networks (the 

GUF), and the incipient architectonic and cultural patterns crystalizing throughout the 

material spaces formed during the FCB, prior to its direct insertion into the world market 

following the 1840s.  
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Chapter IV highlights the early phases of the Second Cacao Boom (SCB) from 

1840 to 1880. From the ruins of the colonial economy and the troubles of early 

independence, I track the transfiguration of Guayaquil’s cultural milieu as cacao 

capitalism becomes the primary material force providing the city with revenues through 

reconfigured global networks of exchange. This chapter establishes the centrality of the 

GUF for several nation-building projects, first during the gestation of García Moreno 

(Henderson 2008), largely through the gradual expansion cacao sales after 1850, 

culminating in their explosion during the latter half of the 1870s. I explore the ways in 

which cacao exports enable Guayaquil’s coastal bourgeoisie to imagine “progress” 

through their expanded economic and cultural intercourse with British and French 

capitalists. These new ideas materialize throughout the GUF in the monetization of land 

and the commodification of “images” of progress, as Guayaquil increasingly presents 

itself as a commercial emporium. This is the Guayaquil of transition, in which the new 

coordinates of modernity and positivism began inscribing themselves across the urban 

fabric in new or rearticulated cultural and architectural forms premised upon the 

spectacular inclusion and exclusion of certain social and “natural” elements within the 

city’s space.  

Chapter V tracks the GUF’s political economic fortunes, particularly in terms of 

cacao exports and the investment in fixed capital, during the late SCB, from 1880 to 

1930. I explore the relationship between spatial production, economic conditions, and 

international trade within the GUF. Moreover, I contextualize the rise of finance capital 

within the GUF, not as a divergence from productive activity, but as part and parcel of 
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expanded reproduction tied to investment in fixed capital (tree capital) and extended 

urbanization—when the “explosion” and “implosion” of the GUF is most clearly 

observable. This chapter, in refuting taken-for-granted notions tied to the historical crisis 

of coastal Ecuador’s capitalist development during the Long 19th Century, squarely 

argues for the centrality of the GUF as the pivotal concept for grasping coastal Ecuador’s 

spatial-economic development, particularly after the collapse of the cacao-export 

economy as its peripheral form of capitalist urbanization solidified through the 

consolidation of the ideological construct of Guayaquil Antiguo, which owes its existence 

as much to this collapse as to the boom which preceded it. 

Chapter VI aims at excavating the ruin of Guayaquil Antiguo, in which the 

juxtapositions of modernity-coloniality reach their crescendo between the tragic events of 

the Great Fire of 1896 and the massacre of striking workers in 1922. The chapter 

investigates how Guayaquil, as Ecuador’s economic capital, took advantage of its unique 

position during the Long 19th Century, in order to mobilize cacao exports for the city’s 

“modernization” through the importation of commodities and ideas that materialized in 

the phantasmagoric dreamworlds of its commercial arcades and iconoclast projects. 

While a slew of urban renovations aimed at improving the city’s services, sanitation, and 

image correspond with the peak years of the cacao export economy (1880-1920), the 

subsequent displacement of the “undesirable” manifests itself through the wish-images of 

the era, notably reproduced through the coastal bourgeoisie’s self-centered visual and 

literary representations. What arises from the ashes of destruction, in the name of 

progress, centers on a city attempting to extricate itself from its own social and economic 
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basis, whereby momentary prosperity is edified into the city’s material spaces in an 

attempt to channel European “modernity” into a social context far removed from its 

wrongly-assumed universalizing tendencies. What emerges, a unique form of urbanism 

tied to the tropical dreamworld of Guayaquil’s commercial arcades, consolidates itself 

around the mythical remembrance of this past stripped of all citations of the “unruly” 

masses and an elision of cacao production as the key motor of this process. 

 Chapter VII, the dissertation’s formal conclusion, synthesizes the overall 

theoretical strands in order to place into relief the main contributions of my historical 

case study of cacao capitalism and urbanization in the GUF. On the one hand, I take the 

Planetary Urbanization School to task for overlooking historical cases of extended 

urbanization prior to “neoliberal globalization,” which constitute the primary origins of 

later enunciations of the planetary after the 1980s. On the other, I illustrate the 

importance of long-term political economic analyses for grasping peripheral urbanism in 

the present—working from Roy’s imposition in the chapter’s epigraph. While my 

dissertation presents the analysis of a single case, I argue that Guayaquil (and the GUF) 

may be representative of peripheral forms of capitalist urbanization, structurally 

determined by the production and export of primary materials located, typically, beyond 

the peripheral city itself, in areas traditionally considered “rural” by Western social 

theory, the enduring structures of which may continue to inflect contemporary 

“peripheral” urbanization.   

I close the dissertation with an epilogue that explores Guayaquil as a dialectical 

image of the present-past, contextualized within a web of value production and 
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circulation, as an image on the brink of annihilation precisely at the moment in which its 

imagery is mobilized for the city’s recent bouts of urban revitalization. On the one hand, 

the irreducibility of spatial production and political economy to a singular, generalizable 

form, ensures the development of a proliferation of differential spaces in which particular 

material and cultural conditions generate a variety of non-identical logics of 

inclusion/exclusion which coalesced, in this particular case, into Guayaquil Antiguo. On 

the other, I explore how this “unique” urban mythology is redeployed in the present, as a 

fetish and justification for further exclusionary urban politics, by annihilating historical 

spaces foundational to its narrative under the pretense of “preservation” and 

“regeneration.” This chapter closes the investigation by highlighting how Guayaquil 

Antiguo has been transformed into an ideological emblem in the present in order to justify 

urban regeneration projects spearheaded by Jaime Nebot, echoing the grandiloquent and 

hubristic language of nearly a century prior without recognizing the shortcomings of that 

still-operant model, which plagues the GUF like a nightmare. 
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CHAPTER TWO: CACAO CAPITALISM, OR THE ECONOMIC BASE FOR 

GUAYAQUIL’S URBAN FABRIC DURING THE LONG 19TH CENTURY 

“There is surely no agricultural production that requires more care, trouble, patience, 

perseverance and outlay, than the cacao, but against this it may be stated that, in case of 

success, no product can be mentioned that yields greater profits, while these will go on 

increasing prodigiously from year to year” E. J. Bartelink (1884: v). 

 

“[Cacao] cultivation grows year by year, and its harvest is the commercial barometer of 

Guayaquil; that is to say, for the whole country” Teodoro Wolf (1892: 433). 

 

 

Prior analyses of Guayaquil’s Long 19th Century dominated by cacao capitalism 

tended to reproduce the Eurocentric binaries of “urban” and “rural,” associating capitalist 

modernization with the former and pre-capitalist traditionalism with the latter (Acosta 

2006; Chiriboga 2013; Guerrero 1980). Such approaches force an epistemological wedge 

between agricultural production and capitalist accumulation occurring in the city (for a 

paradigmatic case see Pineo 1996). On the other hand, contemporary critics of classical 

urban studies, like Brenner and Schmid (2015), have inadvertently reified this division by 

presenting the processes associated with “planetary” and “global” urbanization—of 

implosion and explosion—as largely contemporary (post-1970s) phenomena. Despite 

appearances otherwise, I argue that these two frames originate from the same source: 

namely the theoretical separation between agriculture and “industry” in political 

economic and urban studies literatures. As a rejoinder, I argue that research into the Long 

19th Century of capitalism in zones lacking large-scale industry in heavy machinery must 
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map out the networks of production and circulation transcending Eurocentric and 

modernist boundaries codified in the conceptual breach between the “urban” and the 

“rural.” This chapter, by focusing on the production processes associated with cacao, 

then, attempts to recast the discussion around Guayaquil’s cacao capitalism and the 

spatio-temporal linkages forged between the city and its various points of production—

global capitalist mediation, which appears here spectrally, will constitute a key theme for 

subsequent chapters. The primary contribution of this chapter consists in demonstrating 

how “rural” space increasingly played a dual role in the economic fortunes of the GUF, 

as site of value production, and, more importantly, through the valorization of space itself 

in the form of “tree capital”—fundamental for understanding the GUF’s meteoric rise and 

fall during the SCB. 

 

2.1 Urbanization and Agriculture: Capitalism and the Countryside in the GUF 

One of the distinguishing points for differentiating my dissertation from other 

historical works concerning coastal Ecuador’s Long 19th Century cacao booms can be 

succinctly stated: this period was indelibly shaped by capitalist social relations that 

structured and perforated the production of space within and beyond the city of 

Guayaquil. That the majority of the other notable works dealing with this period discuss 

cacao production in terms of “pre-capitalist” or “neo-colonial” relations of production, I 

argue, constitutes a defective outgrowth of certain Eurocentric concepts imbedded within 

particular critical strains of social science. At their root, I wager, lies the unfortunate 

bifurcation of the urban/industrial/modern—taken to mean the city and heavy machine-
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based production—and the rural/agricultural/traditional—which refers essentially to the 

countryside and cultural lag tied to less dynamic and natural rhythms of agricultural 

production. Manuel Castells (1972) long ago chalked up this manner of thinking as 

“ideological” in the sense that it merely reinforced and sanctified certain configurations 

of power and exploitation, misdiagnosing “urban” dynamisms for the impulses of 

capitalist social relations in general. In what follows, I readdress the “urban question,” 

not under the guise of a particular “type” of space, but by analyzing how capitalist social 

relations structure the production of space more generally—in other words, how capitalist 

production is always already spatialized. 

As I will demonstrate, not only does “industry,” particularly in Marx’s work, 

imply a certain economizing impulse in agricultural production—often denoted as 

“capitalist agriculture”—but the processes of forming fixed capital in agriculture tend to 

be intimately intertwined with other economic sectors (finance, secondary circuits of 

production) through networked infrastructures synchronized by the global (or planetary) 

flow of value across a variety of economic scales. But even more problematic, I argue, is 

that the notion of the “urban” and the “rural,” codified by classical urban sociology, had 

not even been invented yet, and the cultural conditions of Western Europe and isolated 

regions of the United States (after the 1780s) which gave rise to them, could hardly serve 

as the basis for a universal metric from which to generate these classificatory “ideal 

types.” In other words, by imposing these categories and their Eurocentric connotations, 

researchers run the risk of artificially separating social phenomena and processes 

integrated into spatial networks spanning variegated social geographies and scales. In this 
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regard, I utilize notions from world-systems analysis to discuss the particular structural 

features of “peripheral capitalism,” by basing my perspective on how global commodity 

production occurred within zones like the GUF’s.  

For peripheral economic zones of the capitalist world-system, particularly prior to 

the current bout of globalization, value production tied to primary goods commodities 

quite often originating in the countryside in the productive activities of mining, fishing, 

logging, farming, hunting, etc. Wallerstein (2011a: 302) classically defined the periphery 

of the world system as “that geographical sector of it wherein production is primarily of 

lower-ranking goods (that is, goods whose labor is less well rewarded) but which is an 

integral part of the overall system of the division of labor, because the commodities 

involved are essential for daily use.” Primary material production is notoriously labor-

intensive and similarly requires the spatial extension of production units, rather than 

densification and concentration, as may benefit machine-based industries. As such, 

peripherally produced primary goods commodities typically needed to be channeled 

across space, requiring combinations of natural and human-made infrastructures before 

reaching port towns. From there, shipment to distant markets in core economies, 

generally offering greater returns due to higher levels of effective demand, depended 

heavily upon technological developments in mobility capital (transportation) to reduce 

losses and improve profitability. However, the historical 

imposition/adoption/interpretation of modernism as Eurocentric development tied to 

industrialization not only reproduced the ideological and epistemological split between 

the urban and rural, it also tended to isolate the “periphery” under the rubric of 
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contiguous national-territories across which a variety of “modes of production” 

articulated various social formations (Foster-Carter 1978; Laclau 1971). In this regard, 

Eurocentric urban theory tethered to “industrialization,” “modernity,” and the functional 

separation of the “urban” from the “rural,” filtered into historical analyses of capitalist 

development in Latin American contexts which presented realities incongruous with the 

general tendencies of these theories.  

 While the political economic limitations of fixed capital formation, what I 

consider the essential feature of capitalist urbanization, has garnered tremendous 

influence in city-centric urban studies, few researchers have attempted to visualize fixed 

capital formation in putatively “rural” zones as networked configurations of capitalist 

production and circulation. Therefore, if “urbanization,” considered as the process of 

producing (and reproducing) the built environment, both physically and “culturally,” 

constitutes an object of investigation, the structurally impinged methods regulating the 

creation of new “spaces,” rather than being determined by “modes of life” particular to 

the classical notions of the rural and urban, must instead trace their “determinant” 

features to the rhythms of capitalist social relations, as Brenner and Schmid (2015) have 

deftly indicated in their work.  

This inevitably suggests a decidedly non-city-centric (or extended) analysis of 

fixed capital formation under capitalist social relations, a proposition that has yet to gain 

much traction precisely due to the suffusion of the urban with the city and agglomeration 

(concentration). For example, Marxists geographer David Harvey has been one of the few 

to propose a thoroughgoing spatial analyses of fixed capital, in what he calls “the built 
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environment.” In The Limits to Capital, Harvey (1982: 233) suggests that, “The built 

environment has to be regarded… as a geographically ordered, complex, composite 

commodity,” in which land functions as fixed capital when built upon (ibid: 234-5). For 

Harvey (ibid: 205) “fixed capital is not a thing but a process of circulation of capital 

through the use of material objects, such as machines” that are spatially fixed—that is 

they become part of the built environment. In other words, the built environment in 

capitalism, what Harvey rightly considers as “urbanization,” constitutes a network of 

fixed capital investment, production, and maintenance—that is a fabric of material and 

symbolic spatial practices. Nevertheless, Harvey’s notion of “urbanization” pegs itself 

unnecessarily to the classical notion of “the urban” as synonymous with the city. This, I 

argue, is the root of the problem plaguing both urban studies and traditional approaches 

in investigating urbanization tied to Latin American agro-exports during the Long 19th 

Century. 

Of vital importance, particularly for my analysis of extended and concentrated 

capitalist urbanization and its particular form within peripheral economic zones during 

the Long 19th Century, centers on the form fixed capital took in the countryside, while 

focusing on the production of cacao as commercial capital. I simultaneously highlight 

how investment into fixed capital, the built environment, materialized as “tree capital” 

(Chiriboga 2013; Norero 1910; Ruf 1995). Not only by valorizing the final product, but 

the fixed capital itself, productive labor brought the vast countryside of the Guayas River 

system into an intricate circuit of value production and circulation. This, I argue, is the 
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material basis for the implosive-explosive urbanization of the GUF during the Long 19th 

Century, particularly after 1870.  

Although my approach appears rather straightforward, classic studies continually 

reinforce such dualistic interpretations of the GUF’s development. This move mirrors 

Harvey’s “urbanization of capital” thesis, centered on the “industrial city” as the locus of 

economic growth.13 Here, the general consensus concerning Ecuador’s cacao capitalism 

is that a semi-feudal labor relations (pre-capitalist) prevailed between landowners 

(hacendados) and the day-laborers (peones/jornaleros) and planters (sembradores) who 

worked the groves in “rural” areas. For example, Contreras (1990) and Guerrero (1980) 

both categorize this entire production process in terms of debt-peonage reminiscent of 

feudal systems of labor control reliant on peasant self-provision.14 Chiriboga (2013), prior 

to 1895, considers this arrangement in similar terms, while highlighting the attendant 

                                                 
13 Harvey (1989a: 28) distinguishes this industrial urbanization from the previous form 

where, “The shift from the appropriation of surpluses through trade, monopoly, and 

military control to the production of surpluses through command over labor processes in 

production was slowly wrought.” A phenomenon he says comes into its apogee after 

World War II.  

 Of course this form of urbanization leaves much of the world in some sort of pre-

capitalist purgatory, considering that, as per Hobsbawm (1996b), by 1848, there was only 

one industrial economy—Britain´s. And in the present, the vast majority of the world´s 

population lives in cities that could scarcely be described as “Industrial” in the sense 

Harvey seems to imply—a city filled with factories pumping out “surpluses.” 

Nevertheless, if we extend our definition of “industrial” production to include agriculture, 

then Harvey’s core idea of industrial urbanization consisting of command and control of 

the labor process (in order to produce and/or corral value) within a particular network of 

value production, then grasping capitalist urbanization across a variety of uneven spaces, 

becomes a real possibility.   
14 The damning reality condemning this perspective is that feudal production remains tied 

to the idea of simple reproduction, that is production for relatively immediate 

consumption within the fief.  
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process of “primitive accumulation” transpiring through some “pre-capitalist” form of 

value production. 

Additionally, Ecuadorian economic historiography, particularly in works targeting 

this period, tend to follow Third International and Maoist orthodoxies with theoretical 

formalisms rooted in “industrial proletarianization” that undermine their own data. For 

example, Chiriboga (1989: 64) describes how the process of land concentration operant 

during the SCB “can be characterized in terms of primitive accumulation, without, 

therefore, immediately resulting in the proletarianization of the labor force.” Moreover, 

rather than capitalist social relations prevailing, we have “small, pauperized landholders 

that were attached to the lands through the system of concertaje or debt peonage” (ibid: 

64). The operant move here is to consider “capital” (and hence capitalism) as “urban” and 

“industrial,” in the European sense of these terms. That the coastal bourgeoisie were 

accumulating and concentrating capital on a massive scale and that labor was largely 

“free,” does not appear to faze Chiriboga from claiming something quite different. While 

laborers were “restricted” in many ways, and the debts they incurred were one of the 

forms used to do so, the fact that so many actually concerted laborers from the Sierra 

made their way to the coast, often at great risk to their personal health, suggests a slightly 

different interpretation of the historical record than Chiriboga is willing to offer.  

Acosta (2001: 32), following Chiriboga, claims that, “While the highland 

hacienda sustained itself with a system of colonial exploitation, on the Coast grand 

properties were consolidated and concentrated within a few families… as a basis for a 

non-capitalist extraction of rents in the hands of propertied classes tied to the exportation 
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of cacao.” The “non-capitalist” nature of this primary accumulation predicated on 

displacement was centered on the “category” of rents, and the ultimately “failed” process 

of proletarianizing the displaced peasantry. This is the “deep root” of underdevelopment 

in Ecuador, according to Andrés Guerrero (1980: 93-4), a neo-colonial relation of 

production “that led to an obstructed capitalist development, lacking autonomy in the 

social formation.” It is altogether unclear what Guerrero means when he refers to the 

failure to proletarianize the displaced peasantry, principally because the majority of the 

coast’s population growth originated from indigenous communities in the Highlands, 

principally to work on the cacao haciendas. Likewise, by the phrasing “autonomy,” one 

can only suspect that Guerrero implies “self-directed development.” Rather than a sober 

analysis of cacao capitalism on its own terms, Guerrero appears to impute a sort of 

Keynesian “national” economic ideal-type emerging from the post-War consensus onto 

an utterly transnational historical reality bucking stage-theory rhetoric. 

 These positions, then, bifurcate rather contiguous social processes by imposing 

the rural/urban binary, now infused with key themes surfacing in the recurrent “modes of 

production” debates, which I, along with others, argue has reinforced spatial and cultural 

binaries in favor of definitional precision (Heller 2011). So while in Chiriboga’s case, 

only towards the final years of cacao era was “proletarianization” detectable in the city as 

“industry” expanded, Guerrero rebukes the coastal bourgeoisie tout court for their 

intermediate location—as exporters and importers—inhibiting them from transitioning 

into a proper industrial bourgeoisie capable of modernizing the mode of production. 

Instead, they became a parasitic rentier class that “couldn´t be the basis for a ‘national’ 
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bourgeoisie that would vindicate politically and economically its interests in service of a 

more autonomous capitalism” (Guerrero 1980: 47).15 In other words, while the profit 

motive and the impulse to expand production regimented the GUF’s economic rhythms, 

as Wolf’s quote above indicates, historians have attempted to diminish the “modern” and 

“capitalist” nature of certain elements from this process because they fail to conform to 

codified concepts emerging from other geographic ensembles.   

Why is it important that I define cacao-producing labor and the generally 

predominant social relations under the umbrella of capitalism, rather than pre- or non-

capitalist relations of production? First, I have argued for the primacy of capitalist social 

relations in grounding and structuring the development of the production of space, 

                                                 
15 An even more floundering attempt is made by Guerrero (1980: 47-48): “This 

apparently paradoxical situation is explained because the realization of surplus value, like 

the capturing of excesses, are functions that capitalism can deploy independently of the 

modes of production with which it may articulate. For capitalism, only the extension of 

mercantile production and a wider monetization of the economy are sufficient.” What is 

meant by “mode of production” most certainly is reduced to “labor-control process.” 

However, even more baffling are the concepts “mercantile production” and 

“monetization” of the economy as being sufficient for capitalism.  

Jarious Banaji (2010) develops a rather sophisticated mechanism for dealing with 

this problematic: that “mode of production” in Marx refers to two different concepts. The 

first, he states, could be termed “labor process,” which deals with how business owners 

deal with their workers on the level of the firm. The second level of defining the concept 

is that of “epoch making.” In much Marxist literature the two are often condensed or 

collapsed into one concept, and labor control has been redefined as historical periods of 

production. Elsewhere, Wallerstein (2011a, 2011b) notes that peripheral economic zones 

often employ labor-control techniques not reliant on purely “free” and “waged” labor. In 

another text, he (1983: 26-28) argues that capitalist prefer “semi-proletarian” workers 

whose consumption fund can be subsidized by non-market produced goods. Eric 

Williams (1944) and CLR James (2001), too, stress the capitalist basis of plantation 

slavery, while Mignolo (2002), Dussel (2002), and Quijano (2000) all stress global 

capitalism’s dependency on this coloniality of power upon which European modernity 

was premised as a system. Free waged-labor, rather than the norm, therefore, constitutes 

the aberration in the historical capitalist world-economy.   
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urbanization and the creation of an urban fabric. Tracking these political economic 

configurations across space and time, through the extension of capitalist production 

(under various regimes of labor control), offers greater understanding concerning the 

specific features of capitalist urbanization in peripheral regions of the world-system 

where “industrialization” either did not (transpire) within city limits, or only partially, 

typically limited to the processing of primary goods for consumer markets rather than in 

large-scale industry for producing means of production. 

Secondly, reducing capitalist modernity to historical conditions unique to certain 

European or North American contexts (Britain, France, the United States, etc.) not only 

helps perpetuate certain restricted notions of capitalism—while forcibly ignoring vast 

swaths of the 19th Century world-system in which capitalist relations were intensifying 

(Arrighi 2010, 2007; Dussel 2002; Grosfoguel 2011; Hobsbawm 1996a, 1996b, 1996c; 

Mingolo 2002; Quijano 2000; Wallerstein 2011b, 2011c, 2011d)—it simultaneously 

reifies the Eurocentric and modernist binary of the rural and urban. Yet, I underscore, 

these problems can be overcome if we 1.) consider the “urban” as the spatial network of 

production and circulation, and 2.) jettison the ideology of the “industrial” city as a 

governing fiction grounding the theory of capitalist urbanization.16 In other words, it is 

                                                 
16 Another possible interpretation of the “industrial city” is one that has concentrated 

value production within the city’s functional spatial dimensions. This would be a 

complete reversal of Castells (1972) claim that the “urban” corresponded to a scale of 

social reproduction. Even still, the lessons of Planetary Urbanization suggest that the city 

should not constitute the central axis for rendering intelligible the “industrial” circuit of 

capital, but rather that it merely figures into to it as a moment of the process.  
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the urban which comprises the space of capitalist social relations, and urbanization as the 

spatializing of these social relations tied to value production and circulation. 

 

 

2.2 The Immediate Production Process of Cacao in Littoral Ecuador 

While few factory doors impede our access to the secrets of value production on 

the cacao plantation, the production of surplus value in the GUF, by and large, emanated 

from the “countryside,” far from the city where it would first be accumulated in the 

money-form. On enormous tracts of river-adjacent haciendas dedicated to cacao (and a 

range of other agricultural products), vast quantities of new (tropical) commodities were 

produced, born form the form-giving fire of labor and the unforgiving beams of the 

Ecuadorian sun, before beginning their brief journey towards the city where they would 

realize a portion of the surplus value objectified therein. Some were destined for local 

consumption (scarcely so for cacao), but the lion’s share remained destined for export, 

even from early colonial times (Campos M. 1930, 1931; Campos 1894; Contreras 1994, 

1990; Conniff 1977; de Alsedo y Herrara 1741; Hernandez 2008; Hamerly 1973; Borja 

and Szaszdi 1964). Though rubber, tropical hard and softwoods, coffee, tobacco, sugar, 

vegetable ivory, and other products passed through Guayaquil, its long-term successes 

depended, every increasingly, on the exportation of the “golden bean,” cacao (cocoa), or 

the chocolate-nut. The following sections breakdown the economic features and 

structures of the production process of cacao capitalism stressing the capitalist nature of 

this production and its spatiality.  

 



50 

 

2.2.1 The Two Phases of Production 

As an agricultural commodity, cacao straddles an interesting set of contradictions 

in that, on the one hand seemingly “natural” processes and cycles appear to resist 

“industrialization,” however incompletely, in the sense that “biological time” continues to 

condition the process of production (Goodman, Sorj and Wilkinson 1987; Mann and 

Dickinson 1987).17 Or, like those of agriculture in general, natural cycles, only 

modifiable through selective breeding, determine the cacao producing season(s) for a 

region, eliciting a variability dependent on the whims of “nature.” Similarly, other factors 

like varietal selection, spacing, fertilizer application, disease prevention, irrigation, and 

later direct genetic modification might impact a zone’s productivity. In other words, 

cacao production contains a “natural limit” that can never be fully subsumed under the 

rationalizing rubric of “production time.”  

 On the other hand, the “natural” features of cacao production had been fully 

subsumed into the capitalist production process, even before the SCB, through the 

designation of the cacao nut as money (Arosemena 1991; Chaves 2006) and the tree as a 

form of capital—so-called “tree capital” (Chiriboga 2013; Norero 1910; Ruf 1995). 

Natural limits were rationalized in terms of trees per hectare, produce per tree per year, 

capitalist determinations that define: 1.) The calculation of differential rents in terms of 

soil productivity, terroir, and the particular characteristics of cacao seeds (Chiriboga 

                                                 
17 In a sense this isn´t much of a problem. The circuit of production has two phases for 

Marx: the production process and the circulation process. As a whole they constitute 

“turnover time.” Turnover time can be reduced by a variety of measures, which tends to 

reduce the value (in labor-time) of each commodity, increasing relative profits. 
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2013; Norero 1910), and 2.) The incorporation of more area under production via the 

extension of the urban fabric (including all necessary infrastructural accoutrements for 

shipping product from point A to B)—that is the extension of the urban fabric as a form 

of capitalist accumulation. Grasping these two dimensions should assuage any remaining 

doubts on the relevance of capitalist agriculture for my analysis of the GUF. However, 

cacao production and export constitute just one element—undoubtedly the most 

important—structuring the GUF’s unfurling, and for that reason this chapter focuses on 

cacao production in terms of the capitalist valorization process.  

Cacao production typically begins as follows: a planter-sower clears lands around 

wild cacao plants, filling in the empty spaces with seedlings, or clears land for cacao 

seedlings selected from only the most vigorous plants (see Wolf 1892: 433-5; also 

Chiriboga 2013; Norero 1910).18 During the first few years, the planter sows other crops 

(banana, papaya, rice, cane, etc.), between rows of cacao saplings, that serve doubly as 

cover crops and subsistence for his family.19 From the first to fifth years, cacao trees have 

yet to reach reproductive maturity, but by the sixth and seventh they commence pod 

production, sometimes twice a year from June to December (Norero 1910: 55). At this 

                                                 
18 Prior to the 1870s, before the explosion of the cacao-export economy, cacaotales 

(cacao orchards) could often be found naturally occurring in the Arriba region (North of 

Guayaquil) and in Balao. Nevertheless, even into the early 20th century, commentators 

would remark that cacao haciendas in Ecuador more resembled jungles or forests rather 

than well-manicured plantations.  
19 Several sources also indicated that such crops were particularly lucrative (Bertini 1923; 

Norero 1910; Rorer 1926). It might be stressed that bananas were coveted by Europeans 

and Americans, but distance had impeded commercialization in the core countries, as the 

fruit quickly rots. Perhaps it is no surprise that the collapse of the cacao-export economy 

opens the path for converting the hacienda into banana plantations starting in in the 1930s 

(Striffler 2002).  
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time, the planter turns over the land and trees to the landowner, receiving an agreed-upon 

sum for each healthy plant, with sources suggesting typical prices ranging from 0.20 to 

0.40 sucres per plant, these prices coinciding with the boom period after the 1890s, with a 

limit of about 3,000 trees per planter family (Chiriboga 2013).20 After passing the cacao 

grove to the hacendado, day laborers (peones or jornaleros) infrequently work the 

groves, occupying themselves with a range of seasonal tasks from watering, maintenance, 

harvesting, and cleaning. 

 This arrangement, known as the sistema de redención (contract system), prevailed 

across the cacao-producing region, until about 1910, when more “rationalized,” capital-

intensive methods were introduced (Chiriboga 2013: 208; see also Norero 1910; Wolf 

1892: 433-436). These newer systems tended to obviate reliance on planter-sowers, 

instead relying strictly on day-laborers (peones or jornaleros), often accompanied by the 

insertion of new cacao varietals that doubled or tripled productivity per hectare in some 

regions. The less durable but more productive venezuela variety, introduced around 1890 

by Miguel Seminario, required more technical supervision and care than the nacional, 

while simultaneously expanding the natural limits of production to more marginal lands 

along the Western slopes of the cordillera (Chiriboga 2013; Roher 1926; Bertini 1923). 

This more technical approach, known as manguereo, employed the use of irrigation hoses 

apportioning each tree with an exact quantities of water, nullifying more labor-intensive 

                                                 
20 Johnson, W. H. (1912: 46) remarks: “The mortality amongst newly planted cocoa is 

often very great, and sometimes as many as 30 per cent. of the plants perish during the 

first year following the establishment of the plantation.” The rendencion system places 

all of the risk on the planter during this phase, as he will not be remunerated for these 

losses.  
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schemes (Chiriboga 2013: 208). Additionally, the new system impeded intercropping, 

destroying the possibility of providing sowers’ subsistence basis while shifting know-

how to more technically proficient operators on the haciendas (Chiriboga 2013: 208-9). 

Even still, by 1925, observers like James Birch Rorer continued to decry the rudimentary 

state of the cacao estates (Weinman 1970; see also Norero 1910). 

Despite this obliviousness to agricultural principles, certain decisions concerning 

the “substance” of the fixed capital in cacao varietal weighed heavily when setting up 

new plantations. Differences in the productive life of the “tree capital,” that is between 

the nacional variety and the venezolana variety weighed in on the decision of whether or 

not to plant one or the other. The Venezuelan variety typically entered into productive 

life a year or two earlier than the National (from three to four years), reached maturity 

sooner (8 years compared to 15 years), producing at peak rate until about 20 to 25 years, 

while the National often peaked at around 40 years of age (Chiriboga 2013; Norero 

1910). Pepper (1907: 11-2), even after widespread adoption of the venezolana variety, 

suggests that, “Another cause of the lack of new planting has been the length of time 

required to secure returns on capital outlay, the cacao tree not producing till seven years 

old and then requiring three or four years more to reach full productiveness.” Earlier 

maturity meant heavier yearly crops but a shorter productive life, but in some cases the 

choice had more to do with altitude and climate than with the onset of maturity. 

Nevertheless, the organizational arrangement of the cacao plantation, the trees selected, 

the time required for new trees to become productive and then mature, and finally the 

productive life of the trees—including the costs associated with such elements—should, 
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as a whole, be considered part of the production process when considering the turnover 

time of capital. This first phase—largely unproductive of (commodity) value for the 

hacienda—concentrated entirely on the vital creation of “tree capital.”  

 The second phase of the process consisted of hired day-laborers maintaining 

cacao groves, tasked with various activities like pest control, pruning, as well as 

removing cacao pods, de-husking, and fermenting, drying, sacking, and shipping cacao 

beans to Guayaquil. For basic orchard maintenance, a few full-time, contracted workers 

would make the rounds in order to assess the vitality and health of the groves. 

Maintenance consisted of removing, with machetes, surrounding vegetation, mosses, 

insects, and parasites, as well as any branches in reach, in order to prevent the spread of 

diseases (Chiriboga 2013: 210-211; Guerrero 1980: Weinman 1970).21 Aesthetically, the 

pruning of the trees opened up space below, which allowed easy access to the underside 

of the canopy, but ensured that the tree grew taller than in other cacao-producing regions. 

This both inhibited and facilitated the knocking down of cacao pods, which, oddly 

enough, grow from the main trunk and branches of the tree from which the hundreds of 

thousands of tiny flowers sprout. Additionally, when not utilizing the manguereo system, 

certain full-time workers were tasked with watering cacao plants every 15 days or so, 

particularly in regions experiencing long dry seasons from May to December.  

From April to December, depending on the region and varietal, cacao harvests 

would commence. Formed into palancas (literally “handles” or “levers”) consisting of 

                                                 
21 Often such clipping and vegetation, including that of intercropped plants, were left to 

decompose naturally without much thought or care.  
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four to five tumbadores, a gatherer, a dryer, a desvenador, and a mule-driver. Workers 

would systematically detach and gather cacao pods, remove the seeds, depositing them 

into baskets that the mules would haul to the fermenting/drying station adjacent to the 

main house and rivers.22 As such, internal transport within the cacao plantation typically 

consisted of one of the costlier elements of production. With the growing size of 

plantations, effective internal transport pressed the concerns of the hacendados, whereby 

capital invested in mules soon shifted into fixed capital investments in rails for carts 

driven by animals, and on some plantations decauville train systems (Guerrero 1980: 35-

37). Transferring seeds to the hacienda’s central area was of the highest importance, 

firstly, because cacao theft was extremely common, and because it was imperative to 

“process” (fermenting and drying) the beans in the most uniform way possible—in 

bulk—in order to avoid spoilage. Fermentation typically occurred when de-husked seeds 

were piled together, their surrounding juicy membrane quickly turning to ferment in the 

tropical weather, being left as such for a day or more. Despite this step, cacao leaving 

Ecuador was often considered “underfermented,” leading to, in many cases, moldy seeds 

in European markets, which undoubtedly hurt the exporter’s bottom line (Knapp 1920: 

                                                 
22 Norero (1910: 57-60) claims that the first harvest usually comes between April and 

May, and then subsequently once a month teams comb the groves for new pods, until 

December, which tended be the biggest harvest.  

 He continues (ibid: 57): “On many well-run estates, the manager discloses every 

day where the peons will work, and they, like it has been said, sweep the terrain, prune 

the trees, remove the parasites, and harvest the pods, all at the same time.” 
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76; van Hall 1914: 215, 230).23 After this relatively brief fermentation period, for another 

four to six days, the cacao was stretched out on tendales to dry in the sun.24   

After drying, cacao was then bagged and shipped to Guayaquil. Typically the 

same fieldworkers who serviced the groves and fermented the seeds manned the balsa 

rafts and canoes used to ship the seeds towards the city (Norero 1910). With nearly all 

haciendas abutting some section of the Rio Guayas tributary system, the need for costly, 

long-distance infrastructural development was averted, despite potentially lowing the 

circulation time of the product, reducing the quantity of total labor encased in the cacao 

commodity relative global competition. Certainly the immediate costs sunk into such 

investments would have suppressed profitability, and, prior to 1900, mostly appeared 

unnecessary.25 According to Norero (1910), the river’s current was the perpetuum mobile 

                                                 
23 “The Guayaquil breed is peculiar; there is nothing else like it in the world. You might 

think the tree had been grafted on to a spice tree. It has a fine characteristic aroma, which 

is so powerful that it masks the presence of a high percentage of unfermented beans. 

However, if Guayaquil cacao was well-fermented it would (subject to the iron laws of 

Supply and Demand) fetch a still higher price, and there would not be the loss there is in 

a wet season when the Guayaquil cacao, being unfermented, goes mouldy” (Knapp 1920: 

76). 
24 In certain sections of the growing region, more or less continual rains made sun-drying 

seeds difficult, which is why, as we shall see later, drying on the streets of Guayaquil 

became a necessity. This possibility also obviated the need for machine dryers as 

Guayaquil from the end of April/early May to December sees hardly a drop of rain.   
25 Two points: cacao seeds, when stored properly, last longer than many other tropical 

products which would require speedier infrastructural facilities, and secondly, not until 

after the opening of the Panama Canal in 1914 would the global regime of mobility 

change much.  

 Pineo (1996: 159) claims that though “Guayaquil enjoyed several apparent 

economic advantages [it squandered]. For example, it was the city’s great economic 

advantage that the cacao-growing region required no massive infrastructure investment to 

transport goods to port. The fluvial network made a very good transportation system—a 

gift from nature.” Pineo then seems to suggest the railway to the Andes was entirely 

impractical and wasteful, because the outcomes weren’t commensurate with the ideals. 
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driving transport, dictated by tidal flows the closer to Guayaquil one traveled, abrogating 

the need for steam and gasoline engines which were mostly used for passenger transit.26 

Depending on the distance and the tides, trips could last up to three days. Upon arrival in 

Guayaquil, dockworkers directed the cacao to the export house where shipments were 

arranged. Cacaoteros, the owners of cacao haciendas, not directly participating in the 

exports business, often sold their cacao to export commissioners in 101.4 pound (46 

kilogram) sacks (quintal) at going market rates progressively tied to prices in London, 

Hamburg, Paris, and New York.27 

 To synthesize, cacao production relies on two distinct phases in order for cacao to 

arrive at Guayaquil’s market: the first is the production of tree capital in amicigales 

(cacao orchards) creating fixed capital value in means of production (in addition to 

subsistence crops), that is as built environment. The second phase, completely dependent 

on the first, but also driver of increased investments into tree capital, consists of the 

yearly advancement of capital (both constant and variable) necessary for the seasonal 

                                                 

He fails to see how the construction of a national economy might’ve helped Guayaquil’s 

prospects in the twentieth century, or at least seems to downplay any potential therein. 

The most damning evidence to this line of reasoning (see also Ayala Mora 2015a, 1989; 

Maiguascha 2012; Swyngedouw 1997) is that the Liberal Revolutionary government, 

headed by the coastal elite’s bourgeoisie, utilized massive amounts of cacao-generated 

value to finance infrastructural projects throughout the country, which can be gleaned by 

analyzing the decomposition of export duties on cacao from 1895-1920.   
26 Chiriboga (2013) claims that after 1910 larger hacendados began utilizing steamship 

operations to transport cacao.   
27 Prices in Guayaquil were tied to market rates in Europe and New York. With telegraph 

and telephone, prices could more quickly and reliably be communicated, but even then 

the venture required guesswork. Even by the 1920s, the lag (up to six months) between 

Guayaquil and London could ruin an exporter if they couldn’t cover debt obligations after 

a dramatic price cut.  
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maintenance of the orchards and the harvesting of the cacao commodity—a cyclical 

process repeated throughout the productive lifetime of the tree capital.  The second phase 

has, rightfully, garnered the mass of attention in the literature on the subject. 

Nevertheless, it is the first phase which constitutes the material basis driving the 

particular development of Guayaquil’s urban fabric. That this form of capitalist 

accumulation rooted productive investment in the countryside, rather than the city, in 

non-machine driven expanded reproduction, I take as a form of peripheral capitalist 

development that, on the one hand explodes the Eurocentric framework of the urban-rural 

divide, but that also prefigures the features of planetary urbanization in the late 20th and 

early 21st Centuries.  

Inevitably, strict adherence to certain 

strands of political economy overly stressing 

the “production phase” occludes the total 

turnover process of capital investment into 

cacao production. As the epigraph above 

stipulates, cacao requires a costly investment 

into the production of space—fixed 

capital—that, over time, provides the basis 

for healthy rates of profit. Due to the natural 

conditions establishing the cacao frontier’s 

productive limits, which were only gradually 

modified by investment into the production 

Figure 1 Map of Ecuador's Cacao 

Producing Regions in the 20th Century 

(Fowler and Lopez 1949: 4). 
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and circulation process and the installation of the venozolana variety, the development of 

capitalist social relations tended to extend across vast areas of seemingly “rural” space. 

But, as I have claimed, the countryside, where the GUF’s “industrial” capital tended to 

concentrate, should be considered part of a network of value production and circulation 

which concentrated in and around Guayaquil, instead of traditional interpretations of the 

“merchant” capitalist city surrounded by a pre-capitalist countryside dominated by “pre-

capitalist” modes of production. Dividing these two processes, highlighting the second 

while neglecting the first, runs the risk of misrepresenting the capitalist nature of the total 

production process, obscuring the economic determinations constraining certain sectors 

of the coastal bourgeoisie investing in cacao capital.    

The pertinence of this position appears almost transparent. From the late 1870s, 

when Ecuadorian cacao’s rate of profit spiked on a global supply squeeze, ranchers 

earning “superprofits” decided to invest their accumulated capital into new means of 

production (phase 1), in order to accumulate more. Rising profitability sparked rapid 

expansion in the cacao frontier, which simultaneously, particularly after 1890, coincided 

with investment into the intensification of labor on the hacienda—that is a reduction of 

socially necessary labor time. As long as profitability remained high enough to entice 

investment, the extended and concentrated processes transforming the urban fabric 

through new fixed capital investment proceeded. I marshal sufficient evidence to 

demonstrate that, in order to expand their profits, cacao capitalists invested in both 

expanding their “tree capital,” and making improvements—however rudimentary—to the 

labor process. 
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2.2.2 Historical Figures for Productivity, Efficiency and Capital Improvements 

In terms of physical output per labor unit, differences remained minimal until 

after newer tree varieties and production systems were incorporated during the 1890s. 

This lack of technological advancement has often be a source for questioning the 

capitalist nature of the production process. However, stagnant productivity need not 

necessarily hinder profitability, if market prices outpace production costs. According to 

Contreras (1990: 56), during the FCB a small proprietor with 10,000 trees and 10 

workers, with running costs of 300 pesos,28 could produce 250 (81 lb.) loads a year, with 

prices in Guayaquil at 4 pesos—for revenue of 1,000 pesos (a cost of production of 

between 8 to 10 reales, or 1 to 1.25 pesos, per load),29 profit of 700, and a rate of profit of 

nearly 233%.30 Contreras further (1990: 54) stipulates that: “Various observers or 

functionaries, like Francisco de Requena and Josef Muro, indicate, in 1774 and 1784 

respectively, the negligence that reigned in cultivation techniques.” However, based on 

his own data, it appears that cacao productivity per tree during the FCB (mostly in the 

                                                 
28 Contreras (1990: 56) cites two sources with differing costs of production per load: 

Leon Borja y Szaszdi (1964: 49-50) estimate costs of between 8 to 10 reales per load 

while Requena (1990: 59) estimates the costs being around 6 to 7 reales per load.  
29 One peso consisted of eight reales, each of which were worth 34 maravedies. The 

designation peso is incorrect. It was actually called the real de 8 or the Spanish silver 

dollar (dolar plateado). Pesos would remain the monetary unit well after Spanish colonial 

control ended. In 1884 the country created a new national denomination called the sucre, 

which lasted until 2000.    
30 Particulars into the costs of land associated with production remains difficult to acquire 

from the colonial period. Nevertheless, the data also assumes forty working days per 

worker per year, which probably stretches the limits of possibility in this case. 

Nevertheless, according to the data, the 10,000 trees on average would produce slightly 

more than 2 lbs. per tree per year (in the SCB this number was roughly half that) with 1 

worker assigned to every 1,000 trees.   
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Baba region, at 44% of all production) outdid that of the SCB quite substantially, almost 

by double.31  

However, labor productivity, in terms of the amount of commodities produced per 

unit of labor (measured in a year), lags behind that of the SCB. Based on the data given, 

one worker for every 1,000 trees produced a seeming average of 920 kilograms per year, 

or 2,025 lbs.—a per tree average of 2.025 lbs (0.92 kgs).32 In terms of wages, Hamerly 

(1973: 111) finds that agricultural salaries for daily hovered around six reales—“high in 

relation with the typical salary in other regions during the same epoch” (Contreras 1990: 

60). However, this data suggests that each worker only contributed 40 working days per 

year, rather than the 250 to 290 observed during the SCB. Contreras (1990: 61-2), citing 

Francisco de Requena, suggests that the high wages afforded the laborers enough to 

survive relatively comfortably, inducing sloth, considering that most of the food they 

consumed was essentially free to them (see also Conniff 1977; Stevenson 1824; Uggen 

1975).  

During the SCB, more detailed data concerning the productivity of cacao 

plantations has survived, however fragmentary and non-systematic. Norero (1910) 

assumes, however, that on average each tree produces around one pound per tree per 

year, though the date of his writing largely precedes the great expansions of Venezuelan 

                                                 
31 The reasons for this drastic difference have to do with two factors: 1.) the aptness of 

the land for cacao production; and 2.) differences in tree spacing that allows for more 

productivity per tree. This second peculiarity, on the one hand, can be explained by 

stressing the ways in which the financialization of space emerges as a key concern during 

the SCB, which we will address in Chapter V.  
32 In comparison, after 1900, one worker averaging around 4,000 trees per year, produced 

roughly 4,000 lbs. (1,800 kgs.) of cacao per year.  



62 

 

varieties into the Balao and Arriba regions around 1908-1914. Chiriboga (2013: 215), 

during this period, calculates a substantially lower rate of productivity for the nacional 

variety, at 10 quintales (101.4 lb. sacks) for every 1,000 trees, with the Venezuelan 

variety supposedly pumping out triple that. In other words, each national tree produced 

around one pound of saleable cacao per year to about three pounds per “Venezuelan” tree 

during the same period. Other studies, such as Bertini’s (1923) suggests a ratio of 10 

quintales for 10,000 national trees to 15 quintales for 10,000 Venezuelan trees in the 

Balao region—with the Arriba region being slightly more productive, by about double, 

between both varieties. Van Hall (1914: 200), citing Mr. M. E. Seminario, “estimates the 

average yield for ‘Arriba’ to be about 500 kilograms per hectare… and to be a little 

higher for the Guayas and El Oro. The statistical figures agree fairly well with this 

estimate, the acreage being about 45,500 hectares and the yearly average export in the 

last three years 27 million kilograms. This gives us an average yield per annum of about 

600 kilograms per acre.” Van Hall (1914: 302) supposes that that yields in Los Rios 

hovered at around 11 quintales per hectare, and about 15 to 20 quintales per hectare in 

Guayas and Oro. Another investigation conducted during the SCB by a Mr. Church 

(IUAR, 1892: 52) claims that a hectare with 1,325 trees potentially produced between 

500 to 2,000 pounds per year, depending on a variety of factors. In general, then, it 

appears that per-tree productivity—weight produced per unit of tree capital—markedly 

declined, in most cases, from the FCB to the second, from about 25% less to up to half in 

terms of the weight of beans per tree. There are two vectors for explaining these 

divergences: 1.) the planting of the most suited cacao land in the Arriba zone, which 
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constitutes the core productive frontier of both the FCB and SCB had long been 

established prior to the great cacao expansions of the late 19th Century, and 2.) the pace 

of expansion ensured that tree maturity during the SCB always expressed a lower tree 

productivity.      

Throughout the FCB and SCB the rudimentary processes of absolute surplus 

value extraction prevailed, except on larger plantations where capital for investments into 

more technological control and rational management of production were applied. 

Because these super-plantations dominated the structure of cacao production, the 

improvements effectuated therein drastically modified global averages within the GUF. 

Labor productivity improved exponentially from Contreras’ FCB data where one worker 

tended 1,000 trees a year, producing around 2,000 pounds of saleable cacao for yearly 

wages of around 30 pesos and profits of around 70 pesos. Throughout the literature on the 

SCB we see several figures listed for average productivity: one worker for every 3,000 

trees, one for every 3,800 trees, and elsewhere one for every 6,000 to 7,000 trees (Bertini 

1923; Keithan 1935: 72; van Hall 1914). In the available literature on individual cacao 

farms, figures for workers per tree varies depending on certain social and economic 

conditions of the particular regions (Arriba, Balao, El Oro, Manabí) determining specific 

figures for labor utilization.   

In Balao, for example, sprawled along the river delta one of the most famous 

haciendas, Tenguel, once owned by the Caamaño Stagg family (hacienda owners and 

exporters), who pioneered more labor-intensive methods on their massive estate. These 

hacendados led the pack in implementing the use of disc plows, drip-line irrigation, and 
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even installed a decauville-type rail line to transport product from the various corners of 

their massive estate, where some 3,000,000 cacao trees flourished by 1920 (Bertini 1923; 

Rorer 1926).33 Other “gran cacao” hacendados employed similar methods, relying on 

expert agro-technicians for precise operation, often necessitating access to foreign capital 

by putting their holdings on stock exchanges in Germany and England (Chiriboga 

2013).34 The famous Mr. M. E. Seminario states that on his modernized plantations each 

worker tended between 6,000 and 7,000 trees per year, producing 15 quintales each 

(Pepper 1907; Van Hall 1914: 196, 304-305).  Massive estates such as those of the 

Seminario family and Tenguel, where the concentration and centralization of capital 

permitted and ensured heftier investment into technologies and techniques thereby 

reducing the socially necessary labor time required to produce a quintal of cacao. 35    

Alternatively, the great majority of haciendas of all sizes produced other 

commodities in addition to cacao. In El Ecuador: El Guía (1910), during the tail-end of 

the SCB, full-page advertisements detailed the various functions of mega-haciendas like 

Tenguel in Guayas and La Clementina in Los Rios Province. They illustrate the 

diversified economic operations therein—even as Rorer (1926), Norero (1910), and 

                                                 
33 From colonial times until the 1970s, Tenguel has figured into the coastal economy. 

After being embargoed by banks in the 1920s, United Fruit Company bought the land and 

converted it into the world’s largest banana plantation (Striffler 2002). In 2013, the 

Ecuadorian state approve the sale of the estate to cooperative farmers.  
34 It is still the case, as Weinman (1970) claims, that foreign capital only constituted some 

18% of the total capital within the agro-export economy. That is, only 18% of the first 

circuit´s working capital (c+v) was under foreign ownership outside of Ecuador. 
35 One can view the plantations by their size, in which case Tenguel was the largest in 

perhaps the entire world at that time. Or, as I feel is more produent, one can look at the 

total tree capital of each hacendado, which in the case of the Seminario family was 

divided between several smaller productive units.  
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Beritini (1923) often criticized the monocultures present. Cattle, mules, and pigs for meat 

production and animal labor, coffee, sugar, bananas, rice, and other crops satisfying 

demand in Guayaquil, topped their list.36 Larger haciendas frequently produced a 

multiplicity of agricultural products differentiating their income streams, even as cacao 

remained king. For cacao was the measure of value for the haciendas, the barometer for 

how much one could charge for a piece of land, the underlying taxable value of the land, 

and the chief source of value required for the urbanization of capital on the littoral. For 

not even beautifully constructed mansions with imported French furnishings could 

elevate a property’s value when cacao trees were in decline, plagued by diseases, or when 

prices began dropping precipitously. It just so happens that these twin terrors would 

befall the GUF’s cacao capitalism as the commodity boom energizing the SCB began 

sputtering on the eve of World War I. 

 

2.3 On Setting-Up and Running Cacao Plantations: Costs and Spatial Production in 

the GUF 

Land in capitalist society takes the form of an economic relationship tied to 

private property rights conferred, typically, by the buying and selling of titles. Karl 

                                                 
36 The same guide, and others, lament the short-comings of local food provision. A 

glance at food imports in both weigh and value from 1898 to 1909 indicates a sizeable 

portion of the value produced in the cacao economy was spent importing foodstuffs that 

could’ve been grown in coastal Ecuador (sugar, rice, etc.). While yet others (grains 

mostly) could’ve been had with more developed trade with the Highlands.  

 At the same time, the inauguration of the Quito-Guayaquil Railway in 1908 

opened the Coastal region up to products from the highlands, some of which they had 

little familiarity with. Exchange between the two regions would slowly pick up pace with 

improved infrastructural interconnections (Clark 1998, 1995). 
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Polanyi (2001) famously claimed that land, like labor and money, bore the burden of 

functioning as a fictitious commodity, irreproducible in the same way as some factory 

trinket. For Marxist Political Economy, however, the “fictitious” nature of a commodity 

(be it land, labor, finance, etc.) factors in as a distinction between the production of 

surplus value and its distribution across an economy’s non-productive sectors as rents, 

interests, and tax payments, particularly when said “value” finds no material basis in 

production. Similarly, land being thrown into agricultural production (or any other form 

of production under capitalism), ceases to be a commodity as such, becoming “capital” 

instead. The “value of land,” as Harvey (1982) correctly indicates in The Limits of 

Capital, equals the socially necessary labor time embodied in it—the quantity of that 

social substance required to produce it in money terms, converting it into fixed capital 

investment. The rent, the actual price one pays, nonetheless, depends upon both the value 

of the land and expected returns—known as differential rent—presuming a relational 

analysis of particular spaces within a matrix of (future) expected value circulation as a 

whole. In our case, fixed capital investment, in terms of expanding cultivation, responded 

primarily to rising or falling demand for prime plots of land in addition to the prices of 

commodities on the market, as well as the value embodied in the land in terms of “tree 

capital”—that is the value of land.37    

                                                 
37 The value of a tree and the land underneath it, from 1900 to 1910 varied between 1 to 2 

sucres in real money terms. Each tree produced about a pound of cacao a year. During 

that period a pound of cacao roughly sold for 0.22 sucres in Guayaquil. After labor costs 

and other related fees are subtracted (including replacement costs), a tree might only 

produce 0.05 to 0.20 sucres of profit per year. Therefore, we can calculate between a five 

to forty year span for total capital to turnover one time. 
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 Sparsely populated and encumbered by a virtually unbearable tropical climate, 

coastal Ecuador, particularly after the genocidal results of colonization, provided 

industrious settlers a near unlimited supply of land. The so-called terrenos baldíos (either 

“wastelands” or “empty terrain”) controlled by Spanish colonial authorities, and later the 

Ecuadorian government, were frequently given away, at least prior to the 1870s, for any 

“deserving” individuals daring to lay claim to them and put them into production 

(Chiriboga 2013; Guerrero 1980; Soler 2014; Uggen 1975).38  Chiriboga (1989: 62-3) 

assures us, elsewhere, that lands were often “appropriated” illegally, by displacing 

peasants and indigenous groups lacking official titles, or through the illegal occupation of 

government or Church-held lands. However, he never presents convincing evidence 

supporting his assertion, and we are left with little assurance. On the contrary, Uggen 

(1975) marshals quality evidence that lands in Yaguachi, in Guayas Province, were 

practically unoccupied prior to development of the coastal railway before the 1870s, and 

that even though private property relations had long prevailed, inaccessibility inhibited 

capitalist accumulation therein. Another possibility, requiring more research, is that 

indigenous peoples throughout the cacao-producing regions bought and sold “prepared” 

                                                 

In Trinidad, Johnson (1912: 164), finds similar costs: “By the contract system a 

cocoa estate may be established at from 12 pounds to 15 pounds per acre, exclusive of the 

buildings. The annual working expenses of the estate may be calculated at from 3 pounds 

to 5 pounds per acre. The necessary buildings for an estate of 300 acres can be erected for 

200 to 250 pounds; in this estimate, neither dwelling-houses nor artificial drying-

chambers are provided for. Weeding or cutlassing is usually carried out twice a year and 

costs about 5s. per acre.”  
38 Records from the Ministerio de la Hacienda (1918, 1917, 1915, 1914, 1897, 1894, 

1892, 1888, 1887, 1885, 1883, 1873, 1867) state costs of about 50 sucres per hectare on 

these parcels during the SCB. 
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cacao orchards as an economic strategy fusing certain nomadic practices long 

encountered in the region with capitalist techniques for acquiring money, an hypothesis 

to be explored elsewhere.   

After 1870, however, new mechanisms for producing tree capital and acquiring 

lands comes into being with the insertion of banks into the expanded reproduction 

process. It seems that in light of this shift, the thrust of Chiriboga’s argument above 

centers on the financialization of land at the behest of both large hacendados and the 

banks, using loans to displace small holders and accumulate “tree capital” through 

dispossession. However, even “accumulation by dispossession,” as detailed by Harvey 

(2005; see also Fenton 2019), constitutes a perpetual mode of capitalist accumulation 

which, even under fire sale conditions, incurs a cost to the investor. The question is, then, 

what determined the cost of fixed capital in “tree” form?   

Reproducing a conversation with the hacendado Senor Reyre, Norero (1910: 91) 

stipulates that “the cost of installing a cacao plantation: cleaning, pruning, harvesting, 

drying the seeds, labor costs, fiscal and municipal contributions, etc., etc., represents an 

unexaggerated cost of [seven sucres] per 46 kilograms in Guayaquil.” He continues: “The 

value of plantations is highly variable, because everything depends on the conditions and 

the needs of the seller. Until 1907, a cacao tree and its land could be had from one to two 

sucres,” but by 1909 the trees and their land were minimally priced at 1.75 sucres a piece 

(Norero 1910: 92). At least initially, then, capital invested into land acquisition as means 

of production barely factors into sunken (historical) costs. A ten hectare plot could be 

purchased for 500 pesos (later sucres) or less, on which 10,000 trees were planted and 
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turned over to the landowner at 0.20 per tree, for tree capital costs of roughly 2,000 

pesos. Start-up costs for a 100 quintales-per-year productive unit, then, hovered around 

2,500 pesos. At such prices, the fixed capital costs of a plantation clocked in at around 

0.25 pesos per tree. Nevertheless, as land became scarcer and cacao prices appeared to 

inevitably rise, demand for land drove up the costs of producing fixed capital (tree 

capital) through rising land values. The rising costs of procuring means of production can 

most closely be visualized in the increased portion of cacao profits invested into 

mortgage loans.    

 Tied to financial and banking sectors in Guayaquil, the acquisition of prime cacao 

lands became a big business unto itself. For example, in 1909, a Mr. Francisco Serrano, 

advertising his property la Hacienda Bella Vista, boasts about its distillery, 20 cuadras of 

sugar cane, and four cacao growing departments: San Jose with 56,000 trees, La Union 

with 33,000 trees, La Loma with 10,000 trees, and La Guerra with 30,000, for a grand 

total of 129,000 trees. The property was “officially” valued at 150,000 sucres while 

purportedly producing 20,000 sucres annually (El Ecuador 1910: 501).39 As a kicker, the 

hacienda came equipped with worker’s living quarters (caserío), subsistence plots, 

livestock stables, and a main house for the owner, which appear to bear no direct cost the 

buyer. 

 While tree capital (and the land attached to it) constituted the essential ingredient 

and most expensive outlay in terms of means of production, other less costly equipment 

                                                 
39 Government taxes, calculated on property values, tended to follow the lower end of the 

spectrum at about 1 sucre per tree. However, market valuation tended towards the higher 

end of that spectrum at about 1.75 to 2 sucres per tree.  
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also factored in to total costs. Regardless of their sophistication, certain tools and animals 

were absolutely crucial to the functioning of the cacao hacienda, each carrying a cost 

raising the numerator of the rate of profit equation. Certain tools necessary for planting, 

pruning, clearing, harvesting, drying, and so forth, were often produced by the workers 

themselves from local lumber supplies naturally had. Metals used for instruments 

(machetes, etc.) needed to be imported from without, even if handles were fashioned on 

site (Chiriboga 2013).  

 Canoes and balsa rafts were the primary means of transport and communication, 

typically the property of the hacendados, though sometimes the workers themselves 

owned the primitive vessels. Lumber for said vessels was often procured onsite and 

required little capital investment—an externality of setting up new cacao orchards. In 

addition, river transport relied on tidal flows and incurred little costs other than the 

maintenance of workers staffing the expeditions to Guayaquil. Posterior to 1910, 

however, it appears that steam-powered river navigation slowly took over this process as 

cacao hauls exploded in size and hacendados concentrated even further their production 

and circulation capacities.  

 As mentioned, a few haciendas implemented more capital-intensive arrangements 

that attempted to rationalize and mechanize certain processes associated with cacao 

production, such as tilling, irrigation, intra-hacienda mobility, and so forth (Rorer 1926). 

Nevertheless, the majority of the mechanization and investment into more “industrial” 

methods of production were reserved for sugar processing and distilling, which certain 

haciendas began adopting, particularly as economic conditions forced them to innovate 
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and adapt. As the price of cacao started to decline in real terms, just as the global markets 

were rocked by World War I, the push to diversify production, typically into more 

capital-intensive fields like sugar and rice, was aided by the construction of national 

infrastructure projects like the Quito-Guayaquil Railway, which more thoroughly united 

the Highland economy with Guayaquil’s urban fabric, extending its functional scope 

(Clark 1998).  

 In terms of the costs and application of labor-power, any discussion of skills or 

education in the formal sense must be abandoned. The great majority of workers were 

illiterate, completely lacking formal education—though education campaigns during 

Garcia Moreno’s reign and in the later Liberal Revolution, however insufficiently, 

proposed policies to reduce illiteracy (Ayala Mora 2015a, 2011, 1989; Henderson 2008; 

Rodriguez 1992). Even still, laborers completely lacked any theoretical understanding of 

the work-processes they were charged with carrying out, often relying on traditional 

forms of knowledge to guide them. And yet, particularly from international sources (c.f. 

van Hall 1914), the practical skills of Ecuador’s cacao workers were duly recognized. 

The dexterity required to deftly remove high-hanging cacao pods with swift, accurate 

cuts that avoided damage to the tree, was a skill born of the backwardness of plantation 

design and maintenance that forced trees to grow upwards rather than outwards, elevating 

the pods more so than in other cacao-growing countries.  

Moreover, premature death was common, as the harsh working conditions of 

littoral Ecuador took their toll on a mostly indigenous and mestizo Highland labor force 

unprepared for the difficult tropical conditions of the Coast. Additionally, overwork and 
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disease, combined with a poor diet deficient in nutrients and high in fats and 

carbohydrates, decimated the physical stature of workers, limiting their productive lives 

in most cases. Therefore, it would be theoretically pertinent to label such workers as 

relatively unskilled, disposable laborers who merely required to be physically capable for 

a few seasons of back-breaking labor before being replaced or after a visit from the Grim 

Reaper—though the data indicates that many merely moved on to other destinations, 

oftentimes escaping debts incurred at prior haciendas. This, unfortunately, seems to have 

been the internalized and naturalized understanding of the relationship between 

hacendado and peon: maximum exploitation, minimum responsibility, a quite different 

logic of exploitation than the morally-binding feudal relations of production predicated 

on dual responsibility and mutual obligations. 

Still, the literature is replete with references to the scarcity of labor for cacao 

production, even suggesting, in some cases, that quantities of cacao never made it to port 

for lack of an adequate supply of labor (Hassaurek 1868; Wiborg 1905). What can be 

gleaned from both the historical record and the secondary literature, is that agricultural 

laborers on cacao haciendas were paid relatively well for their efforts, primarily due to 

scarcity of laborers and the relative power they wielded to search out other options at any 

given moment. This does not suggest that, firstly, they were paid exceptionally well, 

though their wages tended to be on the higher end of the lower scales (Chiriboga 2013; 

Pineo 1996). Nor does it imply that the coastal capitalists (not to mention the 

Highlanders) rolled over and accepted their relative weakness—quite the contrary! It 

merely suggests that there existed concrete stimuli, economically speaking, for the 
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coastal bourgeoisie to seek out certain productive fixes to relatively high wages ranging 

from increased control of the laborer his or herself, to the economizing of time during the 

production process—that is, a relative displacement of labor-time per unit of cacao.  

On calculating budgets for haciendas, Norero (1910: 85) emphasizes that such a 

task borders on the effectively impossible, and that “it’s understood that the cost of 

housing and other construction cannot enter into [a generic budget], because they deal 

with too many arbitrary elements that could either be costly or cheap, according to the 

convenience of the master.” He continually refers to the number of trees as the basis of 

the land’s value. He also suggests that, in discussions with Senor Reyre, that a mortgage 

at 10% annual interest, for 25 years, was the norm (Norero: 1910: 92). Therefore a ten 

hectare ranch would incur fixed capital costs of 1,500 sucres as constant capital per year 

(10% of 15,000 sucres) for an operation averaging 100 quintales per year.40 In other 

words, in the final price composition of cacao from that particular farm, 15 sucres (at a 

minimum) of value is transferred from constant capital tied up in the land—indicating 

that the final sale must surpass 15 sucres in order generate a profit, which we can assume 

were the prevailing conditions during the 15 years between 1895 and 1910.41 

                                                 
40 Norero (1910: 92) uses the figure of 10% interest per year because this figure 

represents the standard amortization rates for mortgages of 25-30 year periods in 

Guayaquil at the time. Another reason to apply this figure is that cacao trees, according to 

his sources, have a productive life of 25 years, and so a full turnover of the fixed capital 

in trees will have taken place by this time. This number is also provided by Sr. Reyre. 

Elsewhere, in Bertini (1923) the interest calculated on capital investment is reduced to 

9%, certainly reflecting the decreased demand for credit for production after 1922. 
41 If one wanted to take a mortgage loan out, putting 10% of the value down (15,000 

sucres) for 25 years—the standard—yearly payments would equal 14,870.95 a year for a 

total price paid of 371,773.80 sucres.  
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Nevertheless, despite the variation in the costs of establishing a plantation, the 

historical costs associated with expanding reproduction,42 in political economic terms, 

must be taken as a given datum, that is the price actually paid for the good. This historic 

cost directly impinges on the rate of profit in that, all things being equal, rising costs in 

fixed capital will lead to a decrease in the rate of profit. Only with a rise in export value 

or via a reduction in labor costs, can rising fixed capital costs be offset.43 Two 

preliminary points, therefore, can be established: 1.) as the (historical) costs sunk into the 

land and trees as fixed capital rises, the rate of profit decreases (that is, as c rises in 

relation to v, the value composition of capital lowers the rate of profit. 2.) The rising costs 

of fixed capital necessitate credit institutions in order to facilitate the extension of the 

productive frontier, injecting “financialization” into the heart of the productive process 

itself, rather than the former constituting some seemingly external sphere. Therefore, 

investment into production and into the built environment, rather than being conceived as 

two distinct “sectors” of capitalist accumulation, are two sides of the same coin, pace 

Harvey.  

Without a dramatic alteration in the costs of fixed capital in land, the rate of 

profit, and hence economic conditions, could improve either one of two ways: 1.) by 

                                                 

Larger capitalists who have more capital on hand would likely be able to buy 

plantations outright, or by putting down a considerable sum on down payments to lessen 

the yearly burden paid out in interest. Yet we also know they were some of the biggest 

consumers of cedulas hipotecarias, the financial device primarily used to acquire new 

lands in the early 20th Century, as well as some of those who suffered tremendous losses 

during the crises of the 1920s.   
42 By historical costs, I mean the actual costs in money terms paid for fixed capital.  
43 Marx (1993b), more generally, details the “counter tendencies” that impact the fall in 

the rate of profit in Volume III of Capital.  
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increasing, forcibly, surplus labor time through extending the working day (absolute 

surplus value), or 2.) by decreasing the portion of necessary labor time given over to 

reproduction costs via raising the productivity of labor (relative surplus value). There are 

no doubts that both methods were used, and probably in combination. However, both 

methods, in the end, accomplish the same end: augmenting surplus labor time, the source 

of profits in capitalism. Whether, as Contreras, above, states that one worker tended to 

1,000 trees, or that, as Mr. Seminario (van Hall 1914) gloats that one worker could 

process 7,000 trees per year, merely affects the socially necessary labor time required to 

produce X quintales per annum of cacao—that is the new value objectified into the new 

commodities. The important point for the capitalist is the difference between surplus 

labor (unpaid labor) and necessary labor (paid labor)—that is the relation between capital 

advanced in wages and costs and the new value produced, realized as profits. 

Landholding, as the pivotal form of capitalist social relations and valorization in 

coastal Ecuador, presents the chief stumbling block and simultaneously primary vector by 

which to overcome it. The feudal-like appearance of the cacao hacienda obscured the fact 

that cacao haciendas functioned as capitalist enterprises. Entangled in this messy web sits 

the concession, by hacendados, of parcels and housing to worker self-provisioning, 

paralleling feudal forms of tying serfs to the land. However, this strategy enables the 

hacendado to differ money wages into other (less costly) forms as reproduction costs are 

subsidized with subsistence farming for certain essential products (like plantains, corn, 
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rice, and other starches).44 On the one hand, the concession of a subsistence plot by the 

landowner implies a modification of labor control failing to correspond with the ideal 

“free” laborer one might expect to find in 1890´s Manchester or New York. On the other 

hand, the relations of production appropriate material and social conditions as they are 

given, structuring the options available for capitalists to utilize in order to maximize 

profits and minimize costs.  

Another point of contestation involves the employment of cash advancements on 

labor, which appear to parallel the debt peonage of European feudal systems. Due to the 

particular nature of the cacao export economy, the circulation of product might only 

transpire once or twice a year, depending harvests and so forth. Therefore, wages were 

only paid once or twice a year on a typical farm, when revenue from sales in Guayaquil 

were returned to the plantation.45 On the one hand, workers could buy products from the 

plantation store which would later be discounted from their wages, in which case the 

landowner essentially receives the wages right back from the workers. On the other, 

wages hardly covered social functions such as weddings, birthday parties, engagement 

ceremonies, and funerals. Landowners, then, would lend money for such engagements, 

                                                 
44 The typical diet on the coast consisted mostly of carbohydrates in the form of plantains, 

rice, corn, and sweet potato, all of which grow in abundance. Protein was sourced mostly 

from beans and lentils, though eggs, cheese, milk, and occasionally chicken and pork, or 

game in the countryside. Fresh vegetables, other than tomato, pepper, cucumber and 

tropical pumpkin, were largely unknown. Tropical fruits too were consumed where 

available. A great swath of the farmworkers and poor suffered malnutrition due to a lack 

of nutrients available in the carb-heavy diet, a condition that prevails in the present.  
45 Interestingly enough, this particularity of the economy led to the development of the 

banking and financial system that floated many a hacendado between export and 

payments received upon sale in the metropoles.  
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sometimes charging interest, sometimes not (it didn´t matter, because by and large the 

workers could never afford to pay them back directly). But rather than being a 

mechanism for binding labor to the manor, these debts often became vehicles for rotating 

laborers from one plantation to another. Whether in search of higher wages, debt relief, or 

escaping from debt outright, workers—free from the customary obligations typical of 

feudal economies binding workers to the land—circulated between plantations 

themselves, and between Guayaquil and the plantations in search for better opportunities 

for themselves and their families.  Debt constitutes one of capitalism’s more effective 

mechanisms for controlling workers, a fully modernized means by which capitalists can 

discipline labor and not a negation of capitalist social relations as such.   

As can be gleaned from the analysis of historical parameters of cacao production 

along the Guayas River delta, labor, like the other elements involved, was priced and 

proportioned in much the same way as any other commodity. The value of labor-power, 

that is the price one paid for the worker´s capacities to labor, depended on two factors: 1.) 

access to subsistence plots that offset reproduction costs capitalist must pay, and 2.) 

relatively cheap means of consumption (including subsidized housing) that laborers were 

able to encounter in the market.46 Because cacao growing necessitated low-levels of 

capital outlays, it might be classified as a labor-intensive form of production. And yet at 

the same time, for much of the year, little labor was applied to the cacao groves 

themselves, other than programmed sweeps to clean up brush and trim the trees. Given 

                                                 
46 The “price” of labor-power, however, was determined by political struggle and the 

relative population dynamics of coastal Ecuador.  
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the average wages (between 1900 and 1920) of between 1 to 1.20 sucres a day, yearly 

contracts with workers usually stipulated payments of 250 to 290 sucres, suggesting a 

working year of approximately 210 to 250 days (Arosemena 1991; Chiriboga 2013). 

In other words, work was portioned according to the dictates of capitalist 

accumulation and not the production of subsistence provision, characteristic of feudal 

economies. Workers were paid for productive periods of intensive cacao care and harvest, 

where they often worked irregular hours under intense conditions of rain and unbearable 

sunshine. One worker was responsible for between 1,000 and 3,000 trees, that is, between 

10 to 30 quintales of cacao, worth an average of between 220 to 660 sucres at 22 sucres a 

piece. It is no wonder that the recommended ratio of 1 worker to every 1,000 trees was 

unsustainable, because at the lowest pay scale (1 sucre per day) the landowner could only 

profit 20 sucres for every 10 quintales (not including other associated costs). But it is 

precisely in that relationship, between the worker and the amount of cacao produced a 

year (10, 20, 30, 40, etc. quintales) that labor-time comes to determine the value of cacao 

on the market. Prior to 1922, and almost without fail, years where output declined were 

responsible for the largest gains in the price of cacao per quintal, indicating a strong 

relationship between value and labor-time (which remains relatively inflexible per 

worker). However, it would be naïve to consider the labor-time objectified in cacao 

purely in national terms, as cacao was certainly one of the first global commodities (next 

to sugar, coffee, pepper, salt, and other spices). So while labor-time determines the value 

of the commodity during the production process, it does so in relation to the totality of 

production of similar commodities (that is, is an aliquot part of the total labor-time 
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dedicated to the production of said commodity globally). Therefore, while labor-time 

determines the value of the commodity in relation to the socially necessary requirements, 

market conditions at any specific moment condition the prices for which a commodity 

will sell. The following chapters will catalogue the global contexts which shaped market 

conditions, and hence examine the relationship between cacao prices in Guayaquil and 

global demand. 

2.4 Towards the Circulation of Value and the Urbanization of Capital in the GUF 

In the preceding argument, through the categories of Marxist Political Economy 

and the theoretical frame established in the introduction, I have attempted to explore the 

economic foundation—in cacao production—for capitalist urbanization throughout the 

GUF. While capitalist social relations subsumed within them the cultural peculiarities of 

Ecuador’s coastal region, incorporating them within the abstract space of globalizing 

capitalism, those components continued to survive and find expression in both popular 

and elite culture and architecture. Rather than perpetuate the universalization and 

generalization of concepts and “cultural forms” tied to European modernization. The 

following chapters fully embrace the decolonial and postmodern notions of “multiple 

modernities,” particularly rooted in the critical theory of Bolivar Echeverria (2011), 

which interrogates the various cultural modalities of temporal and spatial juxtaposition 

emerging from the inherent conflicts generated by capitalist social relations as they 

appear in particular material conditions, replete with their non-identical notions and 

irreducible remainders. 
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Here, by analyzing the production process of cacao as a commodity, prefaced on 

the production of cacao “tree capital” as a social relation grounding the production of 

surplus value, I have established the basis for this further analysis of the GUF as a case of 

capitalist urbanization during the 19th Century. Once the biases against agricultural 

production as anti-modern, backwards, or tied to the “idiocy of rural life” are 

provincialized, both a realist and critical analysis of capitalist urbanization can 

commence, particularly appreciating the peripheral configurations of spatial and value 

production so central to the proliferation of the capitalist world-system. While this “type” 

of urbanization may be generalizable across peripheral economic zones developing 

through the extraction and exportation of primary goods to the capitalist center, it does 

not exhaust the complexity and contingency of both historical-material conditions and the 

specificity of certain cultural formations that both ground and arose through said 

configurations of economic interaction. It is my desire that this method and approach to 

analyzing the histories of capitalist urbanization be employed elsewhere for comparative 

purposes, in order to expound upon the admittedly limited theoretical generalizations 

emerging from my analysis. The following chapter explore this proto-planetary 

urbanization through a variety of morphological and cultural features and facets, but 

entirely predicated on capitalist social relations present in the cacao export economy, 

which served as its basis. I will return frequently to insights gained in this chapter’s 

analysis throughout the text, as it serves as my dialectical pivot, the point around which 

the rest of the argument will essentially develop and return.  
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CHAPTER THREE: COLONY, CACAO, AND GUAYAQUIL 

BEFORE/DURING/AFTER THE FIRST CACAO BOOM (1700/1760-1840) 

“The river’s promenade, then less than now, dear reader… filled [Guayaquileños] with 

promises of an external world rich in experiences” (Gómez Iturralde 1999a: 74). 

  

“The only thing wanting here is an increase of capital, activity, and inhabitants; for the 

climate and the soil are calculated to produce whatever is found between the tropics; and 

there is no doubt that this will at a future date become one of the most flourishing 

countries in the new world” (Stevenson 1825: 255-56). 

 

Guayaquil, prior to the mid-19th Century, must have appeared to be anything but a 

dreamworld enshrouded in the spectral cloak of commodity fetishism the likes of which 

Marx famously details in Part I of Capital (1976). Its modernities pullulated from 

different soils. Though commerce had long sustained the growing city’s treasuries, both 

colonial and post-colonial structures and circumstances appear to have thoroughly 

strained its prospects for growth without completely impeding them (Ayala Mora 2015a, 

2011; Henderson 2013, 2008). But in spite of these limitations, especially from 1700, 

Guayaquil gradually figured as a vibrant sub-sector of the capitalist world-system, largely 

though the cacao trade which would bring it international fame. At least until 

independence was declared in 1820, its participation was thoroughly mediated by Spanish 

colonial policies—which undoubtedly continued to play a role in the GUF’s social life 

long after Independence—placing constraints on the movement of commodities, even 

after the declaration of libre comercio by the Bourbon monarchy in the second half of the 
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18th Century. It is in this context, I argue, that the structures of social life began 

coalescing and reconfiguring into the GUF, rearticulating the economic and cultural 

fabric of the city and the vast swaths of land surrounding it. This process, I demonstrate, 

commences prior to the FCB, tracing its origins into the 17th Century, which I will take 

up shortly.  

The motor driving these changes, on the one hand, gradually emerges with the 

particular diffusion of the chocolate drink, from Spain to France, Germany, and England 

between 1600 and 1760, as chocolate becomes a luxury commodity—one of the first 

“global” products to unite disparate regions of the then-budding capitalist world-system. 

On the other hand, reacting to increased demand for the nut—which for Guayaquil’s 

cacao producers and merchants typically implied contraband (Borja and Szasdi 1964; 

Conniff 1977)—a nascent bourgeoisie straddling the town and countryside slowly 

dynamized the supply-side by expanding production capacities and commercialization. It 

is through the prism of Guayaquil that these transformations would be felt and inscribed, 

principally in the city’s physiognomy and architecture—which had come to 

accommodate this developing “commercial” basis. Parallel to this shift, I argue, 

Guayaquil comes to reflect its agricultural roots materially, in architectural and urbanistic 

forms, present in the areas surrounding its commercial areas and working-class districts. 

Some might be tempted to follow Harvey (1996) with his notion that prior to 

“industrial” capital and the revolution in infrastructure and mobility the “urban” was 

limited by an immediate metabolic relationship with the surrounding environment (see 

also Lefebvre 2016). Such a position grossly underestimates how the Spanish colonial 
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economy, particularly in the Andean region, functioned by networking the production 

and circulation of various material goods according to political dictates (Assadourian 

1982; Mahoney 2010; Marchan 1989). These networks predate the cacao booms and 

initially structure the course of cacao capitalism entering the 18th Century. Guayaquil, 

prior to and during the period covered in this chapter, largely depended on Quito, Lima, 

Panama, and Acapulco for its economic livelihood. Likewise, on a more local scale, city 

residents relied heavily on watercarriers travelling from above (Arriba) the brackish 

Guayas River for fresh water, a commodified, everyday item (Swygedouw 1997). Even 

prior to cacao capitalism, the notion that the town could be considered some “bounded” 

spatial unit, makes little to no sense. However, before 1700, I claim, a codified and 

extended capitalist urban fabric across coastal Ecuador had not yet come into existence. 

What I do suggest, however, is that even prior to cacao capitalism, Guayaquil was 

already a “global” city in that movements of people, products and ideas from far beyond 

its “metabolic” surroundings were necessary for its everyday social reproduction. 

Nevertheless, I will specifically address the GUF’s origins, which parallel the rise of 

cacao capitalism, in this chapter.     

 Working from mostly secondary sources, I will reinterpret capitalist develop 

during the FCB as a generative moment, particularly for the kind of capitalist 

urbanization accompanying economic zones often associated with the periphery or the 

Global South. I propose, perhaps a bit speculatively, that the economic structures through 

which peripheral zones interacted with the world-market ensured that such “planetary” 

urban forms long characterize capitalist urbanization in the Global South, and that rather 



84 

 

than constituting some aberration of modernist-industrial urbanization, represented as 

variant, express the logic of capital in colonial/post-colonial contexts. I will first review 

the FCB’s prehistory in the re-construction of Guayaquil following the Great Fire of 

1692, corresponding with a diminishment of the importance of other sources of revenue 

for the city—namely shipbuilding. From this point forward, Guayaquil would be split 

into two different ciudades (cities/towns), the Old and the New, with the latter clearly 

reshaping the circuits through which daily life would be experienced. Next, I will analyze 

the nascent political economy of cacao capitalism during the FCB unfolded, slowly 

reconfiguring the parameters of everyday life through international commodity trade. 

Finally, I will explore the spatial and architectural features of the late-colonial Guayaquil, 

in order to highlight the continuities and discontinuities associated with architectural and 

urban forms during the SCB. 

 Unremarkably, culture, race, architecture, environment, and economy constituted 

five mutually dependent nodes through which social life within the GUF would articulate 

the global and local configurations of capitalist urbanization. While this chapter primarily 

focuses on the interrelated shifts between culture, architecture and economy, race—the 

quintessential organizer of Spanish colonial life (Quijano 2000; Rama 1996)—slowly 

having been reconfigured as a social institution with the Bourbon era after 1700. In the 

wake of these shifts, racial and cultural constellations, both in the sense of the 

valorization of whiteness and European culture, were increasingly mediated by the 

pressing concerns of nation-building in areas mostly populated by non-White social 

groups known as castas in Spanish. On the one hand, Guayaquil’s cultural milieu tended 
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to be more open towards these groups, without the white elites ceding dominance. On the 

other, local “tropical” conditions tended to modify how privileged European concepts and 

ideas were appropriated and disseminated, while also functioning its relational opposite, a 

threat to order and progress. The darker and less European the social group, the more tied 

to nature, and the more tropical would its members be considered, even as the adoption of 

European cultural norms and racial mixing—mestizaje—formed the hegemonic cultural 

basis for the post-Independence GUF. 

  

3.1 Shipbuilding, Commerce, and Cacao through the mid-18th Century: Guayaquil 

Prior to the FCB 

Guayaquil, towards the end of what James Mahoney (2010) labels merchant 

colonialism (circa 1700), was a town of roughly 2,000 to 3,000 people on the fringes of 

the Real Audiencia de Quito, legally connected to the larger Spanish and world-economy 

primarily through Lima’s shipping merchants, and less so via the recurrent waves of 

pirate sackings and contraband. Sandwiched between the Highland textile and hacienda 

economy dependent on indigenous debt-peonage and serving Pacific South America’s 

primary port in Lima-Callao, Guayaquil essentially survived by tapping into three 

economic sources of revenue: as a shipbuilding and lumber-export center for Pacific 

Spanish America, as Quito’s entrepôt, and as an emerging source for tropical crops in 

Spain and Spanish America (such as cacao, tagua [vegetable ivory], rubber, tobacco, and 

sugar). In this respect, prior to the FCB, Guayaquil and its relationship to its “hinterland” 
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and the “world” operated through a different spacio-temporal logic than cacao capitalism 

would come to instantiate by the mid-18th Century.  

Prior to the formal shift from the Habsburg to the Bourbon Spanish Colonial State 

in 1700, Guayaquil was already a fairly well-established port town—in addition to being 

a well-known shipbuilding center in the Pacific—specializing in commercial trade 

between the interior and destinations like Lima, Acapulco, and, through the Panamanian 

isthmus, Cadiz. Before the mid-18th Century, the breadth of this commerce primarily 

consisted of moving fabrics produced in the North-Central Sierra (the obrajes), at that 

time supplying most of South America with textiles, to other destinations in Spanish 

South America, first passing through the internal port-town of present-day Babahoyo 

(then Bodegas), and then through Guayaquil (Chaves 2006; Conniff 1977). As Contreras 

(1990: 27) clarifies: “Guayaquil was, then, the crucial hinge for Quito’s textiles headed 

for Peru as heavy commerce from the end of the 16th Century until the end of the 18th… 

just as it was for the stocking of Sierra’s provinces with imported goods that came from 

Callao, to which the same region added some locally produced spices (wax, tobacco, rice, 

woods, honeys, etc.).” Its central location along the Pacific coast of the Spanish colonies 

and its particular geographic features as a protected settlement occupying the threshold 

between a deep-water bay and the mouth of the largest river-system west of the towering 

Andes mountain range, ensured its future place in Latin American capitalism (Conniff 

1977: 386; Pineo 1994: 252). 

In addition to its commercial centrality for the obraje-centered export economy, 

as “Quito’s Port,” Guayaquil served as Pacific America´s most decorated shipbuilding 
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and lumber-exporting center. As such, the town´s economic existence owed as much to 

shipbuilding and lumber exports to Callao as to the obraje export trade, even as the 

former developed within the context of subordination to Quito, Lima, and Madrid, as 

something of a way-station in the colonial economy (Clayton 1980, 1978; Conniff 1977; 

Laviana Cuetos 2007, 2001, 1999, 1987; Gómez Iturralde 1999a). Though excellent 

historical research on the town’s shipbuilding past during the 17th and 18th Centuries (see 

Clayton 1980, 1978; de Alsedo y Herrera 1741; Laviana Cuetos 2001, 1987, 1984) open 

our eyes to said industry’s importance during the town’s early years, specifying the 

historical legacy of these practices in relation to spatial reconfigurations provoked by an 

emergent cacao capitalism has tended to garner less attention. Nevertheless, Guayaquil’s 

initial patterns of growth and spatial-demographic extension unsurprisingly reflects the 

impacts of shipbuilding on Guayaquil´s urban-cultural development,47 particularly with 

the Atrarazana shipyards expanding the town’s boundaries northward prior to its southern 

expansion in 1693.  

                                                 
47 By development I need to clarify that I am referencing urban development, or the 

development of the town and its urban fabric which sits atop an economic foundation—in 

this case shipbuilding and exports-imports. Correspondingly, the development of the 

people in the town, their culture and racial composition, too, were heavily influenced by 

this economic development. That Guayaquil constituted a province in the Spanish Empire 

largely free of “extensive” African slavery (which had taken hold in Venezuela, 

Colombia, and the coastal plantations of Peru) and indigenous serfdom (which 

characterized the Sierra´s economy), finds reflections in the racial composition of the 

shipyard workers, most of whom were free blacks, mulattos, zambos, and/or mestizos 

(Laviana 1984: 86-7). Though whites were still dominant racial group in terms of power 

and prestige, the fluidity of racial categories, and the open intermixing between different 

racial groups would be a feature of littoral Ecuador’s racial politics until the present.  



88 

 

Ironically, the Bourbon introduction of libre comercio in the GUF catalyzed the 

shipyard’s downfall precisely at the moment the industry could have further benefitted 

Guayaquil’s economic development. Prior to said declaration, an attempt to build a royal 

shipyard (astillero real) in Guayaquil fell through with death of project’s leader, followed 

by desist orders from the viceroyalty in Lima (Laviana Cuetos 1984: 78-9).48 It would be 

impossible to calculate for how long said industry could have helped the city and region 

accumulate greater quantities of surplus value, or how it might have spurred further 

development in production processes associated with ship-building, considering its 

approximation with the decadent colonial state apparatus. For even by the 1770s, 

Francisco de Requena (cited in Laviana 1982: 72) notes that cacao and other related 

commercial streams outperformed shipbuilding by 5 to 1, while de Ulloa (1763) fails to 

mention this activity in his exposé of Guayaquil. However, the decision to cancel 

construction of the royal shipyard, practically concurrent with the implementation of 

“free trade,” undermined and depleted the industrial impetus for Guayaquil’s shipbuilders 

to expand production by the early 19th Century. By the time independence was declared, 

shipbuilding figured as a tertiary activity, then mostly oriented towards supplying and 

servicing of local river transport. 

While it was free trade which ultimately vanquished the idea of the royal 

shipyard, the greater irony of Guayaquil´s shipbuilding history, however, remains to be 

tackled. Despite beginning as the most important and fabled shipbuilding port in Spanish 

                                                 
48 One possible interpretation of said events, particularly in the context of “free trade,” is 

that Lima’s naval superiority in the South Pacific would certainly have been threatened 

by the construction of a royal shipyard pumping out transport and warships.  
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America,49 Guayaquil’s nascent capitalist class was left without its own long-range fleet, 

and therefore, without mobility capital—that is ownership of fixed capital assets in 

transportation. In other words, “free trade” helped kill off  one of Guayaquil’s 

economically viable “industries” (other than cacao exports, tobacco, lumber, and Panama 

Hats), thrusting the town’s export-dependent economy into the hands of more 

“mercantilist” shipping agents channeled through Lima (Contreras 1990; Laviana Cuetos 

1999; Mahoney 2010; Mazzeo 2011; Parrón 1997). The logistical importance of this 

industry cannot be underscore enough. Villavicencio (1858: 252), for his part, notes that, 

“Since the foundations of the shipyards, until the year 1736, 176 large ships were 

constructed,” a considerable amount of capital—not only in terms of value produced, but 

in terms of shipping capacity that would have enabled local capitalists to retain more of 

their surplus value when transporting commodities off to market centers in Europe and 

elsewhere. In other words, a secondary “industrial” impulse, situated in the town itself 

which could have doubly benefitted value production and retention in Guayaquil, was 

thorough undermined by Bourbon political economic reconfigurations in “free trade,” 

benefiting capitalists who domiciled their assets in competitive jurisdictions beyond the 

                                                 
49 “The importance of Guayaquil’s shipyards during the colonial epoch is not only 

generally recognized contemporarily but was even more underlined on numerous 

occasions by the colonials themselves, coming to affirm in the 18th Century that they 

were ‘superiorly advantageous to all others from both Americas and to the most 

celebrated of Europe’, as Diosisio de Alsedo, towards the 1730s, emphatically assured. 

Or that those of Guayaquil were ‘the greatest shipyards there are in the Indias’, according 

to what the Marques of Selvalegre said in 1754” (Laviana Cuetos 1984: 74). The author 

then goes on to qualify these grandiose statements with more moderated ones. The idea is 

clear though: Guayaquil was the Pacific America’s greatest, most-renowned shipbuilding 

center.  
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old Province of Guayaquil. Guayaquil’s rising bourgeoisie and its burgeoning urban 

fabric, therefore, were left standing on largely one leg of value production (agro-exports) 

just as capitalist social relations were deepening throughout the Spanish Colonial 

Economy, a general problem of the fragmented and fragmenting patchwork that would 

become the future republics of the Americas.   

Even still, for Spain free-trade reforms were palpably necessary, as its colonial 

economy, long a source of value-generation for the metropole, became a burden under 

the weight of centralized mismanagement. This frailty coincided with the arrival of the 

Dutch, French and British who began flexing their muscles in the so-called “New 

World,” further undermining the Spanish colonial economy’s durability. In spite of and 

due to this contestation over regional economic domination, Guayaquil’s developmental 

trajectory had long hinted at a certain path dependency that would later materialize 

during the Long 19th Century. Of its many features, the city would continue to serve as 

the commercial port town charged with organizing the imports and exports into and from 

the territorial space corresponding to what would later be known as Ecuador (see Chaves 

2006; Conniff 1977; Contreras 1990). In addition, it would more closely align itself with 

tropical crop exports. 

I must assert that the introduction of “free trade” in Spanish Colonial America 

reorganized not only external conditions of trade—between Guayaquil and Spain for 

example—but also internally articulated networks and circuits—that is between 

Guayaquil and Quito and Cuenca (see Acosta 2001; Mahoney 2010; Marchan 1989). The 

“formal” incorporation of what is presently known as Ecuador into the capitalist world-
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system coincided with a process involving the dissolution of several centuries of trade 

networks spanning the Americas.50 Yet, as Mahoney (2010) notes, the institutions of 

“mercantilist colonialism” were not evenly spread throughout the colonies, the uneven 

and combined development of which would launch certain areas ahead of the older, 

colonial centers during the 18th and 19th Centuries. Mercantilist colonialism, according to 

Mahoney (ibid: 27), explores how “powers impose restrictions on economic participation 

and grant exclusive rights to privileged merchants,” impeding economic development. 

Conversely, liberal colonialism “empower[s] a local bourgeoisie from the settler 

population that is capable of promoting… economic development and also expanding the 

very state institutions that constituted it in the first place” (ibid: 29). The late 

development of Guayaquil, precisely after the switch to so-called “liberal colonialism,” 

contextualizes the divergent institutional configurations that arising from the GUF’s 

development during the FCB, the result of which inevitably would clash with that of 

Quito and the highland, which were configured along different lines. 

Yet, as will be shown below, the demise of shipbuilding in Guayaquil corresponds 

to both a shift within Spanish Colonial political economy and a reorientation of the city’s 

space and its linkages to productive activity beyond the city itself. This shift finds its 

spatial expression in the relocation of the town’s center from the area hugging Cerro 

                                                 
50 Wallerstein (2011b) considered the Spanish colonies as fully included within the 

capitalist world-system by occupying an integral sector of the systemic division of labor. 

Maiguascha (2012), however, uses concepts derived from Arrighi in an African context 

to determine the GUF’s degree of inclusion. We agree with Maiguascha that 1840 is a 

pivotal year, which he marks as “nominal inclusion,” even in the face of evidence that 

Guayaquil’s cacao had long filtered through British, French, and Dutch upper-class 

consumption practices (Conniff 1977).  
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Santa Ana (Ciudad Vieja) to a relatively flat section of the savanna straddling the river 

about a mile south (Ciudad Nueva). The prior came to bear the name “the Old Town,” 

which continued serving as an “alternative” constellation and vision from which the New 

Town, in the 1700s, burst forth.51 As such, the Old Town continued to figure in the social 

practices of the New Town, and the key “urban” achievement of the FCB was to 

symbolically and physically reunify the New and Old Towns by the end of the period. It 

was cacao exports that sutured these spaces, despite contributing to their initial cleavage, 

and it would be cacao exports that drove Guayaquil’s urbanization through 1920, 

eventually incorporating the city’s symbolic past, as colonial port-town, into its 

morphology during the long 19th Century through the dream-images of Guayaquil 

Antiguo. 

3.2 Cacao Capitalism and the Formation of the GUF: Economic and Social 

Conditions Grounding Peripheral Capitalist Urbanization during the FCB 

 

3.2.1 The Political Economic Structure of the FCB: Internal and External 

Conditions 

Let me now commence with a deeper examination of Guayaquil’s first cacao 

boom (1760s-1820s) as it pertains to the production of (capitalist) space in the form of an 

urban fabric. Let me remind you that an urban fabric is a network of fixed capital assets 

serving as both a means of production, and a medium of exchange. In other words, an 

                                                 
51 Gómez Iturralde (1999a: 149) mentions that “At the beginning of 1700, Santiago de 

Guayaquil had no greater significance as an urban center, and nevertheless continued to 

be divided into the two cities, had acquired a much greater importance than that which 

should be expected given its small population.”  
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urban fabric represents the space of capitalist social relations as they explode and 

implode, though what Brenner (2019) calls “urbanization.” What transpired between this 

point in the mid-18th and the beginning of the 19th centuries to change this nearly three-

hundred year old arrangement? Contreras (1990), moderating the views of Hamerly 

(1973) and Chiriboga (2013), places secondary importance on the Bourbon Reforms that 

introduced comercio libre into the Spanish colonial empire,52 which many authors 

highlight as the key variable.53 The second and, for me, more decisive variable explaining 

                                                 
52 Prior to the Bourbon Reforms, one could classify the Spanish colonial economy, and 

particularly that of the Viceroyalty of Peru (present day Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, Chile, 

Paraguay, and Argentina) as linked to the world market principally through export 

mining of silver and gold—most notably in Potosi. However, sufficient evidence suggests 

that tropical crops like cacao, at least since the mid-1600s, had begun filtering into 

European markets in London, Paris, and Amsterdam (Conniff 1977). The long-eighteenth 

century, a period of economic stagnation characterized by a lack of expansion, largely 

left the Spanish colonial possessions to their own devices, though much of the global 

trade of commodities like cacao occurred through piracy and contraband trade. In effect 

the Spanish were forced to open up channels for trade or risk losing any and all sources 

of surplus value emerging from their colonies. In this light, we might better understand 

the Bourbon Reforms which catapulted the region back into the world market, largely 

through the export of primary materials and agricultural products (Marchan 1989: 235-6). 

Only in this context does Contreras’ (1990: 23) gain further concretization: “The new 

commercial policy of the Bourbon administration and the given favorable conjuncture 

provided by the expansion of the world market are considered important elements within 

this posture, but only by means that they served to promote the growth of forces 

fundamentally endogenous.” 
53 Soler (2014: 604): “The city and province of Guayaquil were lethargic for more than 

three hundred years despite sitting on important resources for economic development; the 

trigger for its flourishing… began in the last quarter of the 18th century, a product of three 

structural changes: free trade, reduction of taxes, and the expansion of markets.”   

As Wallerstein notes (2011c: 213), this was free trade only within the imperial 

framework itself. He goes on to stress: “The successive decrees of 1765, 1778, and 1789 

basically provided for three things: considerable freedom for intercolonial trade among 

Spain’s colonies, elimination of the peninsular Spanish monopoly of the [ports] of Seville 

and Cadiz, and permission for Spain’s colonists to transport goods themselves from 

Spanish colonies to Spanish ports.” This liberalization, he emphasizes, was exacted as 

vengeance against the British. For Wallerstein, the reconfiguration of the world-market 
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this change notes the growth in both cacao production and exportation centers on the 

Guayas river tributary system with Guayaquil serving as storage and shipping center, 

slowly displacing serrano textile production as the previously mentioned obraje system 

entered a period of crisis in the late 18th Century.54 Contreras (1990: 34) claims that, “By 

way of the period between the crises in the decades of 1740s and the 1810s we can place 

a half-century long period of sustained growth converting Guayaquil and its countryside 

into one of the most dynamic zones of colonial Hispanic America.”55 Manuel Chiriboga 

(2013: 28), in the most respected and complete of the studies of Ecuador’s cacao history, 

suggests that the first cacao boom was going full tilt from 1779 to 1842, with a notable 

crash between 1810-1818 (see also Hamerly 1973). Interestingly enough, it was precisely 

this re-articulation of colonial Spanish America with the world economy, injecting much 

needed dynamism into its circuits, which eventually undermined the colonial 

arrangement (Marchan 1989: 236-7).56 The reworking of these networks and linkages, 

                                                 

during the period of the 1730s to the 1830s constituted the second great wave of capitalist 

expansion in the world-system, and directly undercut the Spanish crowns ability to 

administer a mercantilist empire as British industrial capital developed.  
54 Marchan (1989: 238) makes the claim that the downfall of Potosi’s silver exports led to 

decreased demand for Quito’s textiles across the internal market of colonial America. See 

also Mahoney (2010) on the slow insertion of British textiles into the competitive sphere 

of Quito’s obrajes.  
55 These dates also correspond largely to Wallerstein’s (2011c) second period of capitalist 

expansion which run from 1740 to 1830. 
56 Marchan (1989: 237) notes that Spanish interest in expanding commerce with its 

colonial possessions fragmented them, whereas previously they were organized in a sort 

of internal colonial market only connected to Spain through power relations and the 

exchange of metals. When Spain began to engage in direct commodity exchange with its 

colonial possessions, the internal market that existed between these possessions 

weakened, and they were more forcefully oriented toward the metropolis. This 

reorganization would have lasting effects, for interregional development in Latin 

America has long taken a backseat to core-periphery exchanges. 
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transecting the town of Guayaquil, both the implosion and explosion of Spanish colonial 

networks of value production and circulation, constitutes the political economic 

foundations upon which the GUF emerged. Similarly, the first boom (and its busts) 

would play a seminal and dramatic role in the long-term development of that city and its 

urban fabric.  

Latin America had, and remained, what many might call a “rural,” that is an 

agricultural (“semi-feudal” in many descriptions) society administered through a series 

networked colonial cities and their letrados, the Spanish and criollo caste of lettered 

power brokers in charge of the colonial bureaucracy (Rama 1996), largely until the urban 

explosions of the late 19th and 20th Centuries (See Gilbert 1998; Pineo 1996; Rodgers, 

Beall and Kanbur 2011). Guayaquil and the Ecuadorian coast, it appears, too followed 

this same basic spatial-political pattern. Reducing this process to the staid spatial 

categories of Eurocentric social science, particularly the reconfiguration of the “rural” 

and the “urban,” fails to express and capture the more integral and contingent realities 

confronted by people living and working across this coastal basin. It would even be 

imprudent to consider this reality as a purely classist or racial phenomenon, though 

certainly these categories influences concrete spatial practices.  

First, certain letrados within the town laid claim to settlements within the grid and 

far upstream in the countryside—most typically the hacendados whose economic 

entanglements thrust them into these seemingly disparate and dual existences of the town 

and the country. Second, the floating population of the region, mostly indigenous and 

afro-Ecuadorian balseros shuttled up and down the various tributaries of the Rio Guayas 
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fluvial system, fishing, transporting various fruits and vegetables to market, moving 

imported merchandise destined for the Sierra via Bodegas on their return trips upstream 

(Chaves 2002; for excellent descriptions see de Ulloa 1748). For this reason, population 

statistics culled during the colonial period provoke suspicion for their tendency to erase 

these “nomadic” subjects that bounced between the seemingly discrete and fixed (spatial) 

categories assigned to social activity given in the traditional sociological cannon: the 

rural and the urban (Chaves 2002: 51). Third, as Townsend (2000) discovers, families 

and daily existences often spanned the breadth of these interlinked cartographies. In other 

words, even prior to the establishment of the GUF, town and countryside in coastal 

Ecuador had long intersected economically and socially for people of all strata and racial 

compositions as a practical nexus of social activity.  

Nevertheless, while glossing over the spatial complexity and distinctiveness of 

social life during the period, data compiled by various researchers indicates, quite 

irrevocably, the growing importance of cacao exports on changing population 

dynamics—which projected these hinterlands far beyond the economic scale of 

“metabolic” reproduction between Guayaquil and its immediate countryside. Guayaquil, 

in 1764, according to data compiled by Pineo (1996: 2), counted a population of 4,914 

people, while Contreras (1990: 57) claims that at the mid-point of the 18th Century the 

city counted about 5,000 inhabitants. By 1790, as per Conniff (1977: 401), Guayaquil 

tallied some 8,000 residents. In 1840, near the end of the boom, Pineo (1996: 2) cites 

13,093 people in the city of Guayaquil, a growth of 166% in 74 years, despite indicating 
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a dramatic decrease in growth from 1820 to 1848, explicable largely by referencing the 

economic, political and health crises during this period.  

Despite its 

sparse population, the 

effect of the cacao 

boom on Guayaquil 

is undeniable. 

However, Hamerly’s 

(1973) so-called 

“demographic 

revolution,” 

predicated on surging 

cacao capitalism, expanded far beyond the city itself. Chiriboga (2013: 34), providing 

figures for the provinces of the cacao-producing region (Guayas, Los Rios, Manabí, and 

El Oro) from 1765 to 1840, indicates an increase in the region’s population from 22,445 

to 85,130—a change of 279%.57 This rate of demographic growth outpaces that of the 

city alone. Population growth arising from the cacao trade accounts for nearly all of this 

dynamism, though it remains far from the only causal factor.   

It is only after 1750 that cacao capitalism demonstrates a sustained upward 

growth trajectory. Prior to the 1680, according to Borja and Szaszdi (1964: 5) a series of 

                                                 
57 In the Guayas province, where Guayaquil—and the great majority of the region’s 

population is centered—is located, 12,892 people were counted in 1765 and 51,437 by 

1840, a change of 299%.  
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“absurd prohibitions” dictated by Spain undercut Guayaquil’s nascent cacao trade. From 

1680 to about 1750, it appears that cacao exports, despite gaining legitimacy from 

Spanish authorities, failed to generate concerted growth, with exports hovering around 30 

thousand loads per year. After 1750, cacao capitalism begins to take on a dynamic of its 

own. As Figure 2 indicates, from 1765 to the 1840s, cacao exports (in 81 pound bags) 

increased from just above 30,000 units to around 100,000 units, the total more than 

tripling. Because the Spanish monopoly regulated prices within its domain, and due to 

lack of improvements in the productivity of cacao production, the price and the weight 

closely track each other during this period. The value of cacao exports, constituting of 

roughly 50% of the total export value during the FCB, witnessed a similar jump of total 

value from 120,000 pesos to just over 400,000. The data indicates that from the 1760s to 

around 1806, cacao exports grew rather steadily from around 30,000 loads to over 

100,000. From that point to the 1820s, total exports drop primarily due to a crisis in 

European demand, followed by a rebound and growth in 1822 to 140,000 loads 

(documented well by Chiriboga 2013; Contreras 1990; Hamerly 1973). From that point 

until the 1840s, political and economic turmoil appears to have undermined any stability 

in the cacao export sector, from highs to lows sometimes in successive cycles, though 

concrete data for several years remains absent. It was not until around 1844-45 that cacao 

production and value reach the peak levels registered in 1822, on the precipice of 

Independence (Ayala Mora 2015a, 2011; Centeno 2002; Paredes Ramirez 1989). As I 

intend to argue, it is the rising importance of cacao exports during this period that 

structures the GUF, setting it down certain paths in terms of both the production of 
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material space and cultural production, solidifying into its “mature” (or seemingly 

“finished”) form during the SCB. 

  Throughout the first cacao boom, however, value invested into fixed capital, that 

is, into means of production and infrastructure, bore minimal costs—some 6 to 7 reales 

per tree (Contreras 1990: 57; Soler 2014: 611). The reasons for such low costs are 

manifold. First of all, because the land was largely controlled by the Crown, the Peruvian 

Viceroyalty, the Audiencia of Quito, or various indigenous groups, the exchange of 

money for land incurred little to no upfront costs when organizing cacao production 

(Uggen 1975). In the case where land wasn’t stolen from the sparse indigenous 

populations of littoral Ecuador, the Crown and/or local capitalists (planter-harvesters) 

charged indigenous and migrant laborers, typically from the Sierra, to work up small 

plots of land as sembradores (planters) clearing the jungle and planting and caring for 

cacao trees under contract (Soler 2014). These planter-harvesters oftentimes sold their 

cacao on consignment to larger planters-exporters, but quite often evaded the 

monopolistic export sector undermining their profitability (ibid). Investments into the 

land, that is, into improving the soil and building productive infrastructure, too, was 

largely unnecessary given the current production requirements and the proximity of 

production to the river network. The processing of the pepa de oro, the “golden seed” as 

it was called, further failed to generate investment into facilities, tools, and machinery: 

seeds were fermented and then sun dried in the most rudimentary ways imaginable. 

During the FCB, almost all cacao fields and plantations directly abutted rivers and 

tributaries on relatively insignificant geographical expanses, and transportation of the 
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seeds to the port required only simple boats (canoes and lanchas, balsas, etc.) propelled 

by the tidal flows, necessitating miniscule investment into transport and infrastructure. 

Between the internal connections upstream, and longer-distanced linkages between 

Guayaquil, Puná, Manta, and Santa Elena, local shipping effectively moved products 

towards the central point within the urban fabric by the start of the 18the Century 

(Laviana Cuetos 1987).    

Labor shortages in the coastal region, despite the its rapid population explosion, 

are to be counted as the most pressing concerns for the development of the cacao 

economy—and according to several commentators (Chaves 2004; Chiriboga 2013; 

Conniff 1977; Contreras 1990; Hamerly 1973; Stevenson 1825), an determining factor 

inhibiting further industrial development. However, during the first cacao boom, labor 

shortages paled in comparison to the effects produced by the world-systemic organization 

of colonial policy and the GUF’s articulation with the world market, inflected, ultimately, 

by the level of technological development in global shipping, limiting growth prospects 

within the GUF. In essence, technological developments directly and indirectly impinged 

upon the GUF’s economic prospects in two ways:  1.) large-scale industry produced a 

relative rise in the well-being of workers in the core economies that opened and expanded 

markets for agricultural goods—that is for items that were previously considered 

“luxury” goods (Wallerstein 2011a; 2011b); and 2.) a spatial-temporal limit structured by 

minimal advances in transportation technology inhibiting further integration of the world-

market so as to promote deeper and more intensive development within peripheral zones 

largely outside of the Atlantic sphere. In other words, the GUF was being more closely 
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drawn towards Europe, but lacked the effective mobility capital to ensure reliable and 

rapid integration with its emerging consumer markets, to which, in any case, Spanish 

economic dictates were still mediating and determining.  

While cacao capitalism proffered the chief product integrating and extending the 

GUF’s capitalist urbanization, cacao was far from being the sole export being channeled 

through Guayaquil. A variety of primary materials and minimally processes goods 

accompanied cacao on its journey beyond the GUF, providing Guayaquil’s merchants 

with export revenues spent, in large part, on imports and fixed capital investments. Rising 

rates of imported consumer products grew to meet the growing demand predicated on the 

economic growth afforded by cacao capitalism, introducing the cultural dynamic of an 

incipient commercial capitalist “modernity” into the city. Defined by the incessant 

juxtaposition of the “new” and the “old” (Benjamin 1996; Cubitt 1996, 1982; Frisby 

1986; Townsend 2000), this emergent form of commercial culture would further intensify 

during the SCB, radically altering the cultural milieu centered in Guayaquil. At least prior 

to the 1830s, the flux of trade enabled the cacao producers to live relatively comfortable 

lives, even as market limitations and conjunctive impediments restricted the amount of 

profit destined for recapitalization and investment into expanded reproduction (Townsend 

2000).  

Yet, precisely due to the limited population in the city and the coastal region, 

investment into further industrial activity (manufacturing, for example) producing for a 

local market failed to find material justification, completely consonant with economic 

prospects confronted by the coastal bourgeoisie at the time. The rhythms of capitalist 
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production demanded a broader economic reach, or scale, which only the highlands could 

have provided after the declaration of comercio libre, precisely when the Province of 

Guayaquil both symbolically and materially began delinking from Quito and the Sierra. 

Physical geography certainly played a role, but so did the relative cheapness of imported 

products (textiles, wheat, and flours for instance) that drove an even greater wedge 

between the Coast and the Sierra, superimposing a “global” dimension on the 

reproduction of everyday life in Guayaquil. In other words, the GUF began to function as 

a relatively well-defined network of value production and circulation limited in its 

development, while intersecting with the broader global market, albeit mediated and 

circumscribed by Spain. Nevertheless, as an instantiation of capitalist urbanization, this 

urban fabric serves as a case study for understanding how this process unfolds on the 

periphery of world-capitalism, under conditions far removed from the “ideal-typical” 

universalizations of Western social theory. 

 

3.2.2 The Practical Movement of Economic Life in the GUF during the FCB: The 

Reflux of Surplus Value 

How, concretely, did this emerging network function? The value produced and 

circulated in littoral Ecuador was made possible, first of all, due the natural infrastructure 

of rivers and estuaries that daily flowed in both directions.58 Thus far, I have described 

                                                 
58 It goes without saying that climatic and soil conditions favor cacao production, but this 

doesn’t explain why it should take-off then and there. Production, capitalist production, 

requires more than just natural capacities, even if that is its basis. It requires, first of all, 

living labor capable of producing value in a profitable manner, and, secondly, it requires 

means of production—that is instruments, machines, organizational structures, and, of 

course, infrastructure, naturally occurring or otherwise. With its location on the Pacific, 
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how the colonial context shaped and limited the development of the GUF as the FCB 

exploded prior sedimentations of the colonial economy, highlighting how economic 

conditions structure spatial production while being mediated by commerce coursing 

through Guayaquil. The defining feature of the FCB,  is the control of commercial 

channels utilized in shipping cacao out of Guayaquil—the primary factor subordinating 

Guayaquil’s economic life to domination by Lima’s merchant class throughout the 

FCB—rather than direct ownership over the units of production, which effectively 

remained underdeveloped and largely unconsolidated. Though cacao and other tropical 

crops constituted the basis for value production and accumulation within the GUF, port 

functions (commerce and customs) within the city overshadowed this the importance of 

economic production per se. As surplus value was “absorbed” within the city, the wedge 

between the city and the countryside began dividing the two, an ideological prerequisite 

for the later development of Guayaquil Antiguo made possible only by later material 

alterations to the relations of production in the GUF.  

 Nevertheless, Guayaquil’s commercial disposition didn’t directly emerge from 

cacao exportation, but from the practical organization of daily life in the region, and in 

particular the historical legacy of serving as “Quito’s Port.” As mentioned prior, the 

                                                 

littoral Ecuador’s first cacao boom would be limited by the Spanish colonial organization 

and by the limited technological capacities of the era. 

 Nevertheless, Contreras (1990: 36-7) concurs: “It was, rather, the alliance 

between geographic conditions of the region and the input, in capital and experience, 

coming from without [mostly Lima], but from the same American colonial space, the 

conjunction that permitted the emergence of a significant growth of exports during the 

second half of the 18th Century.” That is, there existed a structural explanation for why 

the first cacao boom developed in coastal Ecuador. 
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Guayas River not only provided the economic capital (for export) grounding everyday 

life in the town, it also enabled the movement of a great majority of the locally sourced 

“commodities” required for social reproduction (Chaves 2006, 2002; Gómez Iturralde 

1999a). Such goods were transported on balsa rafts into town, where they formed 

massive floating marketplaces lining the shore. These markets offered a range of tropical 

fruits and vegetables, chief among which were the plantain and yucca (cassava root), 

ubiquitous and transversal ingredients of coastal cuisine during the period, for sale. 

Dependent on this “internal commerce” (de Ulloa 1748), this reality ensured that a 

sizeable portion of the coast’s population existed “on the move” (Cresswell 2006), 

constantly shuttling between the town and the “rural” hinterlands where the great 

majority of the consumables and products on which social life depended were produced. 

The regularized presumption of this everyday nomadism—a recurrent threat and source 

of wealth to Spanish dominion in the Andean region (Ravi Mumford 2012)—too, would 

leave its mark on both the popular and elite visions of how Guayaquil would develop 

throughout cacao capitalism. This internal trade, which at once established the foundation 

of social life on the Coast, also prefigured the extension of networks for imported 

merchant capital throughout the Guayas River system, even if much of the product 

originated from non-waged labor. As such, from the malecón, the wharf or pier abutting 

lining the city’s center, river traffic both up and down stream constantly conditioned the 

material and symbolic lineaments of Guayaquil’s daily life, predicated upon the incessant 

comings and goings of people and products from lands near and far. In many ways, this 

unbounded circulation constitutes something of a proto-urban fabric subsumed into the 
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GUF through the rise of cacao capitalism, fusing the immense bounty of natural 

infrastructure and tropical abundance within the circuitous whir of capitalist production 

and consumption.   

But while internal trade consisted of the bare necessities for social reproduction, 

as a practical cornerstone undergirding the GUF, the structural roots of the urban fabric 

lie in the production and export of value in the form of commodity capital (cacao). Only 

this fact explains the particular developmental trajectory of the city of Guayaquil and the 

particular cultural forms associated with the solidification of cacao capitalism as the 

GUF’s primary economic engine. But what exactly does this mean? First, the value, and 

hence surplus value, from which the growing city of Guayaquil depended during the 

FCB, was produced from without and then brought into the city via the fluvial network 

where it was exported to Lima, Acapulco, Cadiz, and a few other minor ports (Chaves 

2006; Chiriboga 2013; Conniff 1977 Contreras 1990; Hamerly 1973; Townsend 2000). In 

the early years, during the colonial period, most cacao production took place on small to 

medium sized parcels upstream from Guayaquil (in the Arriba zone—in present day 

Guayas and Los Rios Provinces). The producers, farmers and planters did not invest 

much into production due to limited access to capital, and hence relied on others to 

organize the logistics of shipments to Guayaquil, where further drying along the malecón 

occurred (Contreras 1990; Soler 2014). Though merchants in Guayaquil owned several 

craft capable of shipping cacao to foreign ports, the vast majority of transport was 

contracted through Peruvian commercial agents domiciled in the City, ceding portions of 

the total surplus value to said merchants. Despite repeated attempts to annex Guayaquil, 



106 

 

Peruvian merchants and their commercial channels would continue to play a role in 

Guayaquil’s cacao capitalism well into the 1840s.        

 

Table 1 Breakdown of Cacao Prices From Guayaquil to Cadiz. Source: Table adapted 

from Contreras (1990: 76). 

Elements of final price Value in Pesos 

and Reales 

% of Total 

Value 

Costs of Labor-Power  1 peso 2 reales 3% 

Price paid to the producer or “dealer” per 

load in Guayaquil 

4 pesos 4 reales 

 

12% 

Profit to Producer in Guayaquil 3 pesos 2 reales 8.5% 

Shipment Guayaquil-Callao-Cadiz 9 pesos 24% 

Shipment Guayaquil-Callao 1 peso  4 reales 4% 

Shipment Callao-Cadiz 7 pesos 4 reales 19.7% 

Benefit to the Merchant: 

In Guayaquil 

 

1 peso 4 reales 

 

4 % 

In Lima 4 pesos 4 reales 12 % 

In Cadiz 18 pesos 4 reales 48% 

Total: 38 pesos 100% 

 

 

 

Cacao production and shipment from the GUF generated an immense amount of 

wealth tending to be distributed according to the ownership and magnitude of the capital 

involved in its production process. As Contreras’ (1990: 76) data shows, cacao sacks sold 

for around four pesos four reales in Guayaquil—12% of the total (38 pesos) it fetched in 

Cadiz—while transport and merchant fees in Cadiz constituted nearly 72% of that value 

(27 pesos). While Table 1 illustrates astronomical rates of profit for producers in 

Guayaquil (three pesos and two reales), merchants profited (in total) over 24 pesos on an 

investment of slightly higher than 13 pesos—a rate of profit of nearly 181%. Most of the 

value generated from Guayaquil’s global cacao production and trade, then, was 
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accumulated outside of the GUF, underscoring the importance of controlling mobility 

capital in explaining long-term inequalities in the capitalist world-system.  

Beyond merely lacking mobility capital, structural factors too inhibited 

Guayaquil’s capabilities for accumulating capital in less obvious ways. The Bourbon 

Reforms expanded economic interaction between the colonies and the metropole, but 

were accompanied by a prohibition against non-Spanish shipping, facilitating Iberian 

monopolization of cacao markets in Europe, which was poised to eclipse Latin American 

markets as the chief destination of Guayaquil’s cacao.59 In the FCB, then, only six pesos 

worth of direct economic activity were retained in the GUF, a mere 15.8% of the total 

value Guayaquil’s cacao sold for in Spain. In other words, Spanish-GUF economic 

exchanges, while robust and improving, favored the Spanish primarily through the 

control of mobility capital and colonial dominance which limited the capitalization of the 

GUF’s economy. 

On the one hand, Guayaquil’s capitalists received both a rate and mass of profits 

in accordance with their capital assets, while demonstrating how “underdevelopment” 

and “dependency” arise from asymmetrical power relations in the channeling of surplus 

value, rather than production itself.60 On the other, the issue of control indubitably 

                                                 
59 Walter Baker and Company (1886) “There is no doubt that, if it had not been for the 

monopoly of the production which Spain long possessed, and which kept the price, on its 

first introduction into England, at a point where only the rich could afford to buy it, cocoa 

would have come into as general use there as it did in Spain, and would, perhaps, have 

been received with more favor than tea or coffee, which were introduced about the same 

time” 
60 Wallerstein, at the end of Volume I of The Modern World-System (2011a: 350) makes 

this observation: “Since a capitalist world-economy essentially rewards accumulated 

capital, including human capital, at a higher rate than ‘raw’ labor power, the geographical 
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weighed heavily on their minds, when in October of 1820, they declared Independence, 

spurred by “cacao interests” (Cubitt 1982; Townsend 2000), inciting a nasty feuds 

between pro-Peruvian supporters, those aligned with incorporation into Gran Colombia, 

and those aiming for Guayaquil’s national independence (see Anonymous 1822; Cubitt 

1996; Roca 1822). 

 While conflicting elite interests centered on controlling cacao’s shipping and 

destination in order to profit more handsomely, imports and exports tended to be 

managed by local merchants and commercial agents—many of whom were foreign-

born—making decisions over the distribution of surplus value within the GUF (Contreras 

                                                 

maldistribution of these occupational skills involves a strong trend toward self-

maintenance.” That is to say, those who possess capital benefit in proportion to the 

capital they possess, under normal circumstances of growth. We might also add the role 

of semi-monopoly control over certain key sectors of the world economy accruing to 

hegemonic powers and their hangers-on (see Arrighi 2010), again explains how the total 

surplus value gets divvied up in a world market which is relatively free.  

In Volume III of Capital, Marx (1993b) explains how the distribution of surplus 

value across the economy, through the equalization of the rate of profit, obscures 

exploitation in the production process, as rewards to investment are predicated on the 

value of capital advanced (both constant and variable capital) which determines the price 

of production, to which the average rate of profit is appended to give the cost price. This 

explains how and why “imperialism” works the way that it does, and contradicts the non-

Marxist theory of superexploitation that has again become fashionable (Smith 2016). 

Structurally capitalists in the metropole can exact more surplus from dependent capitals 

abroad, but such a relation undermines the investments made by the metropole capitalists 

in the “developing market.”  

That the lowly farm-proprietors and secondary shippers centered in Guayaquil 

could not capture more of the value production and accumulation process, because a lack 

of capital ownership prevented them from doing so, helps explain why the “great 

divergence” (Pomeranz 2000) develops the way that it does. In this case, control of 

mobility capital, by and large, explains why the Dutch, and then the English, would come 

to dominate the world-system, but also why, capitalists in littoral Ecuador could only 

accumulate capital on a limited scale—according to the capital they put into the process 

of production and exchange. A comparison with the second cacao boom will help 

illustrate this point.  
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1990: 72; Soler 2014). Even though the total capital circulating through the GUF’s 

economy was dwarfed by cacao’s value in European markets, that capital represented a 

significant sum relative to the population. As the GUF intensified its separation from the 

highland economy, an increasing share of its everyday items owed their existence to 

distant sources of objectified labor power. In this regard, politics regarding the control 

and distribution of surplus value within the GUF gradually shifted towards a capitalist 

logic of domination built around the control of mobility capital, first, and colonialist 

policies of labor control second—rendered rather transparent after Independence. 

 The historical fact of extractive industrial activity in the GUF, rather than the 

appearance of colonial, pre-capitalist, or backwards forms of capitalist development, 

articulates key structural dynamics that will shape not only the specific form urbanization 

took during the Long 19th Century in the GUF, but also illustrates the proto-planetary 

character of capitalist urbanization in the Global South during this period. Not only were 

nation-states, clearly demarcated separations between town and country, and “industrial” 

capitalism absent from these contexts, but so too did urbanization (concentrated and 

extended) in the GUF depend almost entirely on the performance of cacao as a global 

commodity. The reflux of surplus value circulating throughout the GUF structured the 

possibilities for further urbanization, and more specifically the control of said surpluses 

tended to accumulate in the hands of local merchants tied to trade between Guayaquil and 

Acapulco, for example (Contreras 1990: 78). These merchants would later consolidate 

into the first groupings fusing imports, exports, and finance in the GUF. For example, the 

rise  of La Casa of Luzárraga, which dominated Guayaquil’s economic life from 1840 to 
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the mid-1870s, and served as the first banking institution to service municipal and 

national governments and the local bourgeoisie (Miño Grijalva 2008), owed its 

ascendency to the intra-American cacao trade.   

 Nevertheless, precise data on yearly imports and exports does not exist, except for 

a few cases, such as Roca’s (1822: 3-5) Amigo del Pais pamphlet, which provides a 

generic breakdown of imports and exports for the GUF for the years between 1808 and 

1822. While cacao represented 36% of the value (520,000 pesos) exported during that 

time, tobacco (250,000 pesos), Panama Hats (225,000 pesos), and several other products, 

also figured into the list of products exported. Focusing more in the Peru trade, Baleato 

(1820: 83) calculates cacao exports to Callao at 400,000 pesos in 1808. Likewise, 

imported merchandise from Peru constituted roughly half of all import values during the 

latter years of the FCB. Roca’s (1822: 4-5) more global data indicates that 504,300 pesos 

of a total of 1,003,925 were directed towards Callao. The great majority of these artefacts 

destined for personal consumption, such as cooking oils and flour, and other foodstuffs, 

rather than “luxury consumption.” It appears that roughly 250,000 of the nearly 

1,000,000 pesos spent on imports went to European-sourced goods (“European effects” 

and “Foreign Goods”), while a considerable portion was directed towards items necessary 

for social reproduction that could not be sourced within coastal Ecuador, at least not at 

the time.     

It would appear that roughly 500,000 pesos of value accumulated, per year, to 

Guayaquil’s capitalist classes as a whole during the final years of the colony according to 

Roca’s (1822) data. However, as his anonymous adversary (1822) suggests, as do Chaves 
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(2006), Soler (2014), and Contreras (1990), the actual amount repatriated to the GUF 

would have been much less, due to structural conditions of trade where certain foreign 

commercial agents typically bought the bulk of cacao, and other products, from producers 

in Guayaquil at prices lower than the official valuation—a means of receiving payment 

upfront for the cacao producers. For the town and the urban fabric, then, such a reality 

severely curtailed any incentive to invest in productivity improvements on cacao’s supply 

side, as its price remained relatively inflexible within Guayaquil itself, varying between 

four and four and a half pesos (32 to 36 reales) during the last forty years of colonial rule. 

This tendency was punctuated by a brief interlude of rising prices after Independence, 

followed by roughly two decades of collapse. Not until the time between 1840 and 1850 

did price recovery take effect through the more direct insertion of Ecuador into the 

international division of labor, however nominal that insertion may have been 

(Maiguascha 2012). 

In this section, I have merely attempted to illustrate the effects of the circulation 

of cacao’s value through the GUF, particularly at the moment in which the GUF was 

effectively coalescing into a circuit of value production and circulation quite separate 

from the Highland economy, certainly one of the primary sources for the fabled 

regionalisms which would arise thereafter (see Maiguashca 1994).61  More importantly, 

                                                 
61 Contreras (1990: 126-7) calls this a spatial “disarticulation” between the Sierra and the 

Coast. However, this fails the capture the reconfiguration of networks of value-

production. If, as I have stressed, capitalist urbanization is about the creation of a fabric, 

and interweaving of activities that transect particular places, fixed points, the 

explanations for why this “disarticulation” need to be made in terms of value. The Sierra, 

with its semi-feudal organization of production, could not produce commodities that 
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by this point, Guayaquil had become the central node in a network of value production 

and circulation, a point of mediation between the various producers, transporters, and 

exporters that fanned out along the Guayas River delta. This urban fabric extended far 

beyond even the immediate vicinity of the city, and linked the livelihoods of everyone 

participating in its economy with the ups and downs of the world market. My task now is 

to illustrate in more depth how this process of value production and circulation had a 

lasting effect on the urban development of Guayaquil until the present, in codifying a 

certain spatial practice and representation of space diachronically transecting the Long 

19th Century. 

 

 

3.3 The Physiognomic Heritage of Colonial Guayaquil in the Long 19th Century: 

Urban Structure and Architectural Forms 

Hardly anything of permanence survived for any amount of time in Guayaquil, 

other than the ossified cultural and routinized practices sedimented over centuries of 

colonial rule. Both “natural” and social flux and flow, mediated by the “colonial wound,” 

formed the underlying foundations structuring Guayaquil’s cultural life. Then as now, 

this space’s material impermanence intimately paralleled the tidal flows dictated by the 

                                                 

could compete with those on the world-market, precisely at that moment when it needed 

to (after the Bourbon Reforms).  

The limited available capital in transport and storage in Guayaquil and the Guayas 

River system could not be dedicated to unprofitable exports of serrano textiles any more 

than they could be dedicated to exporting large quantities of tagua and sarsaparilla. 

Capital, when invested rationally, will constantly seek the highest returns on investment, 

and cacao production and exportation expanded as far as it could, as fast as it could, 

under the available material conditions (scarcity of capital and labor, level of 

technological progress, etc.), which displaced the production from the Sierra.   
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Guayas River. Nevertheless, despite the material impermanence visible in the city, victim 

to an indefatigable tropical nature which consumed Guayaquil’s material foundations as 

they were laid, the production of a “new” space corresponding to the flourishing 

commercial opportunities of the late 17th Century have left their mark on the physical 

layout of the city and its overall relation with the GUF.  

Just prior to the FCB, the city’s commercial character already found its reflection, 

quite strongly, in its urban morphology, with the incentivizing of growth in associated 

industries and along commercial lines. Rojas and Villavicencio (1988: 16) accentuate 

that, in spite problems of, “sanitation, overcrowding, continuous fires and pirate 

attacks—a diversification in the productive structure of the settlement was given, pushed 

along by commercial capital, through intermediation, and supported by the existence of 

excellent lumber that turned Guayaquil in to one of the principal shipyards of the 

Pacific.” By the 1690s the Atarazana shipyards, beyond the northern terminus of what we 

later call Old Town, reached their apogee, even as  the morphology of the town 

overwhelmingly “defined itself by the disorder of housing settlements: there existed no 

previous layout of neither streets not blocks” (Rojas and Villavicencio 1988: 17). Such an 

atmosphere created optimal conditions for the repeated blazes that decimated the 

overcrowded hill around which the town was originally built, eventually leading the local 

government, in 1688, to relocate its center to the south nearly a kilometer. 

It wasn’t until 1692 that the President of the Real Audiencia approved the move, 

dictating that “The New City should consist of 24 edified blocks and the main plaza must 

cover five blocks” (Estrada cited in Rojas and Villavicencio 1988: 17). After decreeing 
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the creation of the “New City,” transferring the main settlement onto the low-lands about 

a mile to the south of the “Old Town” hugging Cerro Santa Ana, Guayaquil’s 

developmental patterns acquired a form and structure that, essentially, endure from that 

point through the second cacao boom, well after its initial explosions of the late 1870s.62  

First, streets were widened to prevent fires from destroying buildings which were 

mostly made of wood or bamboo with bijao (palm fronds) thatched roofs during this 

period (Baleato 1820; de Ulloa 1748; Gómez Iturralde 1999a)—a unique feature in a city 

noted for a complete lack of animal-driven vehicles even in hauling products, a function 

of the swampy conditions even within the central areas of the gird.  Even so, this did not 

enshrine sound urban planning within the New Town, which continued to experience 

uncontrolled expansion due to the population boom precipitated by incipient cacao 

capitalism (see Chaves 2002: 49-50), even as ideological representations of order from 

letrados like Minguet (Figure 3) indicated otherwise. The “real” city never quite lived up 

to the symbolic one.63  

While several ordnances were issued prohibiting the use of bijao for roofing, 

instead of shingles, and wooden construction without quincha, such laws do not appear to 

have been heavily enforced. Particularly in  the poorer districts, usually on the fringes of 

the central areas, traditional construction practices, along with all of their attendant 

                                                 
62 The use of New and Old were official designations describing two separate settlements 

seen in Figure 3. They should be understood geographically as two centers coexisting 

until the mid-19th Century when they have finally began to form a whole. 
63 Hamerly (1973: 51) notes, in 1793 that 655 two-story house of flattened cane and 

bijao-thatched roofs lined the blocks of the “New City,” while an incalculable number of 

balsa-raft houses hugged the shoreline of the malecón.  
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dangers, continued to prevail, a function more of poverty than of aesthetics. However, 

recognizing their contribution to Guayaquil’s architectural vernacular remains under-

theorized. Following the traditional architectural form for the savanna’s prior (to 1692) 

residences, houses were built upon pillars, elevating the structure above the floodable 

area below--a markedly distinct method than that utilized in those clustered around Cerro 

Santa Ana in the Old Town. Additionally, Guayaquil even by this point, was divided into 

zones primarily distinguished along the lines of social class (with material development 

corresponding to the amount of money one could marshal for more ornate fixtures) as 

well as economic function. Shipyards were relocated to the south of the New City to the 

Barrio Astillero, and commercial activity around the docks of Las Peñas was relocated 

along the malecón, with residential areas spreading out away from this hub where 

Figure 3 1741 Map of Guayaquil by Paulus Minguet Separating the New (A) and Old (B) 

Towns in de Alsedo y Herrera (1741). 
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distance from the waterfront and the central plaza signified lower status (Townsend 

2000).64 

Architectural practices began coalescing around a few vernacular forms 

dependent on a rather limited range of building materials, namely the mixed-use two (or 

more)-story wooden-cane and quincha65 structures and the elevated working-class “hut” 

(covacha) of split bamboo and thatched roofs. For the former, usually located along the 

malecón or along the central avenues in proximity to the river, the classic design (still 

prevalent to this day in the centro) of building a second level jutting out over a recessed 

section of the first floor, on what are still called soportales (pillars supporting an 

overhang so as to provide a covered walkway, becoming a unique architectonic feature in 

the region) was commonplace (Bock 1992; Santana Moncayo 2015).66 With the 

development of cacao capitalism and its commercial reflux, the ground floors of these 

buildings would eventually be dedicated to product storage and stores oriented to the 

                                                 
64 Rojas and Villavicencio (1988: 19-20) remark about the functional preservation of the 

“two cities,” cemented by the construction in 1710 of the “Bridge of 800 Rods (varas),” 

which would slowly lose its utility in the 18th Century as the swampy estuaries and terrain 

it crossed were filled in and populated.    
65 Quincha uses interwoven wood or cane walls covered in a mixture of earthen materials 

which forms a stucco-like finish (Rodriguez 2003). Both earlier and later travelers (de 

Alsedo y Herrera 1741; de Ulloa 1748; Walpole 1850; Weiner et al. 1884) would note 

this method’s superiority in confronting the frequent earthquakes rocking coastal 

Ecuador, while highlighting the threat the torrential rains played against said structures.  
66 This would become a mandated architectural features by the Second Cacao Boom. 

However, soportales have a long history in Spanish architecture and were undoubtedly 

transplanted to Guayaquil via Spanish architectural knowledge. Similarly, the covered 

walkways which would later become the arcades, or passages, in France got their start as 

a modern variation of the soportal, which probably indicates why Guayaquil retained 

them during the SCB. The word typically translates into English as “arcade” (see Bock 

1992).  
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import-export trade. However, such places could only be effectively realized in areas of 

the city where flooding didn’t threaten the various products held on the ground floor. In 

this way, the construction of these buildings rhymed quite considerably with the hacienda 

mansions in the countryside, which used the space beneath the residence as storage of 

cacao prior to shipment to the city. Moreover, the implementation of “arcades,” 

conditioned certain practices within sectors of the city associated with commerce and 

movement, and the town’s commercial character was quite literally edified into its 

material space (Chaves 2002).  

In the areas of the New Town which originally developed in and around the city’s 

current downtown, a combination of infill and drainage projects were initiated to prevent 

malecón-adjacent commercial spaces from flooding during the rainy season, damaging 

commercial property. Above the first floor, the second level (and third, etc.) would serve 

as dwellings for the well-to-do, surrounded by  balconies where residents would spend 

the cooler evenings, typically swaying to and fro on straw-woven hammocks,  enjoying 

refreshing breezes coming off the river (see descriptions in Terry 1834). Even during 

Spanish colonialization, rather fashionable goods from across Europe could be found in 

the homes of the more well-to-do, signifiers of not only status but the unavoidable 

dependency of the GUF’s social reproduction, however modestly, on European markets. 

Descriptions of the spatial arrangement of these buildings within riverfront-adjacent 

blocks indicated that typically they were organized four to a block with alleyways leading 

to a central courtyard area protected by fencing or walls (Stevenson 1825), where the 
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genteel ladies, zealously protected from the surrounding conditions, were shielded, even 

as they conspired in favor of independence (Townsend 2000).  

The other type of structure, the covacha, tended to occupy more peripheral lands. 

Poorer dwellings, usually in areas more prone to flooding, a function of power, limited 

resources and physical geography, were built upon wooden pilotes elevating them off the 

saturated ground below—usually the space of about 7 to 8 feet. These “shacks” were 

almost entirely constructed out of wood and flattened bamboo, and consisted of relatively 

barren interiors where hammocks were hung between support pillars (Stevenson 1825). 

In the space below the dwelling, particularly during the dry-season, was often used as 

storage for various items and livestock, as well as for cooking. These dwellings, due to 

their marginal locations across the GUF, often appeared to fuse certain features of 

“country” even when constructed in and around towns. Dwellings of this variety, almost 

exclusively built by the poor, have nevertheless influenced architectural and spatial 

patterns even to the present, particularly with the modular nature of construction practices 

persisting, to this day, in poorer areas of the city and countryside. Though Guayaquil’s 

economy was particularly vibrant, offering those who arrived—especially indigenous 

women—an array of potential income streams, from commercial employment to 

prostitution, running illegal bars to domestic labor, to working the ships and riverside 

markets, the city still hadn’t developed a sufficiently large manufacturing base capable of 

“absorbing” surplus labor (see Townsend 2000, 1998). 

Just prior to and up until the first thirty years of our period (1700-1790), the 

construction of an 800 meter wooden bridge connecting the Old City to the New 
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permitted foot traffic from one to the other (see Gómez Iturralde 1999a). Beneath it ran 

several small fingers of the estuary that previously connected the Rio Guayas to the 

Estero de Salado, which overflowed into the surrounding flats during high tides. Even in 

the central area, according to foreign visitors during this period, streets were rudimentary, 

made of dirt which became mud for several months, particularly during the rainy season 

(from January to May), putrid and disease-ridden cesspools impeding the town’s transit, 

which only improved as stone paving was initiated after 1808 (see Stevenson 1825).  

For this reason, enhancements to the roadways (mobility) preoccupied residents 

and constituted some of the first “renovation projects” townships were charged with  

implementing, mostly by creating drainage, constructing wooden crossings, or “shelling” 

Figure 4, Garcia Leon y Pizzaro’s 1772 Map of Guayaquil. Source: Fondos de Mapoteca, 

AHG 
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the roads with discarded crustacean shells facilitating travel during the rainy season 

(Gómez Iturralde 1999a). The tropical climate rendering the Guayas River basin 

exceptionally apt for growing cacao (and other tropical export crops) also made life in 

Guayaquil, particularly during the rainy season, remarkably difficult: principally from the 

flooding and the tropical diseases flourishing in the fetid puddles that lasted for months. 

As can be imagined, such problems, endemic to the area, tended to limit population 

growth prior to economic inducements overturned these seemingly “natural” barriers to 

growth. These same issues, nonetheless, continue to plague daily life in Guayaquil, 

causing headaches for city planners, public health officials, and municipal and national 

governments, magnifying the precarious foundation of the region’s re-urbanization 

projects. 

Social life in Guayaquil was both constrained and dominated by seasonal weather 

patterns and the daily ebbs and flows of the estuary’s tidal rhythms. Inevitably this held 

for members of all ethnic groups and social classes, a factor trumping weather as the most 

dominant issue for town-dwellers and campesinos, as Chaves (2004: 61) demonstrates.67 

                                                 
67 “Commerce, traffic and the activities generated by the river and its coasts, involved 

members of the elites and the subterranean sector, and the town bound with its rural 

surroundings. The elites and the subterranean sectors were connected through clientelistic 

networks which served as the main axis in the economic, political and social life of the 

port. The city, tightly dependent on its matches, created a local dynamic in which it 

couldn’t be understood without reference to its rural context.” 
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The importance of this fluvial centrality created two developmental dynamics that would 

last well until the modern period (circa 1920; See Bock 1992): 1.) as the New City 

gobbled up more marginal areas of the marshy mangrove swamp, the river’s tidal patterns 

(coupled with torrential rains) created practical difficulties for mobility within the city 

itself thusly limiting its physical extension, and 2.) the river served as the heart pumping 

the city with resources facilitating life—literally the source of the value flowing through 

it. As the mediating center of this vast network of value production and circulation68—

which during this period primarily began with money-capital originating in Spain and 

Europe and value production in littoral Ecuador—Guayaquil (its budding capitalist 

classes) accumulated and appropriated surplus value serving as a storage and distribution 

                                                 
68 Contreras (1990: 73): “The city of Guayaquil and its social elite functioned just like an 

instance and intermediate city between the capital of the Viceroyalty [in Lima] and the 

rural society of the local agrarian producers.”  

Figure 5 Francisco de Requena's 1770 Map of Guayaquil. Source: Fondos de Mapateca 

AGH. 
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center, that is commercial capital tended to dominate the town’s economic life. Its growth 

was predicated on capturing surplus value produced elsewhere by dictating control of 

commercial capital rather than production (see Chaves 2004; Contreras 1990). In other 

words, the nascent capitalist class made their money from buying cheap and selling 

dearly, through price arbitrage rather than directly through value production, a “cultural” 

disposition that would intensify in the second cacao boom—even as investment into 

production became increasingly incentivized. 

Such dispersion is lucidly visualized, through two different modes of presentation, 

in Figures 4 and 5. The first map, offering a distorted 3-D perspective of the main 

settlements along the Guayas River, and Requena’s more realistic portrayal of the same 

space, indicate both the extent of the bourgeoisie’s central hub and the gradual and 

dispersed nature of the poorer residences radiating out from the malecón. What is not so 

easily visible, though it can be inferred by the divergent logic of the layout, are the 

materials and forms of the particular structures, particularly in Requena’s map, though 

the central grid appears to be tightly constructed with a few passages and courtyards 

throughout most of the large square blocks constituting the center.   

As cacao capitalism grew in importance, and surplus value primarily passed 

through the hands of the city’s bourgeoisie involved in the import-export trades, the 

political economic organization of the GUF—dependent on value production in the 

countryside—increasingly took a backseat to the centrality of the city. This state of 

affairs can readily be surmised when analyzing the cycles of investment into town 

improvements. During the FCB, in Guayaquil, surplus value captured through the 
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production and export of cacao was already being invested into improving the living 

conditions in the city, if not other areas of economic activity. As Contreras (1990: 92) 

explains, concerning the period from 1765 to 1820, “the important thing in these new 

export lines from the Ecuadorian coast [was] their greater degree of sophistication,” 

indicating that further investment into expanded reproduction within the GUF was 

proceeding in sectors beyond cacao. In other words, just as cacao was booming, other 

capitalists simultaneously explored growth in other cash crops like rice, coffee, vegetable 

ivory, sugar, and others, as well as small-scale manufacture and production in straw hats 

and lumber, opening up alternative streams for surplus value production and 

accumulation on the Ecuadorian coast. Highlighting this point, Rojas and Villavicencio 

(1988: 21) exclaim that due to the “grand economic flourishing” at the end of the 18th 

Century, which not only elicited a population boom enlarging the city’s ranks, but also a 

reconfiguration of material space through the “various public works projects were 

executed in the city denoting the progress of that epoch (public gas-lighting, new 

administrative constructions, temples, etc.).”  

This growth in commercial viability, the built environment, and population would 

continue to drive a diversification of municipal and business functions and activities that 

would, over time, solidify into Guayaquil’s particular administrative and cultural 

configuration still apparent to any who walk its streets today.69 By and large, the past was 

                                                 
69 Again, Contreras (1990: 84-85) laments the fact that a more diversified local economy 

didn’t emerge during the FCB, which, due to its “small scale” might have produced a 

“multiplier” effect across the entire economy. There is no evidence, for one, that such an 

effect would have occurred, and, on the other hand, there is sufficient evidence to suggest 

that “diversification” transpired where economically profitable. Given the limited capital 
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physically etched into the material spaces of the present, precisely through the sort of 

construction enabled by large returns on cacao (and other agro-exports) sales to foreign 

merchants. Economic conditions structured these shifts, formalized and ossified certain 

features of Guayaquil’s cultural economy, particularly the town’s morphology and 

architectural forms. It was the incipient and general processes of capitalist social relations 

that enabled the particular form of the town’s cultural “modernization,” its specific 

configurations of symbolism, aesthetics, and culture, through the comings and goings of 

vast quantities of commodity capital in and out of Guayaquil.  

It should come as no surprise, then, that Gómez Iturralde (1999a) christens this 

period (the 18th Century) as the “Century of Identity” (Siglo de la identidad), when 

Guayaquil’s modern form was first forged by the metaphorical fire of commerce and the 

literal fires fashioning its façades and imaginaries. Guayaquil’s identity, rooted in the 

material conditions present in the city and its regional entanglements, was molded during 

this period of the intensive and extensive reconfiguration of the world market, as 

capitalism as a mode of production was just beginning to unchain the industrial 

Prometheus in the “core” countries. While the first attempts at investing into fixed capital 

improvements in the city were largely relegated to simple “natural” capital expenditures, 

nevertheless, one can detect a strong association between the value of cacao exports and 

the rhythm of urban improvement projects, with a few caveats.    

                                                 

resources of littoral Ecuador, not capitalizing on booming industries in exchange for 

investing scarce resources in less profitable production endeavors, would not have 

created any extra economic activity given the reality of the circumstances confronting the 

GUF prior to 1840.  
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From 1692 to 1764, from great fire to great fire, the following projects 

materialized within the town: first the creation of the New Town in 1693; followed in 

1700 by residents buying up and filling in swamp lands between the two towns; in 1710 

the construction of the 800 yard bridge; in 1716 the erection of the Castillo del Sur 

fortifications (visible in Figure 3 to the bottom left); work on the malecón in 1726; 

reconstruction of Barrio la Puente (Astillero) in 1728; the construction of the Fort at 

Punta Gorda to the south of the town; attempts to fill in the estuaries between the two 

towns and then in 1738 the formation of the Barrio Bajo there; a new prison/bodega in 

1744; limited street paving in 1755; and the construction of a bridge crossing the Estero 

Salado. In 1764, a fire consumed most of the New Town’s central areas, registering 

losses of around 1.5 million pesos in property and product, which set the town’s 

development back some 25 years (Campos [1894] mentions this specifically in his 

historical account; see also Gómez Iturralde 1999a; Rojas and Villavicencio 1988). 

From 1765 to 1840 a litany of policies and projects were implemented in the town 

with the expressed intent of 1.) preventing further fires, sackings, and diseases; and 2.) 

improving the material conditions of town life. In the 1770s the Cabildo decides to pave 

certain streets with shells and stones, collecting taxes from dwellers to pay for the 

projects. Another fort (San Carlos) was erected in 1781. Four years later the construction 

of the Riverbank Market that would facilitate and “rationalize” internal trade between 

balseros and town dwellers. By 1788, public lighting by whale oil would give Guayaquil 

one of its “classic” aesthetic features—coupled with the 800 yard bridge, which by then 

had already outlived its utility, falling into disrepair. The 1790s brought further changes: 
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sanitation and cleanliness of town spaces became pressing issues, the Cabildo also 

constructs a Public Clock (the true marker of capitalist modernity), a new prison, a new 

slaughterhouse, custom’s house, barracks, docks and distillery on the malecón, along 

with other smaller projects. The forty years from 1800 to 1840 saw urban development 

projects slow to a trickle as the Colonial Economy entered its terminal crisis, followed by 

the instability of Gran Colombia70 and the first decade of Ecuadorian nationhood, as well 

as another fire consuming significant amounts of material wealth, and, of course, bouts of 

the plague (Baleato 1820: 60).  However, in 1839 new contracts were issued, the first of 

six until 1862, to redevelop the malecón, followed by the arrival in 1840 of the first 

Ecuadorian steamship company and the new Public Clock, each of which marks the 

opening years of the SCB.  

However modest, what transpires between 1760 and 1840, was the incomplete 

establishment of the urban foundations for further capitalist expansion. During the early 

phases of the FCB, the primary features of the GUF’s urban form centered on its spatial 

and economic duality—tied to its fusion of the classic “rural” and “urban” schism, the 

division between the “New” and “Old,” and to its commercial and agricultural economic 

orientation. The reconfiguration of the towns coordinates after 1693 explodes and 

implodes the town’s prior structural form. Conniff (1977: 391) expresses it best: “The 

construction of Ciudad Nueva… symbolized the preeminence of commerce over 

                                                 
70 From 1822 to 1830, Guayaquil—and present-day Ecuador—constituted an element of 

Simon Bolivar’s federal state known as Gran Colombia, until voluntarily removing 

themselves from that arrangement and forming the country known as Ecuador (see Ayala 

Mora 2015a; Cubitt 1997).  
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shipbuilding,” despite being supported by the very shipbuilders’ guild it would later 

undermine. From 1693 onwards, the malecón become the town’s proverbial center for 

commercial and social activity, the spatialized cultural dominant directly emerging from 

the town’s economic activity.71 And though migration to the “New City” was provoked 

by one of the most devastating fires to afflict Guayaquil, residents of the “Old City” had 

long petitioned the Spanish authorities for permission to move due to overcrowding.72 

The “Old” persisted, however maligned, within the emergent configurations of cacao 

capitalism’s growing economic power (Chaves 2002; Contreras 1990; Stevenson 1825; 

Terry 1836; Townsend 2000, 1998, 1997).  

This fragmented whole, between commerce and agriculture, between Old and 

New Town, between the town and the countryside, between social classes and between 

ethnic groups, tended to recede, over time, beneath the superficial veneer of the dominant 

narratives of commerce. Of course the “New City,” strongly associated with cacao and 

commerce, involved the literal razing and instantiation of material space, coupled with 

the symbolic and material link to the “old” in the form of the 800 yard bridge that 

spanned a veritable floodplain between the Old and New.73 From 1710 to around 1780 

                                                 
71 Prior, export-import functions mostly occurred on the Isla Puna, between Guayaquil 

and the Bay. The town’s re-foundation corresponded with a slow displacement of the 

Puna in the circuits of transport capital.  
72 Villavicencio (1858: 453) calculates that between 1624 and 1812, in total, around 

1,500 houses were destroyed by the various fires that continuously plagued the town.  
73 Conniff (1977: 391): “After fire swept the old town in 1692, permission was granted. 

The expansion of Guayaquil into Ciudad Nueva, as it was called, signaled progress to the 

townspeople. Spacious government buildings went up, accompanied by bigger churches 

and commercial houses. Carpenters developed a model for construction on the low 

terrain: water-resistant pilings were driven into the mud; hardwood framing was 

assembled; the roof was covered with thatch or tiles; and floors and walls were planked 
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this bridge linked the two-as-one towns (see Figures 3, 4 and 5), all the while the space 

between them were slowly filled in, the estuaries increasingly controlled via human 

intervention, as small estates popped up between (see Figures 4 and 5). On the one hand 

the city counted on a tightly developed and cohesive central area corresponding with the 

traditional dictates of Spanish town planning (Rama 1996; Ravi Mumford 2012). While 

on the other, the surrounding areas grew spasmodically, often illegally constructed 

outside the rubric of the formal “plan.” There were no walls to transgress, nor to hem in 

construction, only “nature,” which was slowly being subjected to human interjection and 

subordination.  

Likewise, the boundaries between the city and the countryside were already 

blurred both by the gradual settlement of areas outside of the main grid, and by the 

constant influx of people cycling in and out on floating rafts. Despite the Crown dictating 

the establishment of the New City in 1693, by the end of the 18th Century, in 1796, no 

clear (population) center could be established. The following distribution of housing 

within the city attests to as much: 151 houses in Barrio del Astillero on the southern 

extreme; 211 in the Barrio del Centro in and around the malecón; and 292 in the Barrio 

de la Ciudad Vieja, for a total of 654 houses (Campos 1930b; Campos 1894: 157-8). 

Roughly 60% of the houses and a great majority of the wealth, by this point, had been 

firmly established in the New Town, particularly the Centro, though 40% of the 

                                                 

with bamboo which had been split and rolled out flat. Streets and lots, eventually filled in 

with gravel, were left wide to impede the spreading of fires. In 1710, an 800-yard bridge 

spanned four branches of the estuary to unite the new city with the old town, and the 

latter soon became a dilapidated reminder of the city’s past.” 
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population, typically poor (after the 1720s), occupied the areas around Cerro Santa Ana 

and the Old Town (Townsend 2000), areas removed from the formal grid.  

This duality persists throughout the FCB. By 1820, just prior to Guayaquil’s 

declaration of independence from Spain, the Peruvian Mr. Baleato (1820), in his 

Monografia de Guayaquil, notes that the city “has four consecutive wooden-bridges over 

as many estuaries, where river water enters from the opposite side, or to the West of the 

Old City [Ciudad Vieja], and in whose place there are small ponds and mills, for the 

tanning of soles; to the SW lies that what they call the Lows (el Bajo) that is a part of the 

town consisting of houses and orchards of coconuts and fruits” (Baleato 1820: 5-6). 

Again, even by 1820 the division between the two “Towns” (Ciudades) had not 

completely diminished: “To the South of the Old Town [Ciudad Vieja], follows the New 

Town [Ciudad Nueva], whose construction began in 1693, and forms the principal center 

of the population; finally, at the southern extreme of the New Town the Shipyards are 

found” (ibid: 6).  

Despite this perpetuation of these dualities, something new had formed, only 

recognizable through the burning flames of that old foe—the conflagration. Baleato 

(1820: 60), delineating the historical dangers of fires that have plagued Guayaquil since 

its founding, comments that “in 1812 four blocks burned, whose loss surpassed close to 

two million pesos,” a tremendous economic catastrophe for town that was then exporting 

roughly 520,000 pesos, and importing 300,000, per annum. A century prior, fire and 

disease—“natural” disasters—had motivated the town’s council to seek political 

measures in ameliorating their affects, by reconfiguring the city’s coordinates as a 
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mechanism to avoid loss of life and value. Baleato (1820: 60) confirms, however, the 

political economic alteration effectuated by shifts in the colonial and world economies, 

suggesting: “Only continuous commerce can sustain Guayaquil in spite of the looting and 

conflagrations expressed, and, in effect, it [commerce] preserves that oh-so lucid and 

extended city as if since its erection it always would have, with luck, incurred happiness 

for its aggrandizement, in reference that it could be permitted the quality of the land, its 

temperament and the pressures to which it is subjected during the rainy season.”  

Baleato’s commentary, in a way, quite deftly captures the dialectical nature of 

capitalist urbanization as a long-term historical process of the two intersecting opposites 

of implosion-explosion and ruination-progress. His thoughts similarly serve as one of the 

first coherent expressions of the early Liberal vision that will later guide the GUF’s 

political economic orientation for the majority of the Long 19th Century. Likewise, it is 

also one of the clearest enunciations cautioning against the “tropical” as an active threat 

to advancement and progress, a theme I will return to later. In other words, Baleato will 

be one of the first to sponsor a new racial topography for the Long 19th Century—that the 

reconfiguration of who can be accepted into the city (as citizen). 

By the end of the FCB, therefore, the reconfiguration of the urban form which 

began with the development of the “new town” after the great fire of 1693, has solidified 

and ossified certain practices and cultural forms most directly associated with capitalist 

agricultural exportation and commerce. The town of Guayaquil has steadfastly, by this 

point, oriented itself towards the world market, even though highly mediated so by 
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Spanish and Peruvian mobility capital. Chaves (2006: 62-3) recognizes this wholesale 

reconfiguration when she writes:  

Power conflicts, traditionally centered on the control of river traffic, of bargaining 

and the supplying of the city through grocers [pulperos] and other merchandising 

outlets, will subsequently revolve around the control of cacao production and the 

availability of exportation, such as the control of maritime traffic. This 

transformation made the elites fix their dependence on their counterparts in Lima. 

Her assertion suggests that control of river traffic in the town led to a hollowing out of 

the GUF’s internal relations and interlinkages, rather than a subsumption and re-

articulation of these same linkages—even an extension of them—facilitated through the 

remapping of external connections.74 In this way, slowly but surely, coastal agricultural 

lands amenable to cacao production were incorporated into the GUF’s productive matrix, 

the political economic foundation for such a re-coding of race and ethnicity. Gómez 

Iturralde (1999a: 74-5) reckons that Guayaquil’s identity (guayaquileñidad) can best be 

grasped by the two interrelated concepts of the “tropical” and “mestizaje,” or what I 

consider as Hispanicization, “openness,” liberalization. In the case of both, tropical-ness 

and intermixing emerge from the colonial encounter between European cultural forms 

                                                 
74 Iturralde (1999a: 67) stresses how historical internal networks were subsumed into the 

cacao-export economy: “For this reason I think that the development of Guayaquil did 

not occur simply from the influence of foreigners who came and went, or solely by its 

condition as a port city. These are important facts, but later on, that in a certain way they 

are a consequence of two unique factors …[of the river and] the balsa wood, [the 

Spaniard’s] most important product in that conjunctive moment, that facilitated the 

transportation of men, animals, commodities, etc. That is to say, they were both the way 

and the vehicle of Guayaquil’s initial development.” 
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and “Others” that forced the clashing of various cultural traditions through the 

discriminating lens of the dominant European (Spanish) gaze. But the tension between 

the two had always been porous. Liberal capitalism in the next period (1840-1920) would 

complicate such nebulousness, without fully eliminating it. 

 A town in motion, rotating products from its distant countryside towards the 

urban fabric’s center, a point of intercourse between the near and far, a theater for the 

“acculturation” process breeding simultaneously similitude and difference, Guayaquil 

could only be interpreted through this very clash. On the one hand, the “tropical” refers 

to, in my estimation, the celebration of that movement itself, its sensuality and vibrancy, 

profligacy, and at the same time a sort of eternal return—in essence a romanticized 

Nature rooted in abundancy and profusion. Referencing both the “heat” that provokes or 

is provoked by such incessant movement, tropicality in many ways constitutes both a 

cultural disposition as well as a political orientation—in comparison with the “coldness” 

of their highland brethren. On the other hand, tropicality increasingly constitutes the 

foundational category in an epistemology of “Otherness” which privileges the non-

European as a source of pride (Arnold 2000; Driver 2004; Livingstone 2000; Savage 

2004), which during the SCB will be suffused in the figure of the “montubio,” the 

construction of an ethnicized peasantry towards the close of the 19th Century.75 

                                                 
75 Terry (1836: 80-1) lists the various gradations and division in the racial-ethnic 

composition of Guayaquil, which he says is “peopled by men of all shades, from jet black 

to pure white.” Nevertheless, he comments that non-whites “appear to bear the climate 

much better than the whites, who (the men especially,) are generally sallow and 

emaciated,” suggesting that such a “racial” composition (white) might not be capable of 

healthy existence in the lowland tropics.  



133 

 

 At the other extreme, and as a sort of conflicting paradigm for interpreting 

cultural practices etched into the material spaces of Guayaquil, is the concept mestizaje. 

Constituting both a racial project, particularly after Independence, as well as a cultural 

purview, it is important to cement the basic elements of this phenomenon in the 

preservation of European domination through admixture and “openness.” As such it 

forms the basis of the myth-making “racial” project of postcolonial Latin America, with 

its baroque contrasts of colors and people, all yoked to certain ur-categories of European 

domination grounding them, which Aníbal Quijano (2000) labels the “coloniality of 

power.” At its core, the notion of mestizaje modulates and corrals “tropicality” into 

accepted expresssions consonant with European cultural domination. 

Architectonically, as well as in terms of urban design, the maintenance and 

imposition of certain European motifs and forms, considered superior by the letrados 

who dominated colonial and postcolonial life, could only continue to function as cultural 

modes of domination by fusing themselves with the “local” (vernacular) forms through a 

sort of hybridization. In terms of the production of space, the houses of the merchant and 

hacendado classes lining the malecón were primarily constructed along these 

architectonic lines, incorporating European architectural designs with local materials and 

methods of production—such as the use of quincha. Terry (1836: 68) describes quincha 

construction of the upper-class houses as follows:  

[They] are built of immensely strong wooden frames, to guard against 

earthquakes. The sides are either covered with split bamboo, or filled between the 
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timbers with clay mortar, which becomes very hard, and forms, when 

whitewashed, neat and substantial walls. 

During the FCB, the interiors of these houses increasingly enshrine and deepen 

the domination of European aesthetics with the importation of French furniture that 

progressively replaces the tropical hammock, on the one hand (Gómez Iturralde 1999a). 

While on the other, the town’s ethnic-cultural demarcation stratifies based on both skin 

color, but also distance from “European” cultural hegemony backed by bourgeoning 

capitalist accumulation (Chaves 2002; Conniff 1977; Townsend 2000, 1998, 1997). That 

the richer and whiter sectors of Guayaquil’s society ceded “shipbuilding” to the black and 

“mulatto” denizens, who constituted the great majority of the workers, was not a function 

of “racial harmony,” but of a shift from one industry to the next for the town’s upper 

crust as the economic and cultural dominant within the town’s economic constellation 

(Clayton 1980, 1978; Conniff 1977; Cubitt 1982; Laviana 1987). The creole elite had 

already moved on to cacao (and other tropical commodities) and commerce as their 

primary sources of wealth, hitching their fortunes to Lima’s merchant classes 

(Anonymous 1822; Chaves 2006; Cubitt 1996; Laviana 1999; Mazzeo 2011; Parrón 

1997; Roca 1822). Shipbuilding, as a tertiary activity after losing prestige and capital, 

was taken up by racialized “others” eventually being displaced completely from the city’s 

economic repertoire.   

 Several ordinances aimed at prohibiting or restricting the use of certain building 

materials (bijao for example), of controlling the “floating population” living in balsa 

rafts, as well as the general process of town development within its grid system, illustrate 



135 

 

the effect of mestizaje as a means to preserve European cultural hegemony by “taming” 

the tropical. However, because the category of mestizo/mestizaje is typically associated 

with the creole nation-building projects of post-Independence Latin America, its effects 

remained rather muted during the FCB outside of the general over-privileging of 

whiteness and European (Spanish) culture. It isn’t until later that Liberalism and capitalist 

modernity, often associated with the Parisian bourgeoisie of the Second Empire until 

World War I, more fully mediate the dialectic of the tropical and mestizaje—the origins 

of which will be covered in the next chapter. For now, they key takeaway, as two pillars 

of Guayaquil’s cultural identity forged during the FCB, the tropical and mestizaje, 

constitute the baseline, budding aesthetic and urban heuristics through which future 

projects and plans are to be gradually interpreted—including that of Guayaquil 

Antiguo—which has its basis in the expansion and collapse of cacao capitalism. 

 

3.4 An Urban Fabric Established: Remarks on the Closure of the First Cacao Boom 

The end of the first cacao boom coincides with several systemic features: general 

crisis in the capitalist core (Acosta 2006; Arrighi 2010; Mandel 1975; Wallerstein 2011b, 

2011c) Ecuador’s tumultuous first years of independence, and the shifting balance of 

power within Spanish America between different national factions of European mobility 

capital. Wallerstein’s (2011c, 2011d) work suggests that this is the end of the second 

great period of European expansion of the capitalist world-system, to be followed by a 

period of capitalist intensification during the long 19th century. However, the 

intensification of productive relations in the peripheries of the capitalist world-system, 

often imply an extensification of capitalist social relations across space into urban fabrics 
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constructed around the production and exportation of primary goods, their primary source 

of capital and surplus value. For this reason, the subsequent chapters will more strictly 

address the GUF as a proto- or ur-form of planetary urbanization.   

As such, stressing cacao exports as the key factor in modern Guayaquil’s 

sustained urbanization, regardless of whether or not we might consider it a recognizable 

city yet, continues to be the main thrust of my argument. Rather than considering the 

town/city as either the site of value production or a scale oriented towards the 

reproduction of the relations of production, my theoretical reconstruction of the urban 

fabric’s history charts the town’s reconfiguration within a wider network of value 

production and circulation, the pivotal factor for determining Guayaquil’s urban form. 

Or, in other words, it is precisely due to the machinations of the “economic base” limiting 

of the contours and pathways for urbanization, restricted to the amount of surplus value 

accumulated within an urban fabric, which 1.) must attempt to reproduce and expand said 

economic base, and/or 2.) limit poor investment choices and personal consumption to 

easily containable and acceptable ranges. In other words, capitalist urbanization in the 

GUF, even from this early moment, manifests its decidedly class-based character rooted 

in the economic and politic agency, however limited by colonial structures, of the local 

bourgeoisie. Precisely due to this disproportionate power, the coastal bourgeoisie will not 

only dictate not only the terms of exclusion and inclusion within the city, but also the 

discursive and representational content suffused with the production of material space as 

such. Politics, then, concerns not only the production of space, but also the codification of 

the cultural forms “representable” therein.   
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As I have demonstrated, the GUF during the FCB began to count increasingly on 

cacao exports to fund urbanization projects and fortify the “commercial” character of the 

town of Guayaquil. On the one hand the town had long served as a commercial center, 

and during the late 17th Century its urban morphology was reconfigured to facilitate 

commercial transactions. On the other hand, the content of this commerce largely 

emanated from agricultural industries, and particularly cacao production. Precisely due to 

the urban and “rural” reality of this production-circulation, as a unity of moments, I have 

employed the concept of the urban fabric to illustrate the integrative but decidedly 

uneven nature of these processes across time and space. Commodity capital produced in 

the countryside, as cacao, was transported to the town where it is sold for export, the 

profits of which were either spent on imports or on expanding production by investing in 

new trees (however minimally), or spent on infrastructural and other “urban” 

improvements. Guayaquil served as the toll house, the entrepôt for the territory which 

would later be known as Ecuador, referred to in the epoch’s texts quite often as 

Equatorial Amsterdam or Dutch Ecuador (de Ulloa 1748; see also Conniff 1977), direct 

references to its “international” commercial orientation.   

 While such a comparison to historical capitalism’s greatest commercial city may 

assist in contextualizing Guayaquil’s global-commercial character, it hardly aids our 

understanding of the manifold social forces constituting agricultural capitalism within the 

GUF. Nevertheless, as a model to be emulated and against which the town was 

compared, it must be stressed that cacao was the key factor in the modern development of 

Guayaquil, still a small but growing town serving as conduit between producers and 
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exporters, as a sort of synaptic space. This particular function originally imposed on 

Guayaquil in the colonial structure, first as “Quito’s Port,” which due to conjunctive and 

geographic factors enabled the town to develop a shipbuilding and lumber industry in 

addition to tropical agriculture. In the 17th and 18th Centuries the cacao trade, both legally 

and illegally, gradually kick-started an economic dynamic in Guayaquil presuming an 

elective affinity between it and the “liberal institutionalism” of Bourbon Spain was 

installing across the continent (Mahoney 2010). From the moment “free trade” was 

declared, cacao production and export dramatically increased over a period of roughly 60 

years (1760-1822), after which several internal and external factors limited and even 

undermined the product’s vitality on the Ecuadorian coast. 

Moreover, the contradictions inherent in the liberalization of the colonial 

economy, towards the disintegration of various circuits of production and consumption 

and the creations of others, appear as absolute barriers towards regional integration 

during the tumultuous years of Independence, whence the GUF was being riven in three 

separate directions—towards Peru, towards Colombia, and as an independent country of 

Guayaquil. None of these options won out, and in the end the GUF hitched its wagons to 

the highland centers stretching from Quito to Cuenca (and Loja), bounded largely by the 

borders of the old Audiencia de Quito, an absolutely outdated configuration appearing to 

have outlived its relevancy even during the colonial era. No doubt, the inability to form a 

national economy during the 19th Century, that is to integrate the GUF with the highland 

economy, not only signified severe hurdles for future development, it also constituted the 

key axes around which political divisions would linger for decades, well into the 20th 
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Century. Under this pretext, subjugating urban fabric to other territorial scales, 

particularly the “nation-state,” makes little sense, because: 1.) even by the 1860s Ecuador 

could not reasonably be considered a coherent “state” with legitimate territorial control, 

and 2.) the GUF’s economic and political life was more thoroughly structured by 

transnational and global currents tied to the rise of liberalism. 

This should not dissuade us from conceiving of the GUF as a thoroughly “local” 

space as well. Despite the structural importance of the capitalist world-system, the 

contours of social life in the GUF continued to respond to local stimuli just as much as 

those emanating from “external” sources. Though limited, extended and concentrated 

capitalist urbanization transpired during this period across the GUF, though the fabric 

primarily formed by subsuming “natural” capital within it orbit. The scope and content of 

town development, mostly directed towards combating natural phenomena, appear to 

have consumed the vast majority of accumulated surplus value, the rest being dedicated 

towards developing the haciendas in the countryside. Even still, at the end of the FCB, 

despite nearly 20 years of infighting and instability, revolution and slagging demand, the 

basic configuration of cacao capitalism’s urban network was erected. And even though 

the Ecuador had become an independent country, the afterlife of colonial economic 

patterns would continue playing an immense role in the GUF well into the mid-19th 

Century. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RECONFIGURING THE MODERN FOSSIL: THE 

GLOBALIZING OF THE GUF BETWEEN 1840 AND 1880 

“If the resources of the country were properly developed, it would be one of the richest in 

the world. But there are too many causes at work which prevent its agricultural progress.” 

(Hassaurek 1868: 15).  

“In spite of the opinion of some economists that see in public beneficence more than 

relief for the evils of pauperism, a stimulus for vagrancy and dissolution; a great majority 

of sensible men and writers have pronounced against that dissolving principle that… the 

most advanced nations from one or the other continent have labored arduously in 

providing extended welfare benefits to the elements of which civilization disposes to 

assuage the neediest of classes” (Memoria de Guayaquil 1881: 3). 

 

While the FCB ended with the World Recession of the 1810’s and the uncertainty 

of the post-Independence era (between Gran Colombia and Peru), followed by roughly 

ten years of an independent Ecuador (1830-1839), the SCB commences just as Ecuador 

begins signing trade agreements with, ironically enough, Spain (in 1840). From that point 

until around 1860, cacao exports would both stabilize and then increase incrementally. 

And although the national government, centered in Quito, depended heavily on cacao 

export duties to finance itself, it was not until Garcia Moreno’s presidency—with his 

Bonapartist plans for Catholic Modernization—that surplus value generated from cacao 

production would be circulated within the national economy in order to consciously 

construct a “national” economic scale and culture (Acosta 2001; Ayala 2015; Henderson 

2013, 2008; Paredes 1989). Alternatively, Moreno’s harsh treatment of the indigenous 

population exacerbated the flow of internal migrants heading towards the coast to escape 
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the new forms of servitude being implemented in the Sierra (Henderson 2013; Larson 

2004). 

During the initial phase of the SCB, prior to the late 1870s, surface appearances in 

the technical and social components of production occluded qualitative shifts taking place 

across the GUF at this time, reflected in the literature covering the period. Across the 

global market, improvements in the means of communication and transport, along with 

the explosion and spread of “industrialization” in Europe, recalibrate demand-side 

conditions, ultimately driving the price of cacao up, particularly after the 1850s (see 

Table 2 below). Prior to this shift, during the first phase of the SCB, a reorganization of 

mobile capital slowly displaced the Spanish and Peruvian merchants, eventually 

concentrating in the hands of the British, even as final product destinations begin 

switching from Spain (prior to 1870) to London, Hamburg, and Paris (at least until the 

first decade of the 20th Century).76  

I agree with Pineo (1996) that the SCB serves as the cornerstone for deciphering 

the riddles of contemporary Guayaquil, and in fact it functions as an ur-moment against 

which the present is consistently evaluated. Unfortunately, his work—like that of other 

investigators—primarily focuses on Guayaquil (GUF) after the 1880’s, even as some of 

his data stretches back to the 1850’s. My main contention here is that a crucial rupture 

between colonial and postcolonial Guayaquil occurs during this period, grounding the 

SCB’s meteoric ascent, which has often gone undetected—a cultural shift. Pineo’s work 

                                                 
76 Though British dominance of cacao exports wouldn’t truly begin until the final decade 

of the 19th Century (see next Chapter).  
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overlooks these pivotal discontinuities surfacing during the transition between the FCB 

and the gangbuster years of the SCB after 1880, paramount for establishing the cultural 

currents from which Guayaquil Antiguo as an ideological project emerging from the 

combined and uneven reintegration of the GUF with and within the capitalist world-

system after the 1830’s (for one interpretation of this transitionary phase see Maiguascha 

2012). As such, this chapter proffers a slightly different approach than Pineo and 

Maiguascha in that, rather than elucidating Guayaquil Antiguo’s development through the 

dialectical unfolding of contradictory elements of spatial production and capitalist 

development between Old Town and New Town, colonial core and periphery, I delve 

decisively into the city’s morphology and material culture as indicators of the 

“internationalization” (globalization) of the city-GUF (for a methodological model see 

Anievas and Nisancioglu 2015). In this way, I argue, the various trajectories of modernity 

in the GUF can be analyzed before they begin crystallizing in the reified form of 

Guayaquil Antiguo in the 20th Century. These multiple modernities center on the 

dialectical interplay of local cultural categories of the “tropical” and “mestizaje” as they 

were practically negotiated throughout the SCB, but whose more global impositions can 

be directly traced to shifting social currents from 1840 to 1880, before consolidating into 

their later mythological form.  

In this sense, the title of this chapter makes reference to Benjamin’s notion of the 

fossil. For Benjamin, fossils double as both traces of the past that persist into the present 

and as indicators of the transitory nature of social life (see Buck-Morss 1989: 59-69). 

Following Benjamin, I use the same concept in a dual sense: 1.) in order to indicate the 
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continued relevance of prior historical sediments in the present, and 2.) to prefigure the 

retrospective construction of Guayaquil Antiguo which draws heavily from several 

contingent and world-systemic shifts that occur during this period. If capitalist culture, as 

Benjamin suggests, naturalizes itself through ideological constructions and everyday 

practices, not only must the historical sociologist investigate the concrete terrain upon 

particular instantiations of this phantasmagoria were created, but must also critically 

expose the deficiencies and limitations of any and all ideological discourses 

universalizing and naturalizing that phenomenon. This implies a thorough rejection of 

both Eurocentric concepts tied to modernization and urbanism, but also a transposition of 

what is typically meant by the concept “global” in sociological studies.  

Here I make the case that Guayaquil became a “global city,” in that as a “space of 

[material] flows,” its everyday practices were inflected by the commodity-form of the 

capitalist world-system during the Long 19th Century, a fact conditioning its urban form. 

As the price of cacao climbed, so too did the aspirations of Guayaquil’s population, who 

began wishfully envisioning a future where “progress” and “order” might overtake the 

provisional and transient character of their city, channeling its wealth into massive urban 

improvement plans modeled on and mediated by European and American successes in 

infrastructure and sanitation. Likewise, the flood of imported commodities, each 

saturated with the ideology of progress, superiority, modernity, contrasted starkly with 

the rudimentary “native” processes and products available in Guayaquil’s marketplaces. 

Culture, then, intimately corresponds with the material movement of people, things, and 

ideas, without being reduced to them, something like an “excess” above and beyond, but 
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intimately bound to necessity. This can be interpreted on three divergent levels. First, 

culture constitutes the symbolic construction of materiality worked into systems of signs, 

norms, beliefs, customs, and the “aesthetic” which superimposes itself upon and 

symbolically orients the social reproduction process; secondly, the first is codified as 

“second nature” upon which social reproduction forges it via neo-necessity as symbolic 

order reified, as semi-autonomous form, from novel configurations of social practice . In 

this case, that the “International” flux of material and symbolic culture produces an 

entirely different entity, which, on the one hand, is fully beholden to the “necessities” of 

the capitalist system, on the “imitation” and hybridization of valorized cultural forms, 

but, on the other, becomes its own peculiar “aura” or myth, despite emerging from the 

mechanical reproduction of (global) capitalist culture. This eventually coalesces into the 

modernist imaginary of Guayaquil Antiguo, a dream-image centered on the fetishized 

screening of certain features in Guayaquil’s urban landscape.  

Benjamin’s (1999; 1996) analysis of Paris as the “Capital of Modernity,” along 

with other essays highlighting the cultural condition of modernity in the “phantasmagoria 

of commodity society,” impartially questioned the imbricated and intercalated networks 

of value production and circulation upon which modernity was constructed, as he was 

more focused on the images of modernity as generated by capitalism in the core. 

Furthermore, the relation between Parisian cultural modernity and bourgeois culture 

across the world—particularly through the emulation and importation of Parisian fashions 

and aesthetics by the British, German, and North American bourgeoisies—tangentially  

materializes in Benjamin’s contribution, where he primarily delves into Paris, and its 
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arcades, as imperial, but isolated, monads (Vandertop 2016). And yet in the literature on 

Guayaquil and its “elite” suggests, Paris serves as the architectural and cultural “model” 

upon which its urbanization was premised—primarily construed through the fanciful 

simulation and artifice present in European modernity (see Allan Alegria 2010). And 

while it is true that the coastal bourgeoisie, under the rubric of “liberalism,” attempted to 

“modernize” the city, what they laid instead was the foundation for Guayaquil Antiguo, 

with its fetishized and baroque fusion of the “tropical” and “mestizaje”—despite the 

visual obliteration of the former—as a mythological past filtered through the tragic lens 

of failure and exculpation, of unattainable greatness and distorted perfection.  

This chapter explores how this cultural field, nearly entirely reliant on the global 

cacao trade, shifted its material anchorages—the morphology of city space, the materials 

used, the commodities associated with daily life—as global trade overtook the town 

infusing unimaginable wealth with the liberal credos of modernization and progress. At 

the same time, the “tropical”—what can only be described as the material force of non-

identity escaping the totalizing discourse of “mestizaje”—surges forth as the un-

reconcilable substratum of cacao “modernization” in the GUF. As cacao profits soared, 

the commodification of Guayaquil’s space as capital was invested into various fixed 

capital projects (housing, infrastructure, businesses, etc.), those elements at odds with the 

imaginary of “capitalist modernity” became increasingly marginalized and restricted 

from direct representation in the city’s material spaces, generally relegated to the 

unrefined rungs of popular culture in music, literature, and gastronomy. It is only when 

economic instability within the cacao trade surfaces, particularly after 1914, does this 
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myth of modernity directly confront the non-identity of the “tropical.” But by then, this 

“tropical” too has been thoroughly “internationalized” by global events, the 

universalization of global capitalism, the global cacao trade, and the notion of the 

Proletariat, which openly clashes with Guayaquil’s modernist pretentions on November 

15th, 1922 in the country’s first General Strike resulting in the massacre of some 1,000 

workers in the city.77 In this chapter, nevertheless, I will focus on the “Europeanization” 

of mestizaje as the particular expression of capitalist urbanization in the GUF, and the 

subsequent “distancing” of the tropical as the redefined cultural currents of postcolonial 

liberalism in the GUF during 40 years preceding the explosive heights of the SCB. 

4.1 Cacao Capitalism between Booms: Political Economy in the GUF from 1840 to 

1880 

In 1840, after the tumultuous years of Independence and the dissolution of Gran 

Colombia, the city of Guayaquil counted roughly 13,000 persons and exported about 9 

million pounds of cacao, it’s most important source of revenue, for around 447,000 pesos 

in value. While the city’s identity had long since consolidated around the pillars of 

commerce and autonomy (a product of the near total abandonment of the colonial city by 

Quito), the development of the Ciudad Nueva by the turn of the 18th Century indelibly 

stamped the city’s developmental patterns with river-based commerce and 

cosmopolitanism.78 The most important functions for the city and the region’s capitalist 

                                                 
77 The actual number of murdered workers and protestors remains unknown and hotly 

contested. 
78 Townsend (1997: 57) reminds us: “The malecon, the wide street that ran along the 

river, charmed strangers. It was paved with rock and crushed oyster shells and edged with 

new stonework. The roadway was lined with street lights, 102 if one cared to count them, 
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reproduction were installed throughout to, and interlinked by, the Guayas River system: 

the longitudinal expanse of the city center along the malecón as much as the extension of 

great cacao ranches along the banks of the tributaries upstream.  

Consequently, the town became a city precisely during the first half of the SCB, 

prior to 1880, as extended and concentrated urbanization (indicated by fixed capital 

investment) lethargically but steadily begins tracking rising cacao prices. Though 

production only increased by about 68%, the total value of cacao exports jumped 

upwards of 482%, mostly due to a steep rise in cacao’s unified price of four pesos per 

quintal to around 15 during the 1860s, and 13 in the 1870s.  Though prices reported here 

are not actual prices settled in markets, they are derived from aggregate values reported 

by export houses and the government’s customs house, constituting the basis for taxation. 

I have, below, in Table 2, visualized data in ten year averages indicating, over this period, 

an explosion in the price per quintal, while demonstrating a less dramatic increase in the 

total supply of cacao on the market. I interpret this explosive growth in price per unit 

compared to the total supply as a decisive indication of global demand is outstripping 

supply as well as the establishment of improved transport and communications between 

the core countries and the peripheries.  

 

 

 

                                                 

lit nightly by hired lamplighters. The stately wooden houses along it were white, with 

tiled roofs and balconies extending their full width, or with recessed ground floors, so 

close together that pedestrians below were always protected from the sun or the rain.”  
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Table 2 Guayaquil's Cacao Economy in Averages by Decade, 1840-1879. Source: Data 

compiled from Banco del Ecuador (1920) and Campos (1894, 1887). 

Years Quintales 

% 

Change Value 

% 

Change 

Price Per 

Quintal Avg. 

1840-49 124,770  499,078  4.00 

1850-59 135,240 8.39% 1,085,136 117.43% 8.02 

1860-59 164,397 21.56% 2,476,422 128.21% 15.06 

1870-79 209,651 27.53% 2,906,163 17.35% 13.86 

 

 

  

 Even as data in Table 2 demonstrates a rapid growth in the total value produced in 

the GUF, Figure 7 more deftly illustrates how much of that surplus value was able to be 

capitalized within the GUF, at least between 1852 and 1880. Only one year during this 

period clocks a negative trade balance (1852), while the remainder of the period shows a 

positive balance in favor of exports by quite substantial margins, averaging from 1852 to 

1860 roughly 141,365 pesos trade surplus a year, from 1861 to 1869 surpluses of 724,978 

pesos per year, and from 1871 to 1880 yearly surpluses of 1,226,784 pesos per year, with 

a total positive trade balance of 20,789,914 pesos over that twenty-eight year period 

(1852-1880).79    

 This positive trade balance, which I interpret as being strongly tied to cacao value, 

forms the basis from which one can begin understanding how the mass of surplus value 

was distributed across and within the GUF and Ecuador as a whole—without being a 

                                                 
79 As mentioned before, the SCB’s most dramatic period will transpire from about 1880 

to 1914, though the peak year will be 1920. This explains why export values and total 

cacao values jump by dramatically between 1878 and 1879. Of the 20,789,000 pesos 

trade surplus over the 28 year period covered here, nearly a third (6,388,805 pesos) of 

that total was accrued during the last two years.  
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direct representation of surplus value itself. Rather, a positive trade balance constitutes 

the amount of money capital available to capitalists to invest, yearly, in new fixed capital 

assets or to save in banks. As an economic unit, the GUF, yearly, puts a certain portion of 

capital to work producing a determinate amount of value (M-C…P…C’), of which cacao 

production constituted lion’s share. This surplus-value added commodity capital (cacao) 

was sold to mostly commercial agents in Guayaquil for price set by market conditions in 

the metropole—this explains why the price generally rises in Guayaquil as 

communication technologies influence pricing according to supply and demand. Payment 

for cacao capital was almost universally conceded after sale in the metropole—that is it 

was given on consignment in most cases to export houses—with hacendados often opting 

for advancements or reduced prices for immediate payment. In Europe, commercial 

agents would also buy imports, typically funded by the cacao sales, with which they 
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would return to Guayaquil, the difference between the two being the balance of trade, 

essentially. This can be represented in the following way:  

C’1-C2=t  

Where C’1 equals the exported commodity capital  

C2 equals the imported commodity capital  

t equals the trade balance (which equals potential capital available for 

accumulation) 

 

A rising t demonstrates a concrete potential for capital accumulation expressed 

through the extension and concentration of fixed capital throughout the urban fabric. The 

total surplus value, contained in C’1, therefore, is destined, in part, towards luxury and 

necessary personal 

consumption, but, 

simultaneously towards 

“productive 

consumption” (Marx 

1976). Nevertheless, 

across the GUF, as an 

economic unit or scale, 

only a portion, albeit 

very sizeable, of the 

total social capital (total value produced) is exported. That portion of what is exported 

cannot exceed the total surplus value produced within the urban fabric, and, more 

crucially, t cannot logically exceed that which is exported. Nevertheless, by measuring 
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the trade balance, I am able to visualize the absolute limits of capital disposable for 

accumulation within the GUF, particularly that which might occur through direct 

monetary exchange. 

 Two underlying questions arise: 1.) Why did the price of cacao skyrocket during 

this period? and 2.) How was this surplus value used? To answer the first, I remind the 

reader of area covered during the previous chapter, particularly the role the Spanish cocoa 

monopoly had on restricting popular consumption of the bean prior to 1820.80 By 

focusing on demand, in this case, I root rising prices in largely external (international) 

forces greatly improving the GUF’s economic conditions. For example, Johnson (1912: 

2) describes English consumption from 1822 until 1888, stating:  

 In 1822 the consumption of cocoa in England only amounted to about 500,000 

pounds, of which, strange to say, more than one half was consumed by the Navy, 

and this curious feature obtained until 1830, when the total consumption was still 

under a million pounds. The extent to which its use has increased in popularity is 

well illustrated by the fact that in the United Kingdom the consumption of cocoa 

increased from 2,500,000 pounds in 1848 to 18,000,000 pounds in 1888... In other 

words, the rate of consumption in the United Kingdom was during the 1840 about 

half an ounce per head of population; in 1888 it rose to half a pound per head. 

                                                 
80 Baker and Company (1886: 2): “There is no doubt that, if it had not been for the 

monopoly of the production which Spain long possessed, and which kept the price, on its 

first introduction into England, at a point where only the rich could afford to buy it, cocoa 

would have come into as general use there as it did in Spain, and would, perhaps, have 

been received with more favor than tea or coffee, which were introduced about the same 

time.” 
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Alternatively, Baker and Company (1886: 2-3), likewise, claim that:  

Humboldt estimated the consumption of cocoa in Europe, in 1806, at 23,000,000 

pounds per annum, of which from 6,000,000 to 9,000,000 were supposed to be 

consumed in Spain. Form the latest official returns of imports and consumption in 

the principal countries it appears that over 70,000,000 pounds are now used. 

France heads the list with 26,750,250 pounds; Spain comes next, with 16,450,000; 

England consumes 13,966,512; the Netherlands, 5,475,000; Germany, about 

3,250,000, and Belgium, 1,245,000. The United States stands next to Great 

Britain in the list of consumers, the amount of crude cocoa entered for 

consumption last year being about 8,500,000 pounds. 

Such tremendous leaps in cacao demand traces its path through three interrelated 

phenomena: 1.) the breaking of Spain’s cacao monopoly in European markets lowering 

prices in Europe; 2.) the cheapening of the processed cacao, for individual consumption, 

as a function of industrialization81; and 3.) the general expansion of effective demand in 

popular classes as real wages rose during the second half of the 19th Century, markedly 

after 1872 (Arrighi 2007; Chiriboga 2013; Halperin 1993; Hobsbawm 1996a, 1996b; 

Weaver 2000).  

Of the seventy million pounds produced by the mid-1880’s, Ecuador would have 

been providing roughly a third of that, positioning it well within the global market, with 

                                                 
81 Baker and Company (1886: 4) claims that although prices per hundreweight of raw 

cacao rose some 57% from 1854 to 1884, “the retail price of the prepared cocoa has 

fallen. This is due to improvements in machinery and methods of handling, and to the 

sharp competition between the leading manufactures.” 
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Brazil, Venezuela, and Trinidad (together with Ecuador) accounting for roughly 87% of 

the cacao supply around 1885 (van Hall 1914). Consequently, by significantly controlling 

sizeable portions of the total supply, Ecuador (as well as Brazil and Venezuela) would 

have been able to reap “monopoly rents”—or what amounts to a positive redistribution of 

surplus value from other sectors of the global economy into a sector completely 

dominated by three or four producers dominating a market. As long as demand outpaced 

supply, debilitating the need for price competition between cacao-producing nations, 

extra surplus value would be apportioned to the GUF in the form of higher prices per 

quintal.82 Both variables (excess of demand relative to supply and mechanization of 

chocolate production) fall on the demand side of my model, far beyond the immediate 

control of the coastal bourgeoisie in Ecuador, but highly influential for understanding 

their economic and cultural praxis.  

 In order to fully dissect how global economic fluctuations impacted material 

conditions within the GUF, I would need to acquire more complete data sets that I 

unfortunately could not access or that do not exist. For example, my data does not and 

cannot speak directly and precisely about how many workers were employed annually, 

nor how much, exactly, they were paid (nor much else about them as they appear mostly 

                                                 
82 Within the chocolate industry, for example, price competition and machination were 

said to be driving down the prices of finished chocolate. However, it is just as likely that, 

coupled with increasing demand, price competition and technical dynamism were shifting 

a portion of the total surplus value from the processing end to the primary production 

end. Either a stabilization in supply-demand and/or the centralization of chocolate 

production in fewer hands, could certainly produce the opposite effect, namely a fall in 

the price per unit from the country of origin in relation to the final price of a finished 

piece of chocolate.   
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as statistics in formal reports). Similarly, my model lacks concrete data, at least prior to 

1880, concerning the costs of starting up new haciendas, nor the costs associated with the 

already-existent economic units. However, I can estimate the amount of new trees being 

grown into production by using the standard calculus of the era: 1 pound of cacao per tree 

per year.83 For 17,000,000 trees, given the valuation of between 0.40 to 0.60 reales per 

tree prior to the 1890s, I calculate new tree capital of roughly 8,500,000 pesos in value, or 

roughly 41% of the total trade surplus (slightly over 20 million pesos) accrued during that 

period. Given more complete data sets, I could also demonstrate a rise in investment 

banking beginning in the late 1860s and early 1870s, as banks began entering into the 

circuits of economic production and circulation by providing loans, which similarly 

boosted asset values, and hence the costs of production (Banco del Ecuador 1918; Banco 

de Crédito Hipotecario 1877, 1876, 1873).84 Finally, the municipal government’s 

revenues, provided by Campos (1894: 227-8), while incomplete, illustrate a dramatic 

upsurge corresponding highly with cacao exports, from 32,000 pesos in 1840, 39,724 

pesos in 1850, 103,412 pesos in 1860, 93,513 pesos in 1870, to 284,586 in 1881,85 while 

                                                 
83 By averaging the current year’s total weight with the previous and the subsequent, in 

order to control for environmental fluctuations, we find, from 1840 to 1880 a jump of 

around 17,000,000 trees, or around 142% increase in total trees in production (from 

around 12 million to around 29 million).   
84 By the end of 1875, for example, the Banco de Crédito Hipotecario already had over 1 

million pesos lent out on mortgage loans, just four years after opening its doors. By the 

end of 1876 it had loaned out a total of 1.265 million pesos (see Banco del Crédito 

Hipotecario 1877, 1876, 1873).   
85 It must be noted that the entirety of this revenue is not a product of cacao-export duties, 

even while a significant portion of it is. Nevertheless, as a sliver of the surplus value 

produced in the GUF, the city’s revenues function as a deduction from the GUF’s trade 

surplus. 
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cacao-export duties tended to fund roughly half of the National government’s coffers. 

These indicators indirectly provide evidence, especially when analyzed in light of the 

movement of cacao prices during the decades of the 1860s and 1870s, that surplus value 

and profits were increasingly being retained within the GUF and in the city, compared 

with the FCB, making them available for investment in fixed capital assets. 

Simultaneously, the data illustrates a dramatic increase in the rate of profit signaling more 

investment into the built environment.  

 

Table 3 Municipal Budgets from 1850-1870. Source: Campos (1887) 

 

Year Amount Year Amount 

1850 39,724 1860 103,412 

1851 44,200 1861 105,217 

1852 60,000 1862 109,116 

1853 64,800 1863 107,414 

1854 69,600 1864 105,682 

1855 73,400 1865 114,420 

1856 70,000 1866 106,009 

1857 97,230 1867-69 No Data 

1858 98,300 1870 93,513 

1859 100,120   
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While the political economic features of the first half of the SCB provide us with 

a baseline from which we might understand the certain decisions being made by the 

coastal bourgeoisie, the claims, typically unsubstantiated, often suggest an overwhelming 

channeling of surplus value into luxury consumption in both Guayaquil and Europe 

(Chiriboga 2013, 1989; Guerrero 1980; Pineo 1996, 1994; Swyngedouw 1997). Above I 

illustrate that a sizeable portion (roughly 41% of the total) would have eventually been 

redirected into expanding the cacao frontier, leaving roughly 59% (without subtracting 

municipal and national taxes) for non-productive consumption purposes, vast sums of 

which I suggest went towards constructing the built environment in Guayaquil. I will now 

explore the city’s morphological and architectural features during this period in order to 

track down more of that value. To clarify, my argument is not that “luxury consumption” 

did not compete for attention in the minds of the coastal bourgeoisie riding the waves of 

modernity, during this or the subsequent period, but that expanding luxury consumption 

cannot be considered the primary causal mechanism explaining the inability of the 

GUF/Ecuador to develop more advanced capitalist “industrial” sectors. Furthermore, I 

also suggest that, as part of the Liberal ideology—particularly the French variations of 

which were readily circulating in the Ecuadorian bourgeoisie’s consciousness—

fashionable during this period, infrastructural investment and beautification formed key 

axes around which political-economic agents intended to employ their surpluses. 



157 

 

4.2 Palimpsests of Tropical Modernity: Images and Descriptions of the GUF 

between 1840 and 1880 

4.2.1 The Comprador Bourgeoisie and the Coastal Bourgeoisie: A Note on Class 

Formation after Independence  

Whether its roots lie in the distortion of some ideal-typification of “the spirit of 

capitalism” as a generalized subjectivity, an evolutionary schema dictating the future of 

socialism through the repetition of “bourgeois revolutions,” or the supposed peculiarities 

of colonial and postcolonial cultural-economic formations, the key figure within 

“backwards” countries that explains “underdevelopment” or economic divergence 

continues to be the (national) comprador or lumpenbourgeoisie characterized as a sellout 

(Brewer 1990; Baran 1973; Gunder Frank 1967). It is a class supposedly installed by 

colonialism or bought off by “imperialist” powers, whose apparent modus operandi is to 

promote “superexploitation” of the local working population, leading to a drain of 

“surpluses” towards the metropoles in exchange for generous sums of resources, 

recognition, and legitimation. Beyond the nature of “superexploitation,” the comprador 

bourgeoisie impedes—according to the main currents of this theory—a bourgeois 

revolution in the forces and relations of production that would sweep away all “vestigial” 

historical-cultural forms distorting the control over the immediate labor process. And yet 

these theoretical postures rely more on ossified definitional classifications (e.g. the 

“nature” of the bourgeois revolution, etc.) trumping detailed analysis of reality and its 

concrete determinations—particularly visible in certain strands of Ecuadorian 

historiography.  
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 Empirically the imposition of a certain category, however relevant it may appear, 

collapses the space between identity and non-identity, between the concept and its 

empirical materializations, vanquishing the latter. While the so-called coastal elites of the 

SCB certainly share some affinities with the construct of the “comprador bourgeoisie,” a 

thoroughgoing analysis of their ideographic and symbolic, as well as material-practical 

dispositions reveals something more profound than the flattened figures in the 

Dependency School’s textbooks.  

In classical (and even “neo”) liberalism, individual enrichment was often 

considered the basis for incentivizing an expansion of the wealth of nations—as Adam 

Smith (2003) put it. Quite sensibly, the coastal bourgeoisie, through their rational 

economic activity, sought to enrich themselves and build-up their nation in accordance 

with standard liberal practices at the time. The particular bonds forged between Latin 

America and Europe during the Long 19th Century, can be interpreted as purely rational 

from an economic standpoint when considering rates of return on investment and the 

possibility of importing capital goods, via export earnings, in order to reach the “take-

off” point for industrialization.86 High prices on the market and the possibilities for 

development (“modernization”) appear frequently in the 19th Century literature, as the 

epigraphs of this and the prior chapter attest. Progress, also associated with increased 

                                                 
86 Prior to the 1860s/1870s, there was largely only one model to emulate in terms of 

“developing” industrial capitalism on a national scale: that of England, and to a lesser 

extent in France (an influential model in Ecuador during the 1860s). Posterior to the 

1860s, several other “models” appear, the most influential being the “German” model.  
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commerce, too, began circulating in the hearts and minds of the local bourgeoisie, 

particularly after the depressing years from 1830 to 1860. 

In other words, the coastal bourgeoisie, centered in Guayaquil, neither neglect 

some imputed historical mission (tied to idealist notions of the philosophy of history), nor 

are completely determined by capitalist modernity as a so-called “universalizing force.” 

Their actions and projects were decidedly contingent and conjunctive, mediated by 

economic conditions and influenced by certain philosophical and cultural currents 

emanating from Europe, but, most importantly, rooted in their concrete material 

conditions opening up into the spaces of global capitalism, which at that time reflected its 

level of technological development and interconnection, its market signals and capitalist 

centers, all of which structured the matrix of choices available to Ecuador’s bourgeois 

class.      

 I now turn to the spatial organization of this economic network centered on 

Ecuadorian cacao capitalism. Here, Guayaquil serves as the central node of 

interconnection between littoral Ecuador and its “internal” networks of value production 

and circulation with the “external” networks of the global capitalist economy—mediated 

by the mobility capital of, increasingly then, British shipping. It is as this central node 

that Guayaquil begins to assume its primacy as the financial center of Ecuadorian 

capitalism, while at the same time, and as a result of said transformations, begins 

solidifying its own particular cultural tradition peculiar to its urban fabric.87 As the 

                                                 
87 Of course, it should be noted, I am not denying a unique “culture” for Guayaquil prior 

to this period, nor that elements of this culture did not survive well into the SCB—just 

the opposite. I am suggesting that the cultural milieu of the GUF—its representations and 
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“center” of this structural arrangement between internal and external forces, Guayaquil 

and its rhythms of urbanization remained fully tethered to general economic conditions 

which were, by and large, limited or structured by exogenous factors emerging on the 

global market. Rates of surplus value, and hence the rate of profit, then serves as the 

baseline for grasping the material production of space.  

As a class, the coastal bourgeoisie tended to look towards Europe for their cultural 

content, and, as astute academics of varying interests seem to suggest, Paris was the 

cultural capital of the 19th Century, the trendsetter in terms of urban design and 

architectural motifs.88 Considering Ecuador´s warm relations with France during this 

period, the influence of the Second Republic on state-led modernization, it´s no surprise 

that many of the buildings and structures of the second cacao boom adopted French 

architectural styles—Neoclassical, Arte Nouveau, Beaux artes, Second Empire etc.—

which dominated the European imagination (1860-1925). Due to the high-prices cacao 

was fetching during the last 45 years of the Long 19th Century (1880-1925), the economic 

and political proximity to Europe due to the cacao trade, and the “international” 

orientation of daily life in Guayaquil, the importation and substitution of style (the 

European for the “local”) remained bound to the movement of capital and trade. In other 

words, an analysis of capitalist urbanization in littoral Ecuador reveals not only the class-

                                                 

imaginary—was largely shaped during this era, so much so that the iconic architectural 

and ideational forms associated with the epoch are projected even further back, 

sometimes under the classification of “colonial.” 
88 The more radical notion of modernity includes the appropriated content of the 

colonized “Other” as a fundamental axis around which “the Modern” in constructed, both 

aesthetically and in terms of political economy.  
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based nature of “the production of space,” but also accounts, by and large, for the 

peculiar hybridity of architectural and cultural forms that would come to dominate the 

cultural imaginary of “Guayaquil” as a situated and unique cultural identity. For not only 

did France import much cacao from Guayaquil, several of the city’s most prosperous 

families visited or called Paris their home, and were interested in indigenizing their 

premiere European cultural forms in littoral Ecuador.89 Even a cursory glance at 

newspaper advertisements, fashions, store names, and import statistics reveal this trend. 

 Debates in urban studies about the primacy of “general” urban trends against 

those who argue for cultural primacy, and therefore heterogeneity, posit an understanding 

of spatial production that fails to consider homogenization and difference as part and 

parcel of the same general process. The theory of combined and uneven development 

attempts to circumscribe such bifurcations by requisitioning an understanding of general 

processes rooted in the specificities of material space where divergent histories, even 

while being swept up into the generalizing trajectories of capitalism, retain their 

peculiarities—that is they become infused with the general while remaining “particular,” 

specific, irreducible (see Anievas and Nisancioglu 2015). It is in the capacity of surplus 

value to take the form of fixed capital through investment, to provide an urban fabric with 

its “built environment,” which also constitutes it, even if such investment never erases the 

particular bases upon which it has been made. The cacao-export economy, cacao 

                                                 
89 Perhaps the most blatant example of this occurred in Vinces in Los Rios Province, 

known locally as “Little Paris.” Towards the end of the 19th Century, the story goes, the 

local bourgeoisie, having grown accustomed to long stays in Paris, attempted to recreate 

both the iconography (Eiffel Tower and other landmarks) and cultural ambiance of 

modernity’s capital in the Ecuador’s tropical lowlands. 
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capitalism as I call it, as the principal driver of surplus value production and circulation, 

not only drew Guayaquil’s urban fabric into the orbit of European export-capital, it also 

created the conditions for a the crystallization of a certain material and cultural practices, 

born from that intersection, some of which are entirely unique to the GUF, tied to the 

preoccupations of its capitalist class factions.  

 At the same time, however, the “foreign” designs serving as the basis for much of 

the city’s modernization during the final forty-plus years of the SCB, in spite of being 

rooted in projects initiated by the ruling class, had to contend with the “tropical” elements 

they aimed to suppress. This aesthetic and political suppression nearly always takes the 

form of assimilation or hybridization, where the “European” dominant culture—while 

maintaining its hegemonic status—internalizes elements of the “tropical,” in order to 

corral it into the legible and ordered dictates of modernity. But, as Bolivar Echeverria 

(2011) stresses, modernity is multiple, particularly in the case of Latin America with its 

baroque cultural forms predicated on the stark contrast between a European modernity 

crystallized in the image of 19th Century Paris, and “tropical” forms of modernity that 

surged forth in and around Guayaquil during the SCB. In what follows, I will 

demonstrate the key features of said urbanization in terms of Guayaquil’s urban 

morphology in general, the cultural components of these processes (hybridization and 

importation), as well as the irreducible non-identity of the “tropical,” and the link 

between capitalist accumulation and urbanization in peripheral capitalist economies like 

Guayaquil’s, as they were primarily articulated through the practices, projects, and 

ideologies of the GUF’s coastal bourgeoisie. 
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4.2.2 From the Swamp to the Tropical City: Early Constellations of Multiple 

Modernities in Guayaquil during the SCB 

Prior to about 1850/55, it seems, the perpetuation of the post-Independence 

configurations of power constitutes the baseline for a hodge-podge fusion of colonial and 

liberal ideas, mediating racial and urban elements in the town and countryside. At the 

same time, the city appears to be malleable, porous, capable of entirely recomposing 

itself according to the whims of the moment—it had yet to entirely lay the complete 

foundations for the sedimentations and secretions that would later coalesce into 

Guayaquil Antiguo, even as cacao capitalism throughout the GUF had become the 

predominant source of wealth upon which Guayaquil’s social life depended. I will now 

explore several of the historical images—literary and artistic—available during this 

period, in order 1.) to note the shifting features of the city’s spatial and cultural 

organization, and 2.) to catalogue the ways in which the city increasingly came to be 

depicted (in particular the role of “tropicality” within the city). In many ways, foreigner 

visitors better represented the contrasting fusions of the “tropical” and “mestizaje” in 

their depictions of Guayaquil, its daily life, architecture, and daily movements. And so, it 

is with and through the foreigner that I will largely, but not exclusively, track 

Guayaquil’s transformations during this period. 

It wasn’t until the mid-1840’s that cacao capitalism had recovered enough to rival 

the peak years of the FCB. Citing an anonymous mate’s lucid descriptions, Walpole’s 

(1850) commentary on Guayaquil during this time enables us to imagine continuous and 

discontinuous developments occurring in the tropical city, when the tumult of economic 
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expansion began to roar. In this commentary (ibid: 394), the city’s shipbuilding past 

continues to resonate, edified into the houses which “when the [interior] frame is visible, 

resembles more the timbers, knees, and braces of a line-of-battle ship’s hull than anything 

else, each floor becomes caulked and pitched as on board a ship.” In many ways, workers 

from these historically displaced industries in town found, as Laviana Cuetos (2001, 

1987) notes, opportunities in housing construction, where certain skills eventually 

contributed to the city’s image. While disposable, they left their traces and marks in the 

material fabric of the city, impressing upon it a note of the local flair. Of course, nature 

too has been displaced for the production of space amenable to capitalism, which 

Walpole’s (1850: 392-3) informant describes vividly, historicizing the town’s 

development by noting that “at present day the better part of the town is built upon the 

accumulated rubbish of centuries, heaped into an embankment on what would otherwise 

in the rainy season be an inundated swamp.” This fill-in, which he elsewhere (ibid: 396) 

categorizes as primarily of oyster shells, permits drainage, while slowly lifting the city 

from its swampy origins.  

The city’s structural arrangement, according to the informant (Walpole 1850: 

393) ensures that diseases will continue to ravage the town, despite its location between 

two rivers, primarily due to the “close manner in which its population of twenty-two 

thousand souls are packed.” The houses—the town’s “greatest curiosity”—are typically 

of three to four stories built upon “immense spars, sunk well into the earth, and on this 

the superstructure is placed, consisting almost entirely of wood and mud, which, from 

experience they have learnt to fashion cunningly, so as to resemble more substantial 
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materials” (ibid: 394). The fusion of these techniques (shipbuilding and the indigenous 

quincha) and materials (wood, mud, etc.) serve to “withstand the violent motions of their 

earthquakes… and… to keep out the rain, which for months pours down on these plains” 

(ibid: 394). Precisely due to the use of tempered clay as a building material in the tropical 

climate, the informant speculates on the “pagoda-like fashion of many of their buildings” 

characterized by elongated roofs jutting out, which “in consequence [requires] each story 

[have] a balcony, and the basement a wooden or stone colonnade” (ibid: 412)—the 

architectural basis of the arcades, the commercial expression of the city’s economy.  

The informant, it appears, doesn’t venture too far from the main grid, as he rarely 

comments on the types of places appearing in the images by the French artists below. 

However, he does describe the houses of the New Town, praising their “frontage,” their 

height “giving the appearance of respectability to the town; whilst the peculiar structure 

of the town-hall and palace, combined with the endless balconies and lattice-work, give a 

character to the view” (Walpole 1850: 393). Nevertheless, his descriptions do touch upon 

issues of class, race, and living conditions. These houses, on their second level, he notes, 

are:  

divided into an endless number of badly-ventilated rooms… occupied by the poor 

of all classes… whilst above all is the top and fashionable story, owned by the 

respectable and wealthy portion of the community. All have a common entrance-

door and staircase: many of these Noah’s arks contain one hundred souls, and the 

majority far more; and I have often seen on the same staircase, the senator, slave, 



166 

 

half-pay officer, water-carrier, and donna, each claiming a portion of the 

domicile” (ibid: 394-5). 

To which our commentator suggests such juxtaposition of difference has become blasé in 

a way: “I never saw the least discomfort” (ibid: 395). The “shock” of racial difference 

failed, at this point, to constitute a primary feature of Guayaquil’s urban aesthetic, even if 

subjugation and domination prevailed, and in many ways the fact that such racial 

proximity failed to generate overt conflicts has been taken as evidence of a sort of 

historical “racial harmony” in Guayaquil. 

 The malecón’s movement, too, continues to ground the city’s commercial and 

social life. Our informant (Walpole 1850: 393-4) notes: “The quay… is a great credit to 

Guayaquil; it is at least a mile and half in length, faced with stone, and respectably paved. 

Cast-iron lamps at convenient distances lighten this fashionable lounge on those nights 

when the moon does not answer the purpose, and convenient seats are place to… untire a 

little.” The waterfront area, which during the daytime served as a place of business and 

commerce, at night becomes a “resort” for “fashionable riding or walking” where the 

“witchery of the night” could seduce a man (ibid: 401). It had become, during the cool 

season (June to December) an open-air dance hall: “and dance they did, with all their 

hearts and souls, for dancing, music, swinging in a hammock, and eating dulces, 

constitutes the life of a fair Guayaquilenian” (ibid: 401). Our interlocutor leaves us, 

perhaps, with the most concise of wish-images on Guayaquil’s picturesque situation: “in 

its neighborhood the river loses much of its swampy mangrove margin—dense jungle 

changes for open forest and rich plantation” (ibid: 412-3).   
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 Firmly located in the New Town’s core, these descriptions of Guayaquil—during 

the 1840’s—provide glimpses of the nascent liberal modernity beginning to reconfigure 

daily life in the city. Attention to the details of presentation, in limiting “nature’s” impact 

on daily life, in calculability and the motion of commerce, all have taken root in the New 

Town’s central districts. But the town’s peripheries hardly appear in Walpole’s (1850) 

commentary, a direct signal that the “tropical” had partially been shunned or restricted 

from the bourgeoisie’s core areas. Alternatively, overlapping with our informant’s tenure, 

Guayaquil was visited by a group of French artists during the 1840s and 1850s, each 

submitting their own unique perspectives on coastal Ecuador’s and Guayaquil’s 

unfolding dialectic of tropical and mestizo, as two diverging, but mutually constituting, 

modes of modernity. These work’s offer valuable depictions of city life outside of the 

core, but also differing vistas of the malecón itself, despite the stylized approach taken by 

the artists under scrutiny.  

 In Lauvergne’s representation of a crocodile attack (Figure 8), a playful 

reconsideration of such domination is portrayed. Under the shadow of the Iglesia Santo 

Domingo, in one of the estuaries still dissecting the New from the Old Town, a group of 

naked indigenous women are bathing, one’s arm being taken by a crocodile. The 

implication seems clear enough: Nature is violent and brutal, and no Church or God can 

dominate it. The scenery, likewise, aestheticizes the “tropical” elements visible in the 

town—what Robles (1997) notes as the “swamp”—while visually distancing 

“civilization” (associated with the malecón and international markets), scarcely liminal 

on the horizon. The Church is white, with wooden fixtures holding up the blue-tiled roof, 



168 

 

and the building opposite it, in which the soportales and balconies are seen (here without 

neoclassical arches) too appears to be mostly constructed of wood. Shadows separate 

swaths of light, highlighting both the “tropical” immediacy of the crocodile attack, and 

the distant “future” of progress, represented here as largely separate and distanced 

realities. 

 

 

Figure 8 "Bathers Attacked by Crocodiles" by Barthelemy Lauvergne, 1844 

 

 

 

On the other hand, Lauvergne’s “El Conchero y La Tahona” (Figure 9) orients its 

perspective from just south of the inlet separating the malecón and the commercial hub, 

from the Barrio del Astillero. We have been transported to the other side of Figure 8, with 

the Cerro Santa Ana (below which lies the Iglesia de Santo Domingo) in the distance. 
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The painting’s subject is represented and refracted through the Eurocentric façade of the 

“mestizo” town, where slowly but surely the march of progress has eradicated “Nature” 

in constructing “urban” spaces—described in detail in Walpole (1850). Though more 

realistic in presentation, this second image could be of almost any port town in the world, 

as it lacks any sort of discerning features or identity—except for the balconies and 

soportales. In fact, it appears aesthetically to present a European vista totally cleansed, 

save for the inclusion of two canoes, of any elements of “tropicality”—not even 

Hassaurek’s famed palm trees appear (see below). The romantic idealization of a vital 

Nature has been replaced by a somber realism—as the painting’s tone has muted the 

vibrancy and motion of the previous figure.   

 

 

 
Figure 9 "El Conchero y la Tahona" by Barthelemy Lauvergne, 1844 



170 

 

At the bottom of the image, a clustering of indigenous workers huddled around 

the waterfront, appear to be working nets, while another cloaked in a black poncho walks 

the dirt path into the town. Immediately in front of him a cluster of people appear to be 

bustling about below an extended building. Again, the soportales are showcased, while 

arches are reserved for the second story, above the shops below. The main building, as 

well as the boats, are all unpainted: wood and bamboo are depicted in their semi-natural 

state. Only the buildings in the distance are whitewashed, given clay-tiled roofs—

certainly examples of the marvels noted in Walpole (1850). Even still, the “Progress” of 

commerce, still somewhat distanced, now transpires under Guayaquil’s overcast skies, 

the sun breaking through the clouds outside the frame of the painting, rising above the 

Andes to the east.   

In another painting, “Old Town and Cerro Santa Ana” (Figure 10) this by 

Charton, the opposite approach of Lauvergne’s appears to have been taken, depicting a 

rightfully “tropical” vista exoticizing its subjects in their haphazard and chimerical 

arrangement. While Lauvergne represents the “tropical” in aestheticized (unrealistic) 

forms, Charton’s approach is far more faithful in its depictions. In the bottom left, 

surrounded by clothing and some men chatting on a beached canoe, sit two women, the 

one fussing with the hair of the other. Elsewhere, the painter’s perspective draws our gaze 

towards the cluster of balsa rafts, the clothes flapping in the breeze, the “king” palm tree 

rising above all else, the entire lack of “recti-linear” representation of the city, which 

appears completely consumed by the immediate, the uncontrollable. In the background, 

the Cerro Santa Ana rises above, lushly verdant under nearly cloudless late-afternoon sky 
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that has begun taking on orange tints of the setting sun. There is hardly any indication 

that this image and the previous (Figure 9) came from the same town, or even incorporate 

or draw from similar aesthetic elements. Of course, the Cerro, as well buildings 

constructed of wood and cane, utilizing quincha to fortify the walls, and the depiction of 

soportales, constitutes the basic vernacular projected in each painting. And yet, as images 

from the first two decades of the SCB, the Guayaquil they depict looks very different 

than the bustling international port constructed in the regulating discourse of Guayaquil 

Antiguo, or even the descriptions in Walpole (1850) in the mid-1840s. Oddly enough, for 

a town with dirt roads and houses built of flattened bamboo—hardly an image of 

“progress” stipulated by the spirit of (liberal) capitalism and its domination of nature—

only through a partial recuperation of “tropicality,” in the costumbrismo works of the 

1930s, would these vistas assume any significance in the lexicon of Guayaquil’s 

historical imaginary, though in a distorted way.  
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Figure 10 "Old Town and Cerro Santa Ana" by Ernest Charton, 1857. 

 

 

 

Charton’s two paintings depicting La Calle Orilla (one of which can be seen in 

Figure 11), one from the northern end of the malecón, and the other from the southern 

end, expose the other side of Guayaquil—the global space of the malecón itself. In many 

ways it the scenes mimic similar vistas of Dutch commercial activity captured some 100 

years prior. We see the straight line of manors and commercial establishments lining the 

malecón for roughly a kilometer, fading off into the distance where the steeple of the 

Iglesia de Santo Domingo is faintly painted under the shadow of Cerro Santa Ana. The 

edifications along the malecón all appear sturdy, the flimsy construction of their facades 

completely distorted by the decorative artistry which adorns them—which we know from 
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Walpole’s (1850) commentary is mere artifice. Many of the soportales are in the form of 

arches, and second and third-story windows, too, mostly conform to a wide and open 

construction permitting the use of toldos, seen flapping here and there, along the 

balconies. Down the length of the malecón cling a mixture of balsa rafts, canoes, chatas, 

and, further down, shipping vessels. Here, the “tropical” has been controlled, subjected to 

the recti-linear readability of “modernity,” depicted as an inferior cultural heuristic, 

where even its most symbolic elements (palm trees, people of color, the “chaotic) are 

either missing or clearly segmented away from the “city” (in the river). The morning sun 

brilliantly bathes the line of mansions and businesses lining the waterfront, as if 

indicating that a bright future was just upon this town’s horizon, or at least those 

represented on this canvas. Charton, in these scenes, presents the Guayaquil the coastal 

bourgeoisie intended to universalize, the mestizo Guayaquil securing dominance for its 

European cultural roots in a modernist project on the peripheries of world-capitalism.   

 These images, from the first two decades of our period, highlight the contrasting 

visions and cultural representations present in Guayaquil, which ultimately responded to 

the movements of cacao capitalism and the “worlding” pretentions of the coastal 

bourgeoisie. On the one hand, these studious men, who had sojourned in England, 

France, and Germany, with whom they had now begun to negotiate their cacao (Walpole 
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1850), were supremely interested in recreating within Guayaquil any and all the marvels 

of civilization they had encountered in the Old World. This involved a bracketing of the 

“tropical,” which was seen as a source of prodigious wealth, but not as a source of 

cultural prestige. On the other, the tropical besieged the town from every angle, a 

constant presence felt even far upstream into the cacao-producing lands. Against this 

pressing reality, which consumed building materials with its omnipresent humidity, 

torrential rains, and oppressive sunshine, public works and architectural designs 

attempted to channel or limit such tropicality. Prior to the 1850’s, however, Guayaquil 

Figure 11 “Riverside Street, View from the South Towards the North" by Ernest Charton 

1857 
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still hadn’t fully escaped the clutches of the Peruvian-Spanish commercial dominance in 

the Pacific, which would slowly be displaced by more (northern) Eurocentric trade. 90    

Our first glimpse of this gradual reconfiguration takes the shape of an aerial view 

of the city from the abstract vantage of the cartographer—the modern “gaze” in its pure 

form. The image below of Villavicencio’s 1858 map of Guayaquil offers a snapshot of a 

city in motion, illustrating both the developmental contours and growth patterns, while 

rendering visible the class-based character of city-building up to the mid-19th Century—

typically bifurcated in Walpole (1850) and the French painters. By then, the famed 800 

meter bridge connecting the Old City, centered on and around the Cerro Santa Ana, and 

the New City to its south, had long been replaced as the swampy region between the two 

was slowly filled in, the 18th Century bridge having been obliterated by the Barrio del 

Bajo (see Gómez Iturralde 1999a, 1999b).91 Increasingly channeled and filled-in, the 

swampy land long separating Old and New Town had become a prime sight of forms of 

proto-land invasions, spearheaded by poorer residents erecting their homesteads on 

marginal grounds. Also visible in the 1858 map, the malecón continued to serve as the 

city’s premier street and center of economic activity, now stretching roughly 2 kilometers 

from the Old City to the channel dividing the center from the Barrio del Astillero, where 

the current Palacio de Cristal now sits.  

                                                 
90 Walpole’s (1850) informant notes that prior to 1850, most trade houses are associated 

with Lima and Valparaiso—though a Hamburg firm in British hands handles the 

European trade. 
91 It would be a mistake to consider, at this point, the city as an integrated whole, 

however. The distance (social, economic, physical) between the Old and New Cities, 

while certainly diminishing in importance, persisted for some time. 
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Compared with the maps from the 1700s in Chapter III, not only has the city 

grown in spatial terms, expanding further into the savanna (away from the river), but also 

filling in marshy areas between the two towns. The city’s core still corresponds to the 12-

by-4 concentration of clearly-demarcated and squared blocks abutting the river, centered 

on the Avenida 9 de Octubre (post-independence), but less definitive areas—typically 

packed between creeks and swamp—continue to expand into the marginal lands 

surrounding the city’s core. At each step, with the blessing of the city’s authorities, in-fill 

(literally filling swampy areas with shells, dirt and rock) constitutes one of the chief 

strategies, employed by the marginal classes, for converting “tropical” nature into 

habitable space. Nevertheless, as can be gleaned by the perpetual recognition of the areas 

Figure 12 Map of Guayaquil, 1858. Source (Villavicencio 1858: 450). 
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beyond the central “grid,” liberal modernity had not yet eviscerated the “tropical” from 

general representations of space, where “uncontrolled” growth was still illustrated as 

such. In this regard, even as trade increased with Europe, the coastal bourgeoisie 

continued to lack the capabilities of projecting a coherent and legible urban vision—

wholly dissociated from the “tropical” environment which enveloped it—appearing more 

as a porous patchwork of strategies and class projects jumbled together. In other words, 

the class project of constructing an urban imaginary had not yet coalesced in and beyond 

Guayaquil.  

In many ways the representations of Guayaquil, prior to the 1860s, all underscore 

the immense permeability of “modernity” by nature in and around the city. This begins to 

take on an anxiety tied to the development of infrastructural projects capable of limited 

the “tropical” from the city’s more posh sections. For example, Villavicencio (1858: 450-

454) describes the city as one in need of improvements, particularly in relation to 

question of flooding and in dealing with tidal issues. In spite of these criticism, he 

characterizes the richer areas around the malecón, despite forming a “commodious and 

beautiful street” (ibid: 451) generally lined with wooden structures, as completely lacking 

in more durable materials such as stone, continuing to implement the local architectural 

features of the soportales. The houses are luxurious, from a certain angle, and the area 

around the malecón is one of constant movement and commerce, as others have 

commented. Undoubtedly this movement and commerce continued to be the principal 

reason for including these arcades as centers of commodity exchange and passage—or, as 

I argue, the arcades served as commercial spaces precisely due to their vernacular 
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inclusion as a means of protecting denizens from the elements, only later would they 

transform into “worlding” images of commerce. Subsequently, Villavicencio remarks, 

briefly, on the southern extreme of the city and its continued reliance on the shipyards as 

a source of income and industry, without delving too deeply into descriptions of its 

residents’ living conditions—an unfortunate, but, as I will demonstrate, quite common 

oversight by liberal ideologues that would increasingly dominate and structure the city’s 

imagery.   

Nearly a decade later, the American diplomat Hassaurek (1868) would publish 

Four Years among Spanish-Americans, wherein he portrays the city’s tumult during the 

first decade of the 1860s. Hassaurek (1868: 1) opens with his first impressions of the city 

in 1861 upon his approach from the Guayas River, noting that it is “lively and business-

like… especially at night, when rows of gas lights are reflected in the waters.” These gas-

lights, which even during the colonial era, afforded Guayaquil a modicum of aesthetic 

recognition in Pacific America, one of its first features cherished by foreign travelers. 

Quite naturally, he continues with a description of the main commercial street:   

The principal street, called the ‘Malecon’, extends about a mile and a half along 

the river… The stores are as elegant and tasteful as any of our own stores in a 

second or third class city could be; gas-light greets us at night, and a lively throng 

of humanity in the day-time; hundreds of canoes, skiffs, raffs, balsas, and small 

sailing-vessels called chatas, come and go with the tide, bringing to town the 

manifold tropical fruits and vegetables in which the luxuriant country along with 

the Guayas and its affluents [sic] abounds (1-2). 
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Hassaurek’s Eurocentric, but critical, disclosures conjure blatant shock rooted in 

comparisons between the “elegant and tasteful” stores in Guayaquil with those of a 

“second or third class city” in the United States. His recognition of the nomadic, 

impoverished “Others” supplying the town with tropical produce, would have secured the 

most derision from his upper-class interlocutors in the burg, who maintained something 

of a paternalistic posture towards the poor and marginalized. Here is where I first notice a 

decidedly “separate” vision of the city emerging from liberal discourse, one that 

denigrates the “local” contingencies as irregularities or deficiencies of modernity. Even in 

Hassaurek’s writing one senses this duality, in an impressive awe reflecting the 

prodigious “tropicality” of the scene clashing with the liberal pretensions of the era 

precisely because such unruly evocations of “hundreds of canoes” and other vessels 

chucking their tropical vegetables and fruits along the malecón belied the watchwords of 

order and progress. As a faithful communicator of the (global) bourgeoisie’s general 

preoccupations, a few pages later, Haussarek (1868: 5) racializes the disparity between 

the “mestizaje” of the bourgeoisie and the “tropical” of the city’s popular classes 

shopping at the riverfront market, underscoring the “grotesque and lively” sight-contrast 

of “half-naked” mixed-race venders on balsa rafts, doubling as houses for this floating 

population, hawking their wares in the waterfront market.92 

 Hassaurek’s (1868: 3) description of living arrangements in and around the 

malecón divulge even further the absolute recoil the ruling classes must have felt with 

                                                 
92 On the lack of potable water, Haussarek too comments, for it must be shipped by barrel 

from upstream where “sweet water” runs. See also Swyngedouw (1997). 
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their own “backwards” circumstances. Though somewhat repetitious of Stevenson (1826) 

and Walpole (1850), he dramatically comments upon the conditions of the city’s 

infrastructural underdevelopment:  

The total absence of brick and stone buildings is striking. The houses are two or 

three stories high, and built in the southern style, with porches or balconies 

protruding over the sidewalks and resting on wooden pillars, thus forming 

piazzas, which afford protection against the sun and rain. But few of the streets 

are properly paved. Some of them have nothing but a bridge of stepping-stones at 

the crossings as a passage during the rainy seasons, from one side to the other. 

The Malecon, and a few others of the principal streets, are kept tolerably clean, 

but the by-streets, and the rear part of the city, are shockingly filthy, and 

disfigured by dilapidated, dingy, and miserable hovels. Stray donkeys and herds 

of goats roam the streets, and feed on the grass which, in the rainy season, covers 

the most frequented throughfares, giving a melancholy aspect to the place. The 

palm-tree, the king of tropical vegetation, rises majestically over the roofs and 

garden fences on which the gallinazo (turkey-buzzard or carrion-crow) perches,—

that silent and greedy companion of death and decay (1868: 3). 

Such descriptions uncannily prompt the most baroque juxtaposition of images, of 

the orderly vistas of the well-to-do huddled around the malecón, surrounded by a vast sea 

of “tropicality” (nature) symbolized by the unkempt streets, the roving animals, the 

towering palm trees, and the infernal mud (this exact image can be seen in a painting by 

Ernest Charton titled “Paisaje de Guayaquil,” completed in 1849). Undoubtedly, when 
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compared to Lima and Valparaiso (places with strong commercial connections to 

Guayaquil), this “uncivilized” core of the city—behind the spectacle of the commercial 

streets around the malecón—served as sources of collective embarrassment for the 

bourgeoisie. And yet despite this, the first sentence points to the issue the more scurrilous 

breach between Guayaquil and its trading partners: the lack of brick and stone in 

construction—while certainly a function of economic limitations—elicited nothing short 

of full-blown inferiority complex in the coastal bourgeois, precisely because these 

materials implied stability and permanence against the tropical’s transient and cyclical 

nature.  

While practically grounded in everyday concerns associated with sanitation and 

conflagrations, themes often associated with such “underdevelopment” in the city’s 

historical consciousness, the more metaphysical concern with permanence, in relation to 

transience, formed one of the ideological pillars upon which Guayaquil Antiguo would be 

erected. The coastal bourgeoisie, in consuming, and attempting to reproduce the imagery 

of modernity, were forced to adopt “pre-modern” construction techniques, contingent on 

their own historical conditions, despite their desires. However, they managed to present 

such “backward” materiality through artifice, as something other than it was: it bore the 

image of the modern, its livery. The continued use of quincha to construct buildings, 

adapted from indigenous knowledge throughout the Andes, at once serves as the canvas 

upon which the aesthetics of Parisian manors were cast, feigning attempts at shining 

despite residing under the disquieting shadows of the tropical palm tree and the turkey 

buzzard.  
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Not one to disappoint readers by withholding his loaded commentary concerning 

the “tropical” elements of Guayaquil’s urban culture, Hassaurek (1868: 4) describes a 

third set of living arrangements (after balsa rafts and the houses of the rich along the 

malecón), those of the poor:  

In the outskirts of the city the houses of the poor are almost as humble as those 

primitive habitations which we shall meet in the tropical wilderness, on the road 

to the interior. They have only an upper floor resting on piles, the room below 

being used for kitchens, or occupied by domestic animals. They are floored and 

walled with split cane, and thatched with bijao leaves, or other dried herbage. The 

hammock constitutes their principle article of furniture; and thus but a few 

squares from the splendid residences of the wealthy aristocracy, furnished with 

Parisian luxury, we find the humble cottage of the poor half-breed, the indolent 

inhabitant of the tropical forest (1868: 4).93 

Again, after moving beyond his liberal racism, Hassaurek’s prose provides readers with a 

shambolic, baroque images through which issues of cultural divergence and conflict can 

be interpreted, but only after first having analyzed the production and circulation of cacao 

within the economy. It is not that the rich rejected the use of  hammocks, for they did so 

widely (see Hall 1824, Walpole 1850), but that when signaling “order” and “progress,” 

the fact that the poor could only rely on their hammocks as furniture, against the bulwark 

of “modernity” embodied in the imported trinkets and furniture emanating “Parisian 

                                                 
93 In this regard, little had changed for the poor since the FCB, detailed in the previous 

chapter.  
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luxury.” The poor were displaced from this “modernity” in space and time, relegated to 

the city’s outskirts and fringes where the ideological divergence between “nature” and 

“culture” did not so neatly materialize, reifying the diverged between the “urban” and 

“rural.” Within, but on the outskirts of the city, living conditions mimicking those of the 

agricultural workers in the cacao haciendas, not only indicates the interpenetration of 

“garden” and “swamp” as replacements for town and country (Robles 1997), but the 

flimsiness of the sociological categories of the “urban” and the “rural” for capturing and 

coding the landscapes of human societies in peripheral capitalist zones, like the GUF’s, 

during the Long 19th Century. Precisely because Guayaquil and the GUF prefigure as ur-

moments of planetary urbanization throughout this period can I more deftly interrogate 

this collision and juxtaposition of divergent and multiple modernities forming in the 

various zones of the world-system.     

Hassaurek’s descriptions embolden these fragmentary images grounding the city’s 

ideological structure and material culture in those years just prior to the epic explosion of 

cacao exports at the end of the 1870’s and beginning in the 1880’s. It is a lively and 

commercial center, however poorly maintained. The most prominent public works 

projects, creating passable roads for the rainy season, could hardly be described as a 

serious attempt at city-building, however necessary they may have been.94 Bridges 

crossing the few remaining estuaries that cleave between the New and Old Towns are in 

disrepair. The basic structure of the city, its spatial division between classes, had already 

                                                 
94 Haussarek (1868: 6) notes how intolerable the rainy season is, when swarms of insects 

and mosquitos ravage the town and all sorts of diseases consume the populace. He adds 

that “and business is suspended on account of the impassable condition of the roads.” 
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solidified by this point—which is to say that the racial-class composition of the upper 

crust had clustered along the malecón, while the poorer, darker-skinned workers and 

servants tended to be strewn about the more precarious terrain adjacent the floodplains of 

the savannah or creeping up the hillsides of the Cerros Santa Ana and Carmen (Rojas and 

Villavicencio 1988: 22; Townsend 2000).95 

In terms of material infrastructure, the first forty years of the SCB again indicate 

the embarrassment produced by local, material conditions. As roads were of generally 

inferior quality, reliable transportation remained a virtual and real impossibility, limiting 

the physical expansion of the city as well as its everyday economic vitality. Almost the 

entirety of the mobility required for Guayaquil’s commercial life relied, ineluctably, on 

the perpetual flows of the Guayas River and its tributary system. On terrestrial transport 

during the 1860s, Hassaurek (1868: 2) notes that:   

Coaches and carriages… are not to be seen (there are but two private carriages in 

town, and these are confined to the Malecon, and a few intersecting streets, 

because the pavement of the others makes them inaccessible to vehicles), but 

mule-carts clatter from one end of the landing to the other. A hand railroad-track 

leads from the wharf to the custom-house,—certainly not suggestive of the fact 

that we are but one day’s journey from regions in which a wagon is never seen. 

                                                 
95 Hassaurek (1868: 15), remarking on population statistics claims the city is losing 

residents—which were hovering about 25,000 in 1862. Of which he comments: “I have 

heard intelligent residents, foreigners as well as natives, assert, that at least eighty per 

cent of the population are colored, and my own observations have led me to believe that 

this estimate is not an exaggeration.” Again, quite the contrast to the “fair” populations 

described in Walpole (1850).  
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While Europe and the United States, and, slowly, parts of Latin America had begun 

installing rail systems and omnibuses for local transport, Guayaquil and the GUF counted 

on neither. It was not until around 1872 that the first “mass transit” option—the Omnibus 

del Salado—began operation, a precursor to the 1881 installation of the Empresa de 

Carros Urbanos (Bayas Mora 2013; Rojas and Villavicencio 1988: 73). This post-

independence urbanization, until around 1880, tended to be constrained in space, 

obstructed by a lack of infrastructural foundations, creating density (risks) rather than 

extension in the city’s immediate area. Concentration, despite protocols designed to 

prevent such conditions, by widening streets and separating kitchens from households, 

was destined to recreate the perfect environment for one of Guayaquil’s most notable 

adversaries: the conflagration. A city primarily constructed of wood, packed into a 

circumscribed area, could hardly resist the burning flames of Progress. Additionally, the 

generalized use of cloth toldos (like awnings) in order direct breezes into the houses and 

shops, as well as block out invasive sunshine, were well-known fire hazards continuing to 

play a role in the city’s aesthetic dimension.  

 Villavicencio (1858: 453) makes the claim that: “Guayaquil would be a city of 

greater extension; but the fires have paralyzed, in part, its progress. Today, it counts on 

more aids to ward off this destructive element, as it has seven pumps and well-organized 

fire companies.” Nevertheless, fires were doubly destructive of surplus value: for they 

decimated the city’s fixed capital investments and required others (pumps and fire 

companies), while simultaneously destroying commodity capital warehoused within the 

city. And yet fires were only one of the concerns, along with flooding, pestering 
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residents—the other main issue, related to the infernal flooding of the rainy season, being 

tropical disease (Chiriboga 2013; Gómez Iturralde 1999b; Hamerly 1973; Rojas and 

Villavicencio 1988).96 While fires have plagued human settlements wherever they have 

combined kitchen-like areas with everyday flammable materials, fires in Guayaquil had 

long been associated with kitchen proximities to main houses and racial animus brooding 

in the ranks of the racialized domestic laborers (de Ulloa 1748; Townsend 2000). In this 

sense, the city’s material space, built upon a swamp and located between two rivers, 

continued to suffer under the threat of conflagration precisely due to its structural and 

material organization. 

4.2.3 Urban Improvements and Class Consolidation from 1840 to 1880 

While French artists and American and British travelers captured and represented 

the disparate cultural axes of “mestizaje” and the “tropical,” the city’s government, 

during the same period (1840-1880), initiated an ambitious “urban improvement” 

campaign designed precisely to mitigate the latter. While it must be stressed that said 

improvements never constituted anything approaching a coherent “urban plan,” the great 

majority of the projects centered on city services aimed at reducing risks (fire, flooding, 

disease, etc.) and/or facilitating commercial activities (infrastructure, services, 

beautification, etc.). And while the city’s “form,” in terms of the patterns of development, 

had long clung to the originally established grid in the New Town, slowly expanding and 

incorporating new space as the city extended along the river, both north and south, the 

                                                 
96 There are several passages in Hassaurek’s (1868) account of other pests (snakes, 

spiders, crocodiles, and the dreaded salamanca). 
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newfound wealth that began flooding the GUF sought to erect structures more stable than 

dirt roads and quincha-stucco wooden houses. The glacial shift, then, from quincha to 

stone (and other more durable materials), which begins earnestly during this period, 

however unevenly, signals the hegemony of a “modernity of exclusion” as the quasi-

official aesthetic orientation of the municipality. 

Let us review the major modernization projects undertaken during this period. 

Right before our period, in 1839, fresh contracts were issued to redevelop the malecón, 

the first of a series of six, as the port needed better facilities in order to ship greater 

quantities of cacao. These contracts signaled the first serious attempt at modernizing the 

malecón since 1770. In 1840, as if on cue, the arrival of the first steamship company—a 

momentous event—began testing the limits of the malecón, which would see a string of 

projects aimed at amplifying its functionality during the SCB. That same year, 1840, a 

new public clock was installed at the intersection of the present Malecón and Ballen 

Streets, and two years later, in 1842, public lighting by 600 oil lamps changed the face of 

the central business district. The slow march through the aesthetic configurations of 

material culture proceeded with the coastal bourgeoisie increasingly taking control of the 

city (and province’s) political and economic apparatuses, which can largely be explained 

by the regularization of cacao trade and exports after the tumultuous post-Independence 

years (1820-1840s).  

After the initial stabilization of cacao exports during the 1840’s, public works 

during the 1850’s experienced a relative slowdown in the amount of projects initiated, in 

spite of the 250% jump in the municipal budget from 39,724 pesos in 1850 to 100,120 
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pesos in 1859 (Campos 1887).97 What were undertaken, however, were extremely pivotal 

and costly projects, such as the new Customs House being constructed in 1857 near 

Barrio Las Peñas, at the northern extreme of the malecón. Such a project was to be 

immediately beneficial for fiscal reasons, as import-export duties largely funded the 

Ecuadorian state as well as the municipal government.  

As can be expected with increased budgets entering the 1860’s, an upsurge in 

public works activity was bound to follow, after prior debts had been paid down. The first 

such project to merit our attention is the paving of the Avenida 9 de Octubre, which 

would facilitate the movement and prevent flooding along the downtown’s central 

avenue, along which resided Guayaquil’s upper classes and commercial centers. Next, in 

an extension of the immediate “urban” landscape towards the West, was the development 

of the Estero Salado baths, which provided the city’s residents with recreational options 

while simultaneously driving up demand for mass transit (in 1873 the Omnibus to 

Salado) as the city developed westward along the road to the baths. The city undertook 

the construction of a Municipal Library and began substituting kerosene for the whale oil 

which previously provided public lighting in the city center. Additionally, an ice factory 

was built, and the establishment of the city’s (and country’s) first banking and credit 

institutions—of which the most important would be the Banco del Ecuador, a private 

bank which issued notes and offered loans to the National government (Banco del 

Ecuador 1918; Miño Grijalva 2008).  

                                                 
97 This can be easily understood in terms of paying off of the debt owned on the projects 

begun during the prior decade. 



189 

 

The 1870’s would see the city’s budget soar even higher, reaching 192,000 pesos 

by 1874, and somewhere around 260,000 pesos in 1880 (in 1881 the budget sat at 

268,113 pesos). The doubling of the budget in four years (1870-1874) enabled the city to 

create the Public Sanitation Company, to replace kerosene by gas in public lighting in 

certain sectors (in 1870), and, by 1873, to offer electricity—in the richer sections of the 

city. Simultaneously, the city helped fund a 104 meter bridge crossing the Estero Salado, 

an infrastructural move helping to integrate Guayaquil with land-bound towns to its 

West, particularly in Southern Manabí and Eastern Santa Elena. This span (1840-1879) 

saw nearly the same amount of urban development and public works projects as the entire 

history prior (1542-1839), a cogent indicator that the dissolution of the Spanish 

monopoly on the European chocolate trade unduly shuttled sizeable amounts of the total 

surplus value produced prior to and during the FCB towards other destinations removed 

from the GUF. Likewise, in the type of projects funded by surplus value accumulated 

through cacao production and export, heavy emphasis was placed on “ordering” the city, 

on improving its infrastructural capabilities, and, importantly, preventing calamitous 

disasters from wreaking havoc on the process of accumulation.   

 During the first leg of the SCB, the slow build-up of cacao exports coupled with 

the dramatic rise in the price per unit of cacao, enabled Guayaquil to grow at a pace 

hitherto unimaginable. Greater control over profits, a function of the Spanish no longer 

being able to control market access to Europe, and a general “democratization” of 

chocolate in Europe from 1840 to 1880, facilitated Guayaquil’s agro-export bourgeoisie 

in accumulating impressive amounts of surplus value, which, by the 1860’s, they were 
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investing in city services and banking. Still far too small and isolated to support 

industrialization, Guayaquil increasingly developed the “urban” functions Contreras 

(1990) assumed it would have developed under a more decentralized (smaller) system of 

production and circulation. In large part, the changes to the production and circulation 

process of cacao-chocolate structurally favored Guayaquil’s cacao exporters relative to 

their European buyers, due to a general lack of competition between the four big 

supplying countries. Immense profits being made, aided by the Californian and 

Australian gold rushes of the mid-19th Century opening up Pacific trade routes (Halperin 

1993), initiated a process of re-orientation in the coastal bourgeoisie, resulting in the 

almost complete disappearance of early post-Independence heavy hitters by the 1870s 

(Chiriboga 2013).  

These new faces that would guide Guayaquil during the peak years of the SCB, 

the so-called “oligarchy” (Guerrero 1980), were the political, economic, and cultural 

architects of Guayaquil Antiguo, their names emblazoned on monuments, streets, 

avenues, parks, and the city’s buildings. Yet, as argued in Chapter II , the surplus value 

this “elite” accumulated and invested into Guayaquil and its urban fabric, has its origin in 

the socially necessary labor-time of the farmhands producing cacao-value in the 

countryside, upriver, where the Gran Cacao built their bucolic mansions on the 

seemingly ever-expanding tracts of land dedicated to the production of the “golden 

bean.” Within the ranks of this coterie of agricultural industrialists lurked zealous 

followers of Liberalism, drawing their inspirations from mostly English, French, and 

German philosophical and economic ideologies grounding policies. Implicit in this 



191 

 

Liberalism, however, lay embedded the mechanical economic supposition that 

development should improve the lives of the masses, and in cases of the opposite, 

governments should ameliorate certain excesses of market relations through social and 

infrastructural investments. Work which fails to respect the very different historical 

relationship between various segments of the coastal bourgeoisie during the Long 19th 

Century and the political and economic ideologies they espoused, run the risk of 

flattening these subjects and their historical textures and conflicts, particularly at this 

juncture of shifting commercial ties.  

 Great continuity from the FCB to the second can be observed in the bourgeois 

domination of the central area of the city, where enormous mansions, warehouses, banks, 

retail outlets, and so forth line the streets in and around the intersection of the malecón 

and Avenida 9 de Octubre, pointing to an exclusionary and class-based spatial practice 

rooted in capitalist social relations and colonial racial conceptions. At the same time, 

particularly with those ideologically dedicated “liberal” capitalists destined sufficient 

portions of the city’s “public wealth” towards infrastructural improvements, public 

lighting, libraries, theaters, public education, access to medical services, and so forth, a 

trend more acutely felt after 1880. Their motivations resonate with the basic premise that 

an improvement in the general welfare of the nation duly improves their own lot, the 

classically Smithian ideal enshrined in The Wealth of Nations (Smith 2003), though 

Smith had long warned of conflating bourgeois rule with effective government.   

However, for European Liberalism during the mid-19th Century shifting racial 

coordinates stipulated that the uncivilized “races” of the world could no longer be 
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subdued by cheaper commodities, as Marx and Engels (2002) had incorrectly proposed in 

the Manifesto. Instead, they required a new wave of colonializations for establishing the 

“correct” social institutions and cultures promoting such a process. Only later would the 

discourses of scientific racism be developed to justify continued colonization under the 

pretense of innate genetic deficiencies, even if, during the mid-19th Century, racial 

discourses already ossified around essentializing “otherness.” Rather in that moment, 

Liberalism proposed cultural remedies to “underdevelopment.” Similarly, in Guayaquil, 

as the most liberal town in an  Independent colonial-settler nation erected upon the 

mestizoizaiton of the ruins of the Letrado colonial elite, it had taken to more 

assimilationist modes of liberal “civilizing.”   

In this model, the mestizo and the “tropical” were not mutually exclusive, and 

hence could eventually be reconciled. Guayaquil was a tropical city whose rising 

capitalist class yearned for the “progress” and “order.” And yet, the “tropical” setting of 

their exploitative efforts could never be erased, as hard as they tried. Guayaquil teemed 

with the unruly, non-identical “forces of nature” their bourgeois ideals attempted to 

suppress, to channel, to rationalize. In doing so they selectively targeted certain areas for 

“modernization” while neglecting others, mostly as a function of productivity, but 

simultaneously through the rubric of cultural representations, grounded in the materiel 

substrate of commodity circulation. As prices soared, the world (Europe, Paris) neared, 

and as the coastal bourgeoisie began grasping at “modernity,” they attempted to 

increasingly saturate their city (and coastal Ecuador) with its “material” signs and 

symbols. 
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4.3 Global Shift: Commerce, Liberalism, and the GUF’s Cultural Currents from 

1840 to 1880 

While this period, which serves as an interregnum between the FCB and the peak 

years of the SCB (1880-1920), merely appears to be laying the groundwork for future 

shifts in the GUF’s urban morphology, can better be metamorphosed as the germination 

of the “seeds of progress,” the taproots of which can be detected in certain infrastructural 

projects that later become pivotal (drainage, paving, etc.). This infrastructural re-

foundation mirrors a rather obvious transition in the coastal bourgeoisie’s global 

commercial orientation—from Spain-Latin America to France-England-Germany—

initiating a gradual, but steady, shift in design choices, imported commodities, and 

political economic ideas, shadowing the global dispersion of Modernity’s “cultural 

condition” often associated with 19th Century Parisian social and cultural life. Though 

French commodities had long filtered into Guayaquil’s luxury consumption market, 

particularly during the Bourbon Colonial Era, it wasn’t until the late 1860s and 

throughout the 1870s, that European commodities generally infiltrated the everyday 

consumption and consciousness of Guayaquil’s upper and middle strata. The crucial year 

for this transition was 1851, when Ecuador signed the Commercial and Navigational 

agreement with England, as the definitive date at which “Europeanization” of the GUF’s 

political and cultural economy began (see Banco del Ecuador 1920; Chiriboga 2013: 62; 

Maiguashca 2012). 
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 A perusal of Guayaquil’s newspapers from 1840 to 1880 charts this transition 

from a relatively isolated and provincial agro-export town—still largely dependent on 

mobility capital centered on the Lima-Spain connection—somewhat restricted in the 

“world” it could report on, to a city fully enmeshed in the international circuits of 

commodity (and material cultural) exchange. Not only was the production of value 

pivotal for financing the urban and political economic  transformations visualized across  

Guayaquil and the GUF, but so too did the global nature of these material connections 

being forged via trade relations 

predicated upon cacao capitalism 

simultaneously intensify Guayaquil’s 

external connections while providing an 

impetus for the internal rearticulation of 

the GUF’s space. Such movements can 

be indicated through a variety of 

sources, each of which opens a window 

onto this complex process of cultural 

and political economic reconfiguration.  

Analyzing maritime movements 

in the port of Guayaquil, the only one of 

any importance in the country, then 

provides an indication as to how 

“worldly” the GUF was becoming during the early years of the SCB. In the 1840’s, for 

Figure 13 Cover of Los Andes Newspaper 10-

01-1870 



195 

 

instance, Walpole’s (1850: 410), German goods “marked by English brands” surfaced 

throughout the city’s commercial establishments, “carried in on Hamburg vessels, though 

the trade is in English hands.” By the 1850s, moreover, ships from the United States, 

France, Germany, and, especially, England begin appearing more frequently in the 

Ministerio de la Hacienda’s reports, though far outnumbered by “national” and Peruvian 

boats (see the reports from 1853, 1856). 

Closer scrutiny of the data reveals a 

slightly different picture. While “local” 

and “regional” boats outnumbered 

European craft, total tonnage heavily 

favored interoceanic vessels owned by 

foreign capitalists situated in Western 

Europe. This data, I argue, illustrates the 

gradual shift from, but still substantial 

presence of, Peruvian and Spanish 

merchants in Guayaquil’s cacao trade.   

  In 1852, based on data presented in 

the Ministerio’s report, only one steamship 

frequented Guayaquil: the British steamer 

“Bolivia,” with 700 tons of capacity, often 

visited the city once or twice a month, but supplying roughly 40% of the total import-

export capacity (Ministerio de Hacienda 1853: 36-39). From September 1852 to June 

Figure 14 Cover of Los Andes Newspaper 

04-04-1875 
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1853, 87 Peruvian ships entered Guayaquil along with 38 ships of national origin. In third 

place, with 14 ships, were the English, closely followed by the Chileans with 11. During 

that period only 6 Spanish ships made port in Guayaquil,98 only eight German (from 

Hamburg and Bremen) ships, two French, and three North American vessels made port in 

the city. In total, 179 ships docked in Guayaquil over the course of those nine months, 

averaging 19.8 ships per month. 

 By 1856, according to the same Ministerio (1856: 42), some 275 ships had 

entered Guayaquil from July 1855 to June 1856, for an average of 23 ships per month. Of 

those that making port in the city, 133 were of Peruvian origin, 47 from Ecuador, and 43 

owned by English capital. Chilean ships entered 16 times over those twelve months, 

while only four ships of German origin made call. Grenadian ships entered eight times, 

equal in frequency with those from North America, and just one more than French 

vessels. Over the same nine-month period, from 1852-3 to 1855-6, twenty-two more 

Peruvian and English ships had entered Guayaquil, while zero Central American and 

Mexican ships visited its harbor. Similarly, twice as many Grenadian and two and a half 

times (3 in total) more French ships visited the Pearl of the Pacific that year. In physical 

and value terms, the rate of growth (25% over a three year period), both ensured the 

burgeoning city would receive a variegated supply of imports commensurate—as I have 

                                                 
98 An indication that a hefty chunk of cacao exports were being shipped to Spain via other 

means—most notably through British and Peruvian mobility capital. 
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shown above—with the dimensions of its exports, of which cacao was the more 

important part.99  

From the end of the FCB (1836) to 1853, historical commercial patterns 

continued to prevail as Spain maintained its dominant position on the receiving end of 

Guayaquil’s cacao. In Table 4, for example, data indicates that Spain persisted and even 

strengthened its commercial enmeshment with the GUF’s economy, while Mexico and 

Peru drop rather precipitously in terms of the amount of cacao they imported from 

Guayaquil. England, Chile and Germany each begin to import sizeable quantities of 

cacao, while France and the US, towards the end of the 1830s, dramatically increase 

imports only to have them fall again over the following years where data is presented. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
99 Min. de Hacienda (1856: 41): By this point, less than half (roughly 78,000 loads) of 

Ecuador’s total cacao had its final destination in the Industrializing countries of Europe 

(and the United States of America). Around 45,000 loads were being sent to destinations 

in Latin America, while 35,000 loads were still being sent to Spain, the biggest single 

consumer.  
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Table 4 Destination of Guayaquil’s Cacao, selected years from 1836 to 1856 (in 1,000’s 

of pounds). Included in Other: Central America, Brazil, Philippines, Colombia, Italy, St. 

Thomas, Argentina, and Panama. Source: (El Ecuador 1910: 895; Ministerio de Hacienda 

1856: 41).  
Country 1836 1837 1838 1839 1840 1853 1856 

Spain 5,030.6 4,492.8 2,175.7 5,832.4 7,440 10,642.8 3,581.2 

Peru 2,163.1 720.3 776.6 847.1 450 476.5 2,021.2 

Mexico 1,046.5 279.2 1,235.7 832.4 1,259.4 699.5 ND 

USA 696.3 1,534.6 1,006.6 1,724.7 887.7 ND 763.4 

France 613.5 ND 748.6 1,485.7 1,328.3 510 2,502 

Chile 455.7 265.8 152.5 444.9 949.5 1,705.1 1,718.3 

England ND 634 106.9 133.8 ND 1,543.1 1,950 

Germany ND ND 404.8 404,8 495.6 800.8 2,476 

Other 1,044 1,329.4 680.2 739.4 1,617.8 1,811.9 1,416 

 

  

Only after 1850 does a notable shift register in the international patterns of 

economic exchange mediating the GUFs cacao and the global market, coinciding with 

greater participation of British mobility capital in the port’s monthly cycles. From the 

1850s to the 1870s, trade with Europe—particularly the “industrializing” countries—

takes center stage, as the final destination of GUF’s cacao exports moves from 

“Hispanic” countries to the more whiter, Northwestern European countries. This fact is 

indicated in Figure 15, where from 1857 to 1877, an overall increase of 25 ships from 

European or US origins visiting the city is recorded, with the British presence, the largest, 

more than doubling from 36 in 1857 to 76 in 1877. Concurrently, a definite decline in the 
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Spanish contingent, down to a measly one ship from 1866 onwards, is observed, while 

the German, French, and Italian trade presence in the city appears to have nullified the 

flagging Iberian presence.100 Despite the table’s limitations—as it only indicates larger 

vessels—I want to stress that while European ships carried the bulk of the profitable 

exports and imports entering and leaving the city, the vast majority of port visits 

continued to be paid by National and Peruvian craft.101  

 These sometimes tectonic and sometimes subliminal changes in physical contact 

mirrored cultural shifts rendered visible in the fashions and commodities being imported 

in ever-greater numbers into the GUF. While Guayaquil’s periódicos prior to the 1850s 

primarily consisted of “information” and political posturing, by the 1860s and, even more 

so in the 1870s, advertisements for luxury (and prosaic) European goods afforded by the 

cacao trade frequently occupied prominent and massive real estate on their front covers 

and in-between. Certainly “information” still managed to weasel its way into the four 

pages of which they were typically comprised, but so too did serializations of novels 

translated into Spanish, gossip concerning high society, and the scandalous chronicles of 

daily life in the city. Without having completed an exhaustive comparative content 

analysis of Guayaquil’s newspapers during this period, even an unsystematic perusal of 

                                                 
100 Part of the reason for this is that Ecuador and Spain declared war with each other in 

1865-66, causing all trade between the two nations to collapse, a phenomenon which sets 

of a spate of high-level foreclosures in Guayaquil from 1865 to 1877 (see Chirigboga 

2013: 62-65). 
101 For example, in 1871 and 1872, Chiriboga’s (2013) data shows 95 (1871) and 123 

(1872) ships of European and North American origin docking in Guayaquil, the full 

report of the Ministerio de la Hacienda (1872: 98) indicates 280 (1871) and 333 (1872) 

ships porting in the town, with 172 (1871) and 195 (1872) being of either National or 

Peruvian origin.  
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such documents demonstrates the growing power of global commodities entering their 

orbit in the torrents of advertising consuming greater portions of the issues. Nevertheless, 

and quite logically, with the growing impact of new shipping routes, new destinations for 

Guayaquil’s cacao, the material impact of greater numbers of foreigners in the city, and 

the efflorescence European commodities passing through its harbors, it is hard to imagine 

the cultural make-up of the GUF not responding to said movements. 

 

  

  

Figure 15 European and North American Ships Visiting Guayaquil. Source: (Chiriboga 

2013). 

 

 

By 1870, for example (Figure 13), Los Andes, a bi-weekly in Guayaquil, was 

running front-page advertisements for Parisian shoes, French Pleyel Wolff & Co. Pianos, 

“Oriental” Tonics, an array of imported medicines, knick-knacks, and trinkets. 
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Additionally, these papers provided details about the movements of ships coming to and 

from the city, including details concerning their cargo and passengers—quite literally 

locating this information next to the running prices of cacao in the port and any news of 

price movements in Europe. With expected arrivals, the comings and goings of notable 

figures was also deemed worthy of print, a commodity for the literate public to consume. 

Often prior to or directly after a ship’s arrival, advertisements for specific incoming 

commodities, such as Spanish and French wines and liquors, amongst others, were 

advertised for sale. However, the rate and density of French products markedly increases 

after 1871, a function of the greater emphasis on trade between the two countries, with 

France quickly became the primary destination for Guayaquil’s cacao for the last quarter 

of the 19th Century.  

 Though France, and with it Paris, the Capital of the 19th Century, served as both 

the primary destination for the GUF’s cacao and the primary source for “luxury” 

commodities, it was British mobility capital that, from the 1860s onwards, dominated 

transoceanic shipment of Guayaquil’s main export, while British industrial products 

factored as the largest portion of Guayaquil’s imports. Germans and Italians, two groups 

later leaving their mark on Guayaquil’s ethnic make-up and everyday culture, also burst 

onto the scene during the 1870s with a quite substantial presence in mobility and 

commercial capital. Newspapers depended on contact with these places for information 

prior to the establishment of regular cable service, reflected both in the focus of 

international newspaper articles as well as their datedness. And while some Latin 

American theorists, principally Anibal Quijano (2000), correctly underscores the birth of 
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modernity with the colonization of the Americas by Europeans (Spanish and Portuguese) 

via the imposition of the couplet coloniality-modernity rooted in white supremacy and the 

clash of the “backward” and the “advanced.” However, it would be an extreme oversight 

to overlook the fundamental cultural shifts occurring in post-colonial Latin American 

societies in and around the Great (or Long) Depression beginning in 1873, which 

redirected so much of Western Europe’s economic and cultural energies into Latin 

America (see Arrighi 2010, 2007; Hobsbawm 1996c). Unfortunately, in existing 

investigations covering the GUF’s cacao economy, which focus primarily on “boom” 

years, the transitional decade of the 1870’s (and in fact the entire period from 1840 to 

1880) appear as something of an inconsequential blip between Guayaquil’s nominal and 

effective integration into the capitalist world-economy (see Maiguashca 2012; also Pineo 

1996).  

 Nevertheless, when it comes to Guayaquil’s urban form and urban culture, these 

years highlight important vectors for analyzing and elucidating novel intermediations of 

“Europeanness” and “Othering,” emanating from France, Germany, Britain, and the 

United States, transfusing and ingraining themselves into the GUF’s mestizaje-tropical 

dialectic of modernity. These quite dramatic shifts, from registers in official import-

export records in the 1850s to those of the 1870s, indicate a rather abrupt and drastic 

reorientation from Pacific-Iberian trade (Peru, Chile, Spain, Mexico) towards a new 

North Atlantic centrality (Britain, France, Germany, USA). It was during this era that the 

French quite substantially increased their cultural presence in the Americas, in general, 

and in Ecuador in particular, despite not constituting a main linguistic or demographic 
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source for the exploding population during this period (Halperin 1993). Marching in 

lockstep with the rise of French cultural and economic presence in Guayaquil trudged the 

“conservative” dictatorship of Gabriel Garcia Moreno, who attempted to convert Ecuador 

into a French protectorate, amongst other exploits, before liberal assassins hacked him to 

death with a machete on the steps of Quito’s Presidential Palace in 1875 (Ayala Mora 

2015a, 2011; Henderson 2008). In spite of Hobsbawm’s (1996c) injunction that the 

Americas (beyond North America and some Caribbean islands) became informal British 

neocolonial possessions—and economically nobody could deny England’s domineering 

presence in mobility, financial, and industrial capital—the GUF’s cultural orientation 

aligned more closely with post-Second Empire Paris than with London, probably due to 

the latter’s Catholicism, a fact increasingly rendered visible through the production of 

material space during the peak years of the SCB. 

 

4.4 The Foundations Laid 

As the price of cacao recovered, and then skyrocketed, a function of increased 

demand and a loosening of Spain’s commercial monopoly over the product, the city of 

Guayaquil and its urban fabric grew both extensively and intensively. Increased 

commercial intercourse with northwestern Europe and the United States, the source of 

this demand, ensured a reflux of both monetary wealth and cultural modernity tethered to 

the circulation of consumer goods and ideas. Guayaquil became a magnet for the “new,” 

particularly in and around the New Town, which could still be differentiated from its 

immediate neighbors continuing to inhabit adjacent spaces in a thoroughly “tropical” 

mode of existence. 
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These seemingly newfound ideas and culture disseminated not in some detached 

manner, as pure liberal ideology, but through the material practices of world capitalism 

during the globalization of the mode of production during the latter half of the 19th 

Century—not as universalist discourse, but via the embedded and partial practices of 

concrete social actors. Transnational mobility and contact were key, while production 

factored in as a necessary precondition. However, I fervently reiterate, the increasing 

diffusion of ideas and images had long held their basis in the material practices and 

culture tied to global commodity exchanges which had come to envelop the GUF’s social 

activity. Cacao exports were, then, the vector through which this process of 

modernization was expressed, both on the level of the nation-state and within the GUF. 

On the other hand, these ideas and images become material forces when they 

begin to modify the social relations concentrating in and around the Guayas River 

system.102 Liberalism as an ideology and culture, epitomized in Parisian cultural forms 

and artefacts, in British industrial might, in the organizational capacities of the Americans 

and the Germans, entered into the GUF’s already-lax institutions via a dependent form of 

commercial exchange between the Northern Atlantic states and littoral Ecuador. As 

industrial competition between firms and countries pushed down “industrial” profit rates, 

simultaneously augmenting real wages in consumption for workers in the capitalist core, 

luxury goods like chocolate (cocoa) were democratized, assuring demand for primary 

goods skyrocketed. Improved transportation capabilities, mostly forged by British 

                                                 
102 Following Arrighi, Maiguashca (2012) locates this “effective” reconfiguration of the 

GUF’s economy and culture in and around the 1890s.  
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industrial capital in its growing fleet of steamships and railways, were bringing Ecuador 

directly into the orbit of European capital, now no longer mediated by Peru and Spain—a 

generalized process occurring across Latin America at the time (see Halperin 1993). 

Indubitably such reconfigurations filtered in to the material and ideational cultural milieu 

of the urban fabric, both in terms of material and immaterial cultural matrices. 

The next chapter analyzes the political economic course of events transpiring 

during the SCB (1880s-1920s), while Chapter VI interrogates the materialization and 

fixation of liberal ideas into the well-known visages of Guayaquil Antiguo, fossilized into 

the spatial practices and physiognomy throughout the GUF—deliberately and as trace. 

The latter chapter also attempts to depict and represent the working classes producing and 

circulating the vast majority of the GUF’s value who had been rendered invisible in 

official documents. Up until this point, they have only appeared spectrally in the always-

already commodity-form of cacao as commercial capital. Firstly, because the great 

majority of the working classes were illiterate, they could not leave behind detailed 

reports and texts about their everyday lives in the city and urban fabric (see Townsend 

2000, 1997 for an intriguing method for overcoming these silences). Even though my 

evidence is sourced primarily from the official archival sources of the coastal 

bourgeoisie, an inevitable problem in many respects, I scour and wring them as much as I 

can in order to entice them into divulging their uncomfortable secrets. What I find, then, 

are not so much “silences” and “absences” by the working classes, but a quite proactive 

campaign by the coastal bourgeoisie into providing them scripts to enact. As we will see, 

sometimes flowery wording, compassionate rhetoric, and overbearing paternalism are not 
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enough to silence history’s producers, even if they had the power to wipe from memory 

the gruesome details of such tumult.  

On the other hand, beyond the question of “education,” ideas of working class 

solidarity and militancy were treated as essentially foreign, imported into Guayaquil—as 

artefacts of modernity—in quite the same way as liberal ideologies. In this way, the 

frothy admixture of European socialism and anarchism slowly filtered into the urban 

fabrics of Latin America, though later in Ecuador in comparison, quite dramatically after 

the great commodity super-cycle slowly took off during the 1870s, enticing European 

workers to cross the pond. The same pretexts attracting Europeans to Latin America 

likewise drove Guayaquil’s capitalists—transacting imports and exports along the 

malecón—to consort with their “core” counterparts in London, Hamburg, Paris, and New 

York. These political-economic and cultural processes, the diffusion of working-class 

solidarity movements surging throughout the capitalist world at the time, was initially 

chronicled by Jose Buenaventura Navas in Guayaquil, the city’s first historian of the 

city’s labor movements from 1848 to 1915. In one of the prefatory notes, he states: 

In effect, until the year of 1895, in Guayaquil, other working-class societies 

worthy of mention were not known, besides the Sociedad Filantropica del 

Guayas and the Sociedad de Artesanos Amantes del Progreso, founded, the first, 

the 21st of November, 1849 and the second, the 11th of December 1879 

(Buenaventura Navas, 1920).103 

                                                 
103 Even here, I would add, you will find as benefactors and leaders within said 

institutions, the coastal bourgeoisie, being represented.  
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Guayaquil’s (and the GUF’s) working classes were obviously not completely 

invisible; they were dispersed, removed, and given very little opportunity to have their 

subaltern realities heard. Yet, their often individualized techniques subversively 

employed to improve their living conditions, drove capitalists to alter labor-control laws 

(particularly around the role of the rural police), and they often formed the backbone of 

liberal guerrilla armies contesting conservative rule. Likewise, they were chaperoned by 

their “liberal” benefactors, who insisted that they represented the “uncivilized” impulses 

of nature that had yet to be suppressed by “culture.” At every point the worker was 

praised for effort and earnestness, and simultaneously vilified for traditional malaise and 

other excesses, classic tropes in the rhetorical pantheon of racialized capitalism. 

Geographically, as the production of material space, both in the city and throughout the 

urban fabric, gradually conformed to the law of value, workers were driven into 

occupying more marginal areas of the city while simultaneously improving the material 

conditions of those who benefitted from the ownership of capital, both industrial and 

commercial. One can only assume that they cast their lots with the liberals over the 

conservatives, who championed even more repressive labor laws and more stringent 

cultural regulations. At the same time, one could hardly doubt that without material 

benefit, these workers would have so demurely acquiesced. 

As European ideas of liberalism pervaded the “elite’s” worldview, necessitating 

transparent responses from those capitalizing on the labor of the working classes, their 

reactions were entirely predictable under the pretenses of the then-fashionable liberal-

economic orthodoxy: improve infrastructure and educational conditions in order to 
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increase productivity. Their “mission” was not to create a welfare state, nor was it to 

hasten an inconceivable socialist revolution. It was to accumulate more capital, and to do 

so they needed two things, so they thought: 1.) better conditions in the port city (reduced 

losses associated with sanitation and conflagration), and 2.) a more educated working 

class that may increase productivity and incentivize industrial production. But in order to 

invest in said infrastructures and social programs, one needs profits—that is surplus 

value—that can be redirected, via taxation and donations, from personal to collective 

consumption. By 1879, the rates of return on cacao production were soaring, both 

personal and collective consumption could be funded (reflected in increased imports of 

foreign goods, in public works, in the expansion of banks’ working capital and deposits, 

etc.), and Guayaquil and its urban fabric would forever be changed. What would emerge 

was the mythological dream-image of Guayaquil Antiguo, the specific coalescence of the 

mestizo-tropical dialectic transfixed into the material and cultural spaces of the GUF 

during the SCB. But beneath the surface appearances, the irreconcilable began to 

punctuate, causing ripples, at first, and later ferocious waves. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE URBANIZATION OF CAPITAL DURING THE SCB: 

THE GUF FROM 1880 TO 1930 

“Ecuador needs, then, foreign capital to accelerate its progress. Few South American 

pueblos offer, as it does, more security and advantages… When Europe and the United 

States of America learn of Ecuador’s riches, they will send their capital and their men 

most apt in the various branches of industry, agriculture and commerce” (El Ecuador in 

Chicago 1893: 188).  

 

“Modernization is the metric with which the port measures itself” (Robles 1997: 54). 

 

By 1880, on the back of steadily rising cacao prices, Guayaquil and its urban 

fabric entered into a period of intensive and extensive transformations in its material 

spatial practices and cultural representations. As the previous chapter demonstrates, these 

material-cultural linkages—quite directly tied to shifts in cacao exchange bolstered by 

new faces within the urban fabric’s ruling elite—opened the city’s eyes to a new aesthetic 

world wedded to Euro-American modernity radiating from Paris, London, New York, 

and Hamburg. These networks forged by Ecuadorian cacao destined for these cities 

inserted the GUF’s bourgeoisie into wider circuits of commodity and cultural circulation, 

filtering into the GUF through the custom’s house and the malecón. The influx of 

imported goods, mostly foodstuffs (cooking oils, grains, flours, and so forth) and simple 

manufactured items, but also quite a sizeable contingent of luxury items from European 

sources, would drastically alter the city’s cultural heuristics, particularly for its upper-

classes, who quickly adopted “modern” habits and aesthetics. Because it still served as 
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“Quito’s Port,” Guayaquil and the GUF effectively mediated the economic and cultural 

“modernity” of the entire country, continuing to arbitrate Quito’s connection to the wider 

world of global capitalism, as evidenced by the presence of commercial news concerning 

maritime movements on the front pages of that city’s periodicals.   

 The rise of a coastal bourgeoisie, diversified across a range of businesses, but 

whose economic wealth had its basis in cacao production and export, has led some to 

speak of this period (1880-1925) as one in which the “oligarchs” of cacao effectively 

dominated social life in Guayaquil, the GUF, and Ecuador as a whole (Guerrero 1980). 

At the same time, particularly from 1895 to 1925, the fabled Liberal Revolution, led by 

General Eloy Alfaro who was swept to power via the mass mobilization (and guerrilla 

warfare) of mestizo agricultural workers (later called montubios), Afro-Ecuadorians, the 

poorer sectors of the main cities, and, finally, certain sectors of the coastal bourgeoisie 

(Ayala Mora 2015a; 1989; Quintero 1980). A fractured and unstable coalition, the Liberal 

Revolution would implement a modernization campaign aimed at proletarianizing 

indigenous labor in the Sierra, installing adequate infrastructure amenable to capitalist 

expansion (particularly in dynamizing the Sierra’s economy), and developing—however 

feebly—a national industrial sector protected from foreign competition and financed by 

cacao exports (Ayala Mora 2015a, 1989; Clark 1998). Part and parcel of these 

modernization campaigns were educational programs, expanding health and sanitation, 

and other programs resembling proto-welfare state initiatives that might benefit both 

capital and labor (Henderson 1997; Pineo 1996; Rodriguez 1992).   
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Cacao capitalism in the GUF was central to its growth, the economic and political 

power of the coastal bourgeoisie, and the Liberal Revolution’s political legitimacy. 

Networking the built environment through value production and circulation across 

uneven geographical contours, theories of planetary urbanization highlight the role of 

political economy in the production of space, serving as the “constitutive essence” 

driving spatial implosion-explosion (Brenner 2014a 2014b; Brenner and Schmid 2015). I 

argue that this process of implosion-explosion across the GUF centered primarily on the 

extension of the agricultural frontier through the expansion of “tree capital.” During the 

prior period, as the old coastal bourgeoisie tied to the Spanish cacao trade was 

progressively replaced by the influential cacao “oligarchs” of the SCB, banks gradually 

came to occupy a greater role in this process, thereby forging even closer economic 

bonds between Guayaquil and the vast agricultural region sustaining its coffers. It is 

through these financial relations that space across the GUF becomes abstract—fully 

commoditized—constituting what appears to be a distinct “sector” for economic 

accumulation (Harvey 1982). At its heart, the relationship between Guayaquil’s banks 

and the productive frontier, then, is a financial one. 

Contrary to classic studies concerning the florescence of financial capital in 

Guayaquil, via the development of strong banking institutions, which portray this process 

as a deepening of “pre-capitalist” rentier capitalism (Acosta 2006; Chiriboga 2013; 

Guerrero 1980; Miño Grijalva 2008), the development of commercial banking in 

Guayaquil advanced and expanded capitalist social relations, particularly through the 

production of capitalist space rooted in “tree capital.” The general literature on “finance,” 
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too, often treats the phenomenon as either as diversion from productive investment 

(Foster 2007; Harvey 2005, 2003b), a gradual process of political adjustment (Krippner 

2011), as a sign of the exhaustion of profitability in production (Arrighi 2007), as the 

latest phase of capitalism (Hilferding 1981; Lenin 1950), or as an imperialist strategy 

mobilized to siphon resources from capitalism’s global peripheries (Lapavitsas 2013; 

Norfield 2017). As this chapter demonstrates, capitalist finance functions as the linchpin 

for explosive and implosive urbanization as progressively larger and more expensive 

investments into fixed capital require more centralized and secure sources of investment 

capital necessary for capitalist accumulation.  

I do not discount prior findings, and in some cases find a great deal of resonance 

between my own perspective and those of Arrighi (2007) and (Norfield 2017) regarding 

the role of finance in the structural operation of the capitalist world-system. However, in 

the GUF’s case, the rise of financial capital originates within the dynamics of capitalist 

expansion in production, and as such permits one to analyze its impact in expanded 

reproduction. As a largely “local” phenomenon, finance in the GUF remained almost 

completely in control of the local bourgeoisie, the self-same cacao “oligarchs” depending 

on cacao capitalism for their economic viability. In this chapter I will analyze how 

finance both enabled the GUF to expand its productive capacity as a central relation in 

the production of capitalist space, and how the political economic movement of cacao 

production and exportation eventually becomes a barrier for further development in the 

GUF. I will first review the data concerning cacao exports and values, which 

demonstrate—up until around 1916—a seemingly advantageous position for Guayaquil’s 
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cacao exporters and producers in the international market. I will then explore how 

superprofits both incentivized and necessitated the rise of the financialization of spatial 

production. Finally I will examine how finance raises the costs of production and, rather 

than improving economic conditions, increasingly undermines them. 

5.1 Cacao Capitalism in the GUF: Prices, Values, and Exports from 1880 to 1930 

and Beyond 

5.1.1 The Boom, 1880-1920 

The sharpest indicator of the successes of the cacao-led export economy can be 

taken directly from historical sources tracking several key variables: cacao exported, 

price per quintal, total export values, and the value of Guayaquil’s cacao exports, each 

skyrocketing from 1880 to 1920. Figure 16, representing one such data source (among 

several), illustrates that from 1880 to 1919 the weight of all cacao exported jumped from 

337,270 quintales to nearly a million, an increase of approximately 190% and an indirect 

indication of the increasing amounts of land were being brought into production across 

the GUF. Similarly, during the same period, the value of the cacao exported rose from 

roughly 5.8 million pesos to 29.5 million sucres, an astronomical upsurge of over 400%, 

while the price per quintal only doubles over the same timeframe. This fact, too, 

establishes a criterion for reasonably interpreting the dramatic extension of the GUF’s 

productive frontier: price growth tended to outpace start-up costs as per-unit prices 

surged during the forty years covered. Finally, tracking the movement of cacao value, 

total export values skyrocketed from 8.2 million pesos to 43 million sucres, a change of 

about 424%, whereas the percentage of cacao representing that total continually hovers 
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between 60 and 70%. In other words, cacao remained the pivotal commodity for the 

GUF’s economy, even as it steadily maintained its proportion in the composition of total 

export value, indicating similar or equal rates of growth in other sectors.    

 Delving more deeply into the data, it can be extrapolated that gradual growth in 

the cacao industry proceeded with aplomb from 1875 to 1899.  However, the spectacular 

years of 1893—the first time cacao export values crested 10 million sucres—followed by 

the impressive rise in the price per unit in 1899, averaging 29.29 sucres per quintal, 

triggered massive investments into new tree capital. From six to nine years after each of 

these stellar years the averages in total cacao produced jump quite dramatically—from 

about 420,000 units in 1893 to around 500,000+ units six and seven years later; from 

about 500,000 units in 1899 to around 700,000 units beginning in 1908—corresponding 

with the maturation timelines of new trees presented in Chapter 2. Additionally, the year 

1904 witnessed impressive production totals coupled with a fairly high unit price 

delivered over 15 million sucres worth of value to the GUF, sending direct signals to 

banks and landholders to expand their production based on the high returns. Despite a 

relative decline in units produced from 1905 to 1907 (a particularly difficult year when 

solely examining the “physical” commodity), the latter saw prices per unit surpass 31 

sucres—another sharp indicator for hacendados to expand their production. From 1909 to 

1915-7, the total units of cacao produced would jump from around 600,000 quintales to 
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slightly over a million, after which (1918-1925) total cacao weight would drop fairly 

precipitously from 800,000 units to around 600,000 units (Table 5). 

 Until around 1907, the total number of quintales corresponded and coincided with 

the movements in prices per unit. That year, and afterwards, the total number of quintales 

would more than double while the price per unit would stagnate at around 22 sucres for 

the next decade (1908-1918), until exploding again in 1919. Until 1907, then, I can 

confidently characterize both the growth in cacao production (cacao frontier) and growth 

in the unit price as the two largest factors contributing to the rise in the total cacao value 

exported and the total export value for the GUF. From 1908 to 1918, however, the single 

biggest contributor to export value was the amount of cacao produced. In other words, 

price movements and total product contributed unevenly to the total value of cacao 
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exports. While a rise or fall in the former could incentivize or depress investment into 

expanded reproduction, total production tends to be most important factor in determining 

export value over time. However, in general, compared with the period from 1840 to 

1880, cacao prices consistently maintained relatively high prices of over twenty sucres 

per quintal.   

  Chief among the reasons explaining the explosion in cacao prices, particularly 

from 1880 to 1920, as mentioned, was the expansion of working-class consumption 

chocolate from the 1870s to World War I. Modifications on the demand-side of the 

chocolate market essentially magnified cacao prices beyond their labor values. External, 

demand-side modulations cheapening both the final product while revolutionizing its 

consumption created exponential growth in the market—the latter most widely associated 

with the invention of milk chocolate in 1876 by M. D. Peter de Vevey (Knapp 1920: 

154). Walter Baker and Company (1907: 7) state that: “This increase in consumption is 

due to several causes, among the most prominent of which are (1) a reduction in the retail 

price, bringing it within the means of the poorer classes; (2) a more general recognition of 

the value of cocoa as an article of food, and (3) improvements in methods of preparation, 

by which it is adapted to the wants of the different classes of consumers.” Within Great 

Britain alone, cacao consumption had jumped from 450 English tons in 1830 to 16,900 in 

1900 (Knapp 1920). The French, Germans, and Americans, too, had increasingly 

acquired a taste for the newly developed milk chocolate bar, consuming the product in 

record amounts. Rodriguez (1992) presents some of the more complete datasets 

concerning total cacao production, consumption and Ecuador’s share from 1894 to 
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1925/30. Every decade from 1894 until around 1924, shows a doubling of both cacao 

production and consumption (see Table 5), while Ecuador’s dominance in markets 

steadily declines during the same period, from around 30% to about 7% of the world’s 

total cacao supply.  

 

Table 5 World Cacao Production and Consumption, Select Years 1894-1924 (metric 

tons). 

Year Production Consumption Year Production Consumption 

1894 69,096 64,507 1912 232,500 248,800 

1895 76,212 72,532 1913 256,700 254,100 

1896 72,180 75,868 1914 276,900 255,900 

1897 80,168 83,545 1915 296,200 288,900 

1898 85,174 88,246 1916 307,500 260,400 

1899 99,886 99,376 1920 368,385 374,188 

1900 102,076 100,993 1921 380,095 403,180 

1901 105,820 109,081 1922 400,363 421,809 

1902 123,939 122,185 1923 454,270 436,446 

1903 126,795 127,452 1924 499,794 474,212 

1911 245,043 230,000 
   

 

  

From 1880 to 1910, Ecuador was the single largest producer of cacao in the 

world, except for a few years wherein Brazil briefly overtook it. From 1910 onwards, the 

British colony of the Gold Coast became the global leader, coming to dominate the 

world’s cacao supply market. Ecuador’s displacement as market king, initially elicited 

attempts to from a regional cartel with Brazil and other Latin American producers, and 

later, as the price of cacao began to drop, the creation of a national cartel aimed at 

regulating cacao prices. However, as their impact on the global stage diminished, 

Ecuador’s cacao capitalists gradually came to feel the global market’s coercive 
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stranglehold, with global competition, the opening of the Panama Canal, and the drying 

up of demand beginning in 1914 with the commencement of World War 1. From 1890 to 

1899, the price per quintal of cacao in Guayaquil sold for an average of 21.10 sucres 

while the following decade (1900-1909) the average price clocked in at 24.97 sucres. The 

second decade of the 20th Century, however, saw prices drop to an average of 22.78 

sucres, an indicator that clouds were brewing on the horizon. By 1923, for example, Luis 

Bertini (1923) would note that the cost of production for a quintal of cacao stood at 

around 21 sucres in Balao and slightly less in the Arriba region.   

 

 

 

Figure 17 Balance of Trade in Millions of sucres and dollars, Current Price, 1900-1930. 

Source (Acosta 2006; International Historical Statistics 2013). 
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5.1.2 Crisis and Beyond, 1914 into the 1930s 

It would be imprudent to reduce the GUF’s economic problems to any one single 

factor. Rather the economic crisis that would come to envelop the GUF and Ecuador as a 

whole, had its roots in the gradual reduction of cacao prices on the global market, which, 

coupled with economic conditions internal to the GUF, led to an exacerbation of 

problems and the eventual collapse of cacao capitalism as the key driver of the GUF’s 

capitalist growth. As discussed above, by the second decade of the 20th Century the 

impact of deflationary factors associated with expanded cacao supply extremely close to 

European markets in the Gold Coast, the opening of the Panama Canal, and the impact 

and aftermath of World War I on the global market were already making themselves felt. 

The coastal bourgeoisie responded to these changes, but it looks as if it were too little too 

late. In what follows I will closer examine the external and internal factors to cacao price 

formation within the GUF. 

In the previous chapter, I argued that the balance of trade, particularly in the GUF 

at the time, was an effective measure of the total amount of capital available for 

investment into fixed capital, without being an exact measure thereof. This balance 

swung heavily in favor of domestic economic expansion from 1878 onwards, observable 

in the extraordinary expansion of cacao exports thereafter. The balance of trade remained 

positive until about 1890, when it briefly nosedived. From 1895 to 1897, too, the balance 

of trade remains difficult to discern primarily due to political unrest. From 1898 it would 

spike, until returning back to its average from the 1880s. The new century seemed ripe 

for further development, presenting the GUF’s capitalists with similar good fortune. 
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From 1900 to 1920 the total positive trade balance added up to 162 million sucres, or 

roughly 67 million US$, the great majority of that value coming from the second decade. 

The 1920’s, however, charted a different course for the coastal bourgeoisie. From 1921 to 

1930, the positive trade balance in sucres summed up to an astronomical 123 million 

sucres, 75% of the total from 1900 to 1920. In US dollars, however, the trade balance 

only measured a lousy 6.22 million. These divergences mostly correspond to the 

devaluing of the sucre relative to the US dollar, which I will discuss below. 

Economic conditions structure the climate for investment, I have argued, and this 

climate remained relatively advantageous during the SCB, at least prior to 1920. In this 

case, capitalists took out loans in order to expand their profit-making enterprises, but only 

when given adequate signals to do so by the market. As such, finance and fixed capital 

investment were often tied at the hip, but not always. As many commentators have 

claimed, the speculative nature of finance can appear to detach itself from so-called 

“material production,” especially when rates of profit find themselves declining (see 

Kliman 2011; Lapavitsas 2013). In this case, investment into the built environment, that 

is, into long-term fixed capital, would appear to be entirely senseless, for the incentives 

(return on investment prospects) disappear, and an apparent crisis of “overproduction” or 

“overaccumulation” sets in. In these circumstances, commentators like Harvey, suggest 

“spatial fixes” drawing on more loanable capital could potentially ameliorate these 

tendencies by redeploying so-called “overaccumulated” capital into other fixed forms.  
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Table 6 Reported Cacao Exports in Quintales, Various Sources, 1915-1925. 

Year US Reports Banco del Ecuador Guia Commercial Carbo Data 

1915 736,338 804,753 804,761 769,752 

1916 966,389 927,533 927,543 1,079,252 

1917 875,670 980,944 982,457 1,008,767 

1918 749,690 835,123 835,130 819,099 

1919 740,007 971,305 971,304 826,580 

1920 743,951 ND 865,000 865,010 

1921 815,520 ND 884,978 884,989 

1922 821,180 ND 877,413 877,404 

1923 598,072 ND 642,696 642,694 

1924 608,662 ND 663,152 663,159 

1925 652,582 ND 701,761 701,768 

 

 

However, does this serve as a realistic assumption for the case of coastal Ecuador 

during the Long 19th Century? I will argue that it does not, and furthermore that the 

logical premises of Harvey’s “spatial fix” are entirely unrealistic for actually existing 

capitalist economies in general. Examining the data, two overall trends can be 

determined: 1.) Total cacao value tended to rise in accordance with the expansion of total 

cacao production, followed by its unit price; 2.) After 1920 a decline in produced cacao 

coupled with a slight rise in its price per unit were registered. From 1900 to 1918, unit 

prices in both sucres and US dollars of cacao witnessed a gradual decline; in sucres from 

0.58 cents per kilo to 0.44 cents a unit, while in US dollars they had declined from 0.28 

cents to 0.18 cents. The next two (1919-1920) years would see those prices more than 

double to 0.89 cents in sucres and 0.39 cents in US dollars. From that point until 1925, 

movements between the two currencies stopped mirroring each other, pointing to a 
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divergence in the price of money between sucres and US dollars. In 1921, the price per 

unit in sucres had fallen to 0.50 cents while in US dollars to 0.13 cents, and by 1925 the 

price per unit in sucres was 1.08 while only recovering to just below 0.25 cents in US 

dollars. In other words, from 1900 to 1918 a general decline in the real price of cacao is 

registered, punctuated by two years of explosive price growth and collapse in 1919 and 

1920, and then followed by a slight uptick after 1921.   

Two global factors, suggested above, worked to undermine the real price of cacao 

on the world market prior to the severe crisis of the 1920s. Firstly, the meteoric rise of the 

Gold Coast as the primary cacao exporter, satisfying the British and other European 

markets with cheaper cacao produced largely on peasant family farms and not industrial 

cacao plantations like in Ecuador. In terms of Marxist Political Economy, the explanation 

is simple enough: peasant producers serve as both workers and (disadvantaged) brokers 

who are producing commodities more to survive than to enrich themselves. Unit prices 

can drop precisely because they were not also supporting the semi-aristocratic lifestyles 

of capitalist landowners. In this case, chocolate industrialists reaped the rewards of lower 

prices for primary materials, conforming more to the classic dependency model explored 

by the likes of Gunder Frank and others. Certainly this grounds Knapp’s (1920: 94-5) 

ideologically-obscured astonishment when he ironically comments that:  

The conditions of production in the Gold Coast present a number of features 

entirely novel. We hear from time to time of concessions being granted in tropical 

regions to this or that company of enterprising European capitalists, who employ 

a few Europeans and send them to the area to manage the industry. The 
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inhabitants of the area become the manual wage earners of the company, and too 

often in the lust for profits, or as an offering to the god of commercial efficiency, 

the once easy and free life of the native is lost for ever and a form of wage-slavery 

takes its place with doubtful effects on the life and health of the workers. In 

defence it is pointed out that yet another portion of the earth has been made 

productive, which, without the initiative of the European capitalist, must have lain 

fallow. But in the Gold Coast the ‘indolent’ native has created a new industry 

entirely native owned, and in thirty years the Gold Coast has outstripped all the 

areas of the world in quantity of produce. Forty years ago the natives had never 

seen a cacao tree, now at least fifty million trees flourish in the colony. 

 The second global factor leading to a decline in cacao prices centered on the 

staggered opening of the Panama Canal, first in 1916, and more completely in 1922, 

which decreased the socially necessary labor time of transit, thereby reducing turnover 

time and prices. Such a reduction would seem to have signaled a rise in demand, which 

may have countered oversupply concerns in Europe and the United States. However, a 

fall in prices of production coupled with a fall in demand could send market prices 

through the floor, especially if the prices of production remained quite high due to the 

financialization of space predicated on the enduring faith that global cacao demand could 

only go up. What my analysis demonstrates, and what I will cover more closely in the 

next section, is that the expansion of the cacao frontier responded to global cacao prices, 

which had already started falling by 1908. But the historical costs associated with buying 

land, particularly through financial means (loans) would remain inordinately high, 



224 

 

thereby decreasing the profit margin the GUF’s bourgeoisie could invest, eventually 

setting the stage for collapse when profit margins continued to decline and loans could 

not be paid on time. In other words, the illusion of progress generated an unfounded and 

overly rosy prognosis for future returns for the coastal bourgeoisie, and they gambled 

unwisely, with financial instruments raising the costs of production far above stable 

minimums established on the world market. Future revenues necessary to pay off the debt 

never came, and the cacao industry—and the Ecuadorian economy—were devastated.   

Nevertheless, the GUF’s budding economic crisis would eventually be 

exacerbated by two diseases plaguing the cacao haciendas, the monilla (1916) and the 

Witch’s Broom (Escoba de bruja) after 1922. Each of these diseases decimated a 

substantial amount of crops—the first in the far-flung reaches of Arriba (in Los Rios near 

Vinces), and the latter in Balao on plantations wedged against the Andean foothills, 

before eventually spreading throughout the GUF (Bertini 1923; Fowler and Gustavo 

1949; Rorer 1926). But a decline in the physical amount of cacao need not necessarily 

lead to an economic crisis, as long as prices increase or hold their position—see for 

example the years 1907 and 1918-1920. With general economic conditions worsening for 

the GUF’s capitalist class, cacao diseases appear to be the immediate triggers 

undermining the health of the cacao economy—on the one hand attributable to “tropical” 

nature, and, on the other, the greedy and underdeveloped organization of the cacao 

haciendas (see especially Bertini 1923; Rorer 1926). In any case, diseases could be dealt 

with and plantations rebuilt. But for the GUF, cacao would continue its descent for years 

to come. This decline, however, predates the appearance of these injurious diseases, 
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according to my analysis (Section 5.3) and antecedes the acute form the financial collapse 

took between 1922 and 1925.  

As the coastal economy, now more completely intertwined with the rhythms of 

19th Century global capitalism, started seizing up, strains within the previously stable 

alliance between the importers and exporters surfaced (see Acosta 2006; Chiriboga 2013; 

Dillon 1927; Pineo 1996; Banco del Ecuador 1922, 1921). Banks, such as the 

Commercial and Agricultural Bank, tightly aligned with the Liberal government and 

agricultural bourgeoisie, began printing sucres to cover the shortfalls in cacao demand 

beginning in 1914, with the Ley Moratoria, but picking up steam especially after 1920 

(Dillon 1927; Izurieta 2015). From 1921 until 1925, according to statistics collected from 

various sources (Almeida 1994; Banco del Ecuador 1920-22; Chiriboga 2013; Izurieta 

2015; Henderson 1997; Paz y Miño 2002; Pineo 1996; Rodriguez 1992), the sucre lost 

over half of its value relative to other currencies. This particular move helped ameliorate, 

however fleetingly, the drop in cacao prices by shifting the burden onto importers and the 

working classes, whose real incomes and wages stagnated or fell during this period, 

reducing their capacity to purchase imported goods necessary for social reproduction. As 

the sucre-price of cacao skyrocketed, its real price on the international market 

plummeted, only slightly recovering after 1925, before falling again after 1930. By 

displacing the failures of capitalist production, the agricultural bourgeoisie merely bought 

time through financial hijinks eroding whatever semi-sound basis the economy might 

have depended on prior to the first half of the 1920s. By fleecing workers (dependent on 

imports for social reproduction) through forced austerity policies that floated the cacao 
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growers and their banker allies, the relative stability between importers, exporters and 

bankers—the political economic backbone of the Liberal Revolution—melted into air 

(Ayala Mora 2015a; Chiriboga 2013; Henderson 2013; Quintero 1980).  

In July of 1925, a military putsch led by conservative highlanders overthrew the 

constitutional government and immediately implemented nationalist economic policies 

aimed at protecting the sucre’s value and the national market from global gyrations 

(Ayala Mora 2015a; Paz y Miño 2002; Quintero 1980). Resolved into buffering the sucre, 

the leaders of the coup invited American economist, the fabled “money doctor,” Edwin 

Kemmerer, to help stabilize the economic situation (Almeida 1994). By that point, 

however, the damage was done in the GUF. The coastal bourgeoisie’s economic and 

political power crumbled, consumed by a prolonged dormancy that would last until the 

banana boom commenced after World War II (Acosta 2006; Ayala Mora 2015a; Miño 

Grijalva 1989; Striffler 2002), the next great phase of the GUF’s (re)urbanization. While 

their power was ruined, the material space of their city continued on, seemingly 

permanent and fixed. Cacao, nevertheless, would never reclaim its place in the GUF’s—

nor Ecuador’s—economy, even if its boom years had indelibly inscribed their movements 

into the city’ space.  
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Figure 18 Ecuadorian Cacao Exports as Percentage of Total Exports in Current US$ 

(1,000's), 1927-1950. Source: (Acosta 2006: 359-360). 

 

 

 

By the 1930’s, the “golden nut,” which had consistently recorded averages of over 

60% of total export value, dropped to less than 25%, continuing its deterioration until 

bottoming out at 8.95% in 1944. The material basis for the GUF’s expansion from 1700 

to the 1920’s, tied intimately to the expansions and undulations of the world market, 

evaporated, along with the dreams of modernization and progress. Despondent, dispirited, 

and decimated, the coastal bourgeoisie was forced to take stock of their impressive run, 

completely unsure if it was really over, or if, perhaps the next year, things would 

improve, or—god forbid—worsen. But, as residents of Ecuador’s coast know all too well, 

the dry season is always followed by the rainy one, when the skies open up and the 

surrounding hills explode verdant. Nature just works that way—or so it goes. 
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5.2 The “Ruralization” of Capitalist Urbanization: Finance and Tree Capital in the 

GUF 

While surplus value flooded Guayaquil, literally the economic basis for the 

explosion of services, infrastructure, commerce, and the improved livelihoods palpable 

from 1880 to 1916 (see Section 5.4)—a fact often overplayed by prior Leftist critics of 

the cacao era (Chiriboga 2013; Guerrero 1980)—an even more impressive “ruralization” 

of capital transpired during this period. For any mention of the coastal bourgeoisie’s 

Parisian pretentions; their propensity to hobnob with the genteel, modern, and 

sophisticated European capitalists in luxury and pomp; their being fairly well-read in the 

latest trends Western economic and philosophical trends (Dillon 1927; Wiener, Charnay, 

Crevaux and Edouard 1884); and so forth, undoubtedly cued them in, as with other 

agricultural capitalist, that the wealth they controlled and enjoyed had its roots in the 

production process, which was overwhelmingly located in the countryside. However, 

classical and Eurocentric notions of “development” and “urbanization,” even those 

emanating from Latin American and Ecuadorian historiography, have had difficulty 

assimilating these notions cutting across seemingly well-established academic 

boundaries.  

 Though I was aware that Guayaquil’s development had been dominated by cacao 

exports prior to the 1920s, I felt no compunction, upon initiating this dissertation, to 

challenge those pre-established narratives concerning the “urbanization of capital” thesis 

in general, nor in its particular Ecuadorian guise (see Chiriboga 2013; Guerrero 1980; 

Pineo 1996; Rojas and Villavicencio 1988). When I finally began analyzing the data, 
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even that presented in secondary sources doubling down on the “urbanization of capital” 

thesis (albeit in other semblances), I began questioning the underlying logical and 

empirical premises utilized in this schema. There are no doubts that in terms of 

population, infrastructure, services, and commerce the city of Guayaquil outpaced every 

other jurisdiction in the country of Ecuador, facts that I will discuss later. However, in 

terms of productive capital—investment in fixed capital for value production—the city of 

Guayaquil lagged far behind the other networked nodes of the urban fabric located in the 

so-called “rural” provinces and cantons. What ensured the explosion of this urban fabric, 

the concentration of investment value in so-called “rural” space, and its extended 

urbanization, I argue, was the role played by banking institutions and financial 

instruments that fused the rhythms of expanded capitalist reproduction and the economic 

conditions across and beyond the GUF. I will now explore the production of space in the 

GUF during the SCB, focusing in the following subsections on the creation of “tree 

capital” and the financialization of this spatial production which tied Guayaquil’s 

“development” with that of the countryside. 

5.2.1 Tree Capital and the Cacao Frontier during the SCB 

While the previous section charted the boom and bust of the GUF’s cacao 

capitalism during the SCB, it strongly hinted at the explosion of productive capital as a 

precondition. This subsection will go into more detail concerning this basis. As discussed 

above, the two main factors affecting cacao export value, which in turn determined total 

export value, was the price per unit and the total cacao produced. The first,  was largely 

determined by supply and demand conditions on the global market, while the second—
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certainly influenced by the former—tended to not only lag price movements, and 

reflected the contingencies of local and specific geographical features of coastal 

Ecuador’s political economy and their articulation with more global capitalist relations of 

production. 

Lacking precise figures concerning the total number of trees planted (or in 

production), I rely on either published official estimates or calculate their numbers using 

the 1 lb.-per-tree rule, with the deficiency that it fails to effectively account for yearly 

crop fluctuations, better serving as an approximation based on long-term averages. As 

noted previously, during the prior period (1840-1880) I estimate roughly 8,500,000 new 

trees being put into production. Chiriboga (2013: 59) calculates that from 1860 to 1889 

some 13,868,000 new trees were planted at a cost of between 0.40 to 0.60 pesos/sucres 

per plant including the land, bringing the total number of trees to around 31.2 million 

trees by 1889. From 1880-1889, it would appear that at least 5.3 million new trees 

entered into production—though in reality it may have been double that. From 1880 to 

1899, according to my calculations, I observe nearly a doubling of Ecuador’s total tree 

capital from about 26.7 million trees to 56 million trees, the latter figure extremely close 

the Guia’s (1910: 891) estimates that in 1899, some 4,827 properties housed 58.5 million 

trees networked via the value-relation in the GUF. The same document suggests, that by 

1909, roughly 6,000 properties owned 80,000,000 productive units of tree capital on 

130,000 hectares, while my own calculations suggest a slightly higher total tree capital of 

around 93 million units. By that year, 1910, over 95% of all of the tree capital planted 

within the GUF, a total that was not to be surpassed until well into the mid-century after 
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the precipitous collapse of the cacao economy in the 1920s. Indeed, according to my 

calculations, tree capital growth (new territories being planted) had effectively ceased at 

some point between 1910 and 1916, an effect of falling real prices on the world market 

for Guayaquil’s cacao.  

 This explosion of productive (tree) capital formed in response to sharp rises in 

prices and the reconfiguration of commercial and mobility capital in the 1860s and 70s, 

as well as the concurrent development of a formal banking sector in the GUF. The 

financialization of the GUF’s productive explosion surfaced as an outgrowth of rapid 

surges in cacao profitability, itself a factor leading to the dramatic explosion of the 

productive horizon of the GUF thereafter (Acosta 2006; Miño Grijalva 2008). Manuel 

Chiriboga (2013: 145) captures this tumultuous expansion in a simple table (recreated in 

Table 7) indicating total trees from 1900 to 1923, climbing sharply by some 62%. The 

great majority of the growth occurred in Los Rios Province, the anchor of the Arriba zone 

renowned for their highly-sought aromatic and bitter cacao seeds, registering an increase 

of nearly 128%.  

 

 

Table 7 Trees and Properties, 1900 and 1923 

 1900 1923  
Provinces Trees Properties Trees Percent Change 

Los Rios 30,634,761 1,594 70,000,000 128% 

Guayas 14,530,300 546 15,000,000 3% 

El Oro 6,618,100 977 5,000,000 -24% 

Manabí 6,532,170 1,440 5,000,000 -24% 

Esmeraldas 235,781 270 ND ND 

Total 58,551,112 4,827 95,000,000 62% 
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Below, Figure 19 similarly demonstrates that, even more precisely, tree capital 

growth concentrated definitively in the Arriba region. The majority of this region 

occupies areas in Los Rios province, with other influential cantons are located within 

Guayas Province, while Balao counts two cantons of the Guayas Province—Naranjal and 

Balao—sandwiched between the Guayas river and the southern Sierra. From 1877 to 

around 1907, the amount of cacao produced in Balao and Arriba varied around a gradual 

increase in weight exported, while after that date until 1916 the total figures double. This 

tremendous growth from 1900 to 1916 reversed thereafter, with both the Arriba and 

Balao zones experiencing real and dramatic declines. From 1916 onwards Balao’s 

productive capacity plummeted by nearly two-thirds by 1925, while the Arriba region 

lost around 15% of its capacity. Additionally, as can be inferred, the stability in the 

Guayas Province’s “tree capital” in Table 7 can be almost entirely attributed to 

established plantations in the Arriba region, as all of the growth in Balao from 1900 to 

1916 had been erased by 1923.  
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 As for the other zones, while Manabí and Esmeraldas barely factor into the GUF’s 

internal network of value production in cacao, they depended on Guayaquil for both long-

distance shipping services, as well as for certain imports arriving in the country. What 

can be gleaned from the data is that from 1880 to 1910, cacao production in these zones 

grew, first gradually, and then exponentially, before subsequently falling to around their 

turn-of the century average. Machala, more closely tied to the GUF prior to the banana 

years of the 1950s (Striffler 2002), illustrates a rather stable tendency, hovering between 

50 to 60 thousand quintales per year. In other words, almost the entirety of the productive 

expansion, and subsequent contraction, occurred within Arriba and Balao (Los Rios and 

Guayas Provinces). In any case, I have presented periodic averages for the three main 

cacao zones for the GUF in Table 8.  

 

Figure 19 Quintales by Region 1877 to 1925, adopted from (Chiriboga 2013: 146) 
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Table 8 Periodic Averages in GUF's Productive Zones. Source: (Chiriboga 2013). 

Years Arriba Average Balao Average Machala Average 

1880-1889 166,461 29,099 61,534 

1890-1899 255,111 47,915 63,039 

1900-1909 343,946 86,794 62,325 

1910-1919 601,776 150,462 74,286 

1920-1925 566,907 111,735 52,441 

 

 

 

 This data establishes that an undeniable explosion (and then contraction) of the 

GUF’s productive capacity, of value production, spread out across the coastal Ecuador, 

all of which was linked directly or indirectly to the cacao trade centered in Guayaquil. 

What I will demonstrate in the following section is how the physical fixed capital (cacao 

trees on haciendas) began circulating through the city’s economy as surplus value, 

primarily effectuated through banks centered in the city itself. The next section provides 

the key link for the argument that the GUF’s cacao capitalism represents an embryonic 

form of Planetary Urbanization, precisely due to the interpenetrating function of financial 

capital in more closely forging systemic dependencies across an unequal and 

discontinuous geographical space and temporality. 

 

5.2.2 The Growth of the Cacao Plantation from 1880 to 1920 

Not only did the physical tree capital expand throughout our period, but so too did 

the value of cacao haciendas dotting the Guayas River Basin. The questions I tackle here 

center on how and why? Working with the data above (Table 7), in 1900 and in 1923, 

Los Rios Province was the largest producer of cacao within the entire GUF. In 1900, in 

terms of productive tree capital, Los Rios Province formed over half (52%) of the entire 
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tree capital in Ecuador—including Manabí and Esmeraldas. Those roughly 30.6 million 

trees divided between 1,594 properties (at roughly 19,219 trees per property) would, two 

years later in 1902, carry a total valuation of roughly 41,386,633 sucres, and in 1904, on 

1,799 properties, the total value of tree capital had jumped to 45,053,466. Moreover, 

Chiriboga (2013: 171) demonstrates for Los Rios province that between 1884 and 1904 

the number and value of cacao haciendas jumped from 770 units valued at 7,305,794 

pesos (average of around 9,500 pesos per property) to 1,799 units valued at 45,053,466 

(25,043 sucres per property—an increase of 163% in the average property value). Growth 

in the number of haciendas in Los Rios, then, clocked in at around 134%, while their 

valuation over the same period skyrocketed over 516%! 

Additionally, in 1901, cacao-producing cantons and parishes of the Guayas 

Province valued roughly 16.5 million sucres (versus a total valuation of 20.7 million), 

with Balao and Naranjal parishes alone accounting for 5,135,000 sucres of fixed capital 

value—of which 4.3 million sucres of value would be tied up in 17 properties of 40,000 

sucres or more (Chiriboga 2013). By 1909, the same cacao-producing parishes of the 

Guayas Province were valued at 32,142,750 sucres (with the total Guayas Province 

registering a value of 42.2 million sucres). Balao and Naranjal, in 1909, recorded a total 

value of 14.6 million sucres (a 184% jump), with the former’s value having skyrocketed 

from 2.3 million to 11.3 million in eight years—a rise of 391%. By 1921, the total value 

of plantations in Balao and Naranjal parishes hovered around 21.2 million sucres (another 

increase of 45% from 1909), while 30 properties held by Gran Cacao in the region 

valued in at a collective 17,815,200 sucres. These trends indicate, then, that from the 
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1880s to around 1910, not only were the total number of properties growing, but that the 

average property size was increasing as was each property’s value. At the same time, the 

growth in tree capital and property values—tied to the amount of tree capital and the 

price of cacao—tended to track the future prospects of the global cacao market most 

succinctly indicated by the price per unit of cacao. My data and analyses suggests that the 

coastal bourgeoisie, quite cognizant of its capitalist basis, invested prodigiously in cacao 

production as long as future prospects resonated, dedicating the great portion of the 

GUF’s economic life to cacao production and export—the urban fabric’s primary 

industry.  

Despite the absolute growth in both the number of properties and the valuation of 

properties, the capitalist processes of concentration and centralization had already began 

to reconfigure the GUF’s cacao landscape. In terms of the concentration and 

centralization of productive capital, a few examples should suffice in illustrating the 

general trends. In a table provided by Chiriboga (2013: 171) for cacao properties in Los 

Rios Province, 77% of properties (594) were valued at 9,999 sucres or less in 1884, with 

only 38 (5%) being valued above 50,000 sucres—though none valued above 200,000 

sucres. Twenty years later, 1,115 properties were valued below 10,000 sucres, around 

62% of the total, while 201 properties were now valued above 50,000 sucres, around 12% 

of the total, and 45 were then valued above 200,000 sucres. However, these statistics can 

be somewhat misleading, as they appear to demonstrate a pyramidal property structure 

grounded by hefty majorities of small-scale production units—which is undeniably true 

when solely considering the number of property titles. However, when examining this 
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composition in value terms, we can more fully appreciate the concentration of wealth in 

fixed capital in fewer and fewer hands. In 1884, while 77% of all properties were valued 

below 10,000 sucres, these properties only constituted 22% of the total fixed capital 

value. The middle range (10,000-49,999) accounted for 18% of all properties but 38% of 

total fixed capital value, and the top range (>50,000) only counted 5% of all properties 

but 40% of the total value. In 1904, the same lower range (<10,000) whilst figuring in at 

62% of total properties only accounts for 11% of total value. The middle range (10,000-

49,999) had jumped to 27% of total properties but fallen to only 23% of total value. The 

top range, (>50,000) now accounted for 67% of total value, and the even more exclusive 

tier of properties valued above 200,000 sucres represented a total of 35% of the fixed 

capital value while combining for less than 3% of total properties.   

Such data, in conjunction with the Tables 7 and 8 above, provides sufficient 

evidence for highlighting two simultaneous tendencies: that the cacao-growing regions in 

Guayas and Los Rios provinces were experiencing considerable growth from 1880 to 

1923 in terms of the number of trees and the number of properties, as well as the fixed 

capital value being integrated to the GUF’s productive network. Concurrently, more and 

more “tree capital” was being centralized and concentrated under the aegis of the “cacao 

oligarchs,” those proprietors who owned and profited from the amassed labor and capital 

on mega-estates valued in upwards of 500,000 sucres by the 1910s. Families like Aspiazu 

and Seminario, Morla, Arosemena, Reyre and others, roughly 17 in total, dominated the 

cacao-growing region as landowning agricultural capitalists investing their profits into 

the most lucrative industry available to them. 
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 To illustrate this tremendous growth, and subsequent collapse, in the Arriba and 

Balao regions, I have modified data from Figure 19, multiplying total quintal production 

per region by 101.2 (the number of exact pounds per quintal) in order to approximate the 

amount of trees under production at any given time. I then averaged each year’s pounds 

with the previous and the subsequent years in order to reduce the effects of annual 

climatic phenomenon on the variability of production totals, which has the downside of 

including future growth into the average as well. My measures generated through the data 

set demonstrate irrefutable trends that from 1917, the total number of trees under 

production were in decline. This data corresponds highly with other data that places the 

total trees in Guayas and Los Rios in 1900 at 36 million trees (here around 39 million 

with rolling three-year average). And despite the fact that this growth occurred, the 

traditional explanation has been to consider this process part and parcel of the “primitive 

accumulation” of capital that would be necessary for capitalism in Guayaquil to develop, 

since it logically and historically constituted the heart of Ecuador’s capitalist 

development. Only by assuming that the GUF’s capital accumulation would be centered 

in city, that is by accepting uncritically the “urbanization of capital” thesis, could said 

processes be considered “primitive accumulation.” However, the data belies the 

(accepted) theory in this case.  
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Figure 20 Three-year Running Average for Productive Tree Capital in GUF, Balao on 

Right Axis. 

 

 

 

5.2.3 The Financialization of Cacao Production in the GUF, 1870-1925 

In Chiriboga (2013)—and elsewhere I am sure—an often misquoted citation from 

Theodor Wolf (1892: 122) which, while commenting on the geological phenomenon of 

river banks in the Guayas River system, states: “Without the banks, the Guayas and Los 

Rios provinces would not be what they are, the cacao emporium and the center of 

Ecuadorian agriculture.” Yet, perhaps via a selective retrofitting of the quote, overlaying 

its original significance with the other apt description, better distillates the underlying 

form capitalist urbanization took in the GUF. For both the fusion of an adept 

geographical landscape supremely suited for cacao production, due precisely to those 

geological formations, could only become an emporium of cacao production with the 

concentration of money capital in banking institutions in the city of Guayaquil. Though a 
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sizeable portion of investment and working capital circulated through the city’s nascent 

manufacturing and “industrial” sectors (see next section), the global data illustrates a 

prioritization of investment in agricultural production, as the growth in fixed assets in the 

GUFs countryside outpaces the growth of “industrial” “urban” capital in Guayaquil (and 

the rest of the country). By 1909, in Guayaquil there were roughly 15.6 million sucres of 

fixed capital investment in non-residential capital (most of which was tied up in banks—

the largest non-banking capital in the Electric Power Company with 1.5 million sucres), 

while in Balao alone there were over 11 million sucres of fixed capital value in 

production, and in the provinces of Guayas and Los Rios there were a total of nearly 100 

million sucres invested in all “rural” properties, with over 88 million invested in cacao 

producing areas.  

Rather than jettisoning the “urbanization of capital” thesis, it appears as if it 

should be modified, particularly in the case of peripheral urban fabrics, like Guayaquil’s, 

where the majority of the productive investment occurs not within the classically “urban” 

industrial (light and heavy machine-based industry) sector described by Engels (2009) in 

The Condition of the Working Class, but in the most profitable industrial sector: capitalist 

agriculture. Capitalist agriculture, far from its denigrated association with “primitive 

accumulation,” is itself a viable means of accumulating capital, and is perfectly capable 

of increasing per unit productivity by reducing socially necessary labor time by 

improving the production process. But like all forms of productive capital, the historical 

prices of production (that is the actual costs fronted for production) depends on wages 

and constant capital costs. With the explosive demand for cacao-producing lands fueled 
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by relatively high cacao prices until 1910, constant capital costs rose astronomically, 

necessitating the expansion of financialization in order to front the capital required for 

investing in new production—principally through the banking system. 

As noted above, banking enters into the circuits of the GUF’s capitalist 

reproduction from the late 1860s onwards, albeit in limited ways (see Banco del Ecuador 

1918; Banco de Crédito Hipotecario 1877, 1876, 1873). As prices per unit rose, 

indicating further expansion of the productive capacity, adequate and empty lands were 

increasingly occupied and put into production, with prices for installing new “tree 

capital” shooting up in tow. In order to finance productive expansion, banks became 

essential components required for the functioning of the GUFs economy. In addition to 

providing loans for expanding production, banks assisted in the facilitation of 

international money transfers and short-term loans covering shipment periods, thereby 

inserting themselves into the entire production and circulation circuit from their central 

location in Guayaquil. Banks, then, served as key institutional arbiters of capitalist 

urbanization within the GUF, unifying the extension of production circuits with the 

turbulent rhythms of the global market.   

Financing this expanded production in the GUF, the process unfurled through the 

following: banks would raise loanable capital by issuing mortgage bonds (cédulas 

hipotecarias) which tended to pay out 6-8% per year to the bondholder over a set period. 

With the capital amassed through bond issuance, banks generated mortgage loans 

(préstamos hipotecarios) to individuals capable of putting up sufficient collateral 

(typically other haciendas valued by their tree capital) for loans with interest rates 
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ranging from 10 to 12% over the course of 20 to 30 years. Banks profited on the 

difference between the interest charged and the interest paid out to the bondholders, but 

also confiscated potentially valuable groves when debtors could not pay. Absent more 

detailed longitudinal data concerning the bondholders, a more thoroughgoing analysis of 

that side of the economy remains obscured. Dillon (1927), however, claims that the same 

hacendados who had taken out loans for expanding production funded these loans 

indirectly by purchasing mortgage bonds, which they would eventually attempt to use as 

a form a payment during difficult times. In publications like América Libre (1920) and El 

Ecuador (1910), information is provided concerning the breakdown of bondholders, but 

names are not given. To complicate things further, many “cacao kings” doubled as capital 

investors in the banks themselves, often owning several shares entitling them to sufficient 

portions of the un-capitalized profits banks earned on a yearly basis. In other words, the 

tangled web of real world finance has yet to be fully investigated, the sheer multiplicity 

of functions and roles rendering such an analysis almost completely opaque. 

Though the Banco de Crédito Hipotecario opened its doors in the early 1870s, 

serving as the country’s sole mortgage bank for more than a decade, competitors soon 

rose—first the Banco Territorial in 1887, and then the Banco Comercial y Agrícola in 

1895. Again, complete data for all mortgage-lending banks remains unavailable, but I 

was able to deduce general tendencies based on the performance of just one. From 1872 

to 1907, mortgage bond emissions from the Banco de Crédito Hipotecario soared from 

439,200 pesos to 5.64 million sucres. In 1897, the bank’s bond liabilities stood at 2.75 

million sucres, leaping six years later to 4.17 million, and then by 1904 to 4.85 million.  
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From 1897 to 1907, as can be gleaned from the Figure 21, the bank’s bond 

emission doubled from 2.7 million sucres to above 5.6 million sucres, indicating more 

aggregate growth than the previous twenty-five years (2.1 million pesos/sucres). Prior to 

1887, this bank controlled nearly 100% of the mortgage bond market in the city. 

Astonishingly, by 1895 it still represented a sizeable 46%, and from that point until 

around 1925 it would control between 30 and 40% of all mortgage bond emissions in 

Guayaquil, financing both agricultural and urban property development during the SCB.  

 As can be observed in Figure 22, that same doubling of total mortgage bond 

emission is observed across the Guayaquil’s entire banking sector during the same 

period. From 1895 to 1905 total bond issuance grew from 4.65 million sucres to about 

12.2 million sucres, with the vast majority of the growth coming from the Banco 
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Figure 21 Mortgage Bond Emission for Banco de Crédito Hipotecario, 1872-1907. 

Source: (El Ecuador 1910). 



244 

 

Comercial y Agrícola (761,500 sucres in 1895 to over 4.5 million in 1905), essentially 

rivaling and then briefly surpassing the Banco de Crédito Hipotecario a few years later. 

From about 1906 to 1920, bond emission grew another 6 million sucres, from 13.5 

million in the former to around 19.4 million in the latter. It appears rather consequential 

that growth in new fixed capital formation, based purely on bond emission, had slowed 

sometime around 1914, which already counted nearly 18.1 million sucres of bonds on the 

market. Only after 1920, and for reasons I will explore below, did new bond emission 

explode again, from 19.4 million to 28.8 million by 1925.  Though many cacao capitalists 

expanded their productive capacity via savings, others opted for loans as a means to 

offset one-off payments to sembradores. At the same time, the use of bank-provided 

loans helped to redistribute risk and increase capital liquidity for the hacendados. 
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However, this loanable money-capital wasn’t just “idle” capital waiting for some 

organizing “spatial fix” to make it useful. It was literally the capitalist class’s savings and 

investments being recirculated into new fixed capital investment on the promise that 

future value production would pay for it in future profits. In other words, the political 

economy of capitalist urbanization does not primarily consist of “overaccumulated” 

capital being plowed back into the built environment, but the collective savings of the 

capitalist class being channeled into productive investments in fixed capital, the calculus 

for which is structurally conditioned by profitable investment opportunities. Those who 

kept their money in banks or bought mortgage bonds as a mechanism for accumulating 

capital, participated in the financialization of agricultural production throughout the GUF 

during the SCB. 

Lacking precise data on individual loans, I can largely only deal with the GUF-

wide totals. What can be gleaned, when juxtaposing cacao-export value with interest paid 

on all mortgage loans, is that, depending on the year (and price per quintal) interest on 

mortgage loans consumes between 7 to 11% of that value, this percentage almost entirely 

determined by the price per quintal of cacao. Other forms of credit, such as money 

transfers, shipping insurance, and bridge loans (adelantos) would consume another 

portion of the total cacao value produced, slightly more difficult to calculate given the 

scarcity of the data. The State and Municipality, too, would claim a share of the total 

profits—in 1909, for example all fiscal claims on cacao equaled 7.96 sucres per 100 

kilograms (Guia 1910: 895), or just over 2.5 million sucres paid on a cacao value of 14.5 

million (a tax rate of 17% that year).  
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Figure 23 Cacao Exports in US$ (1,000 on the Right) and sucres (1,000 on the Left) from 

1900 to 1925. Source: (Rodriguez 1992: 173). 

 

 

 

 The GUF’s history of finance during the SCB highlights some interesting points 

for a critical political economy, particularly when trying to explain urbanization. On the 

one hand, finance—which at its heart consists of loanable (interest-bearing) money 

capital—draws the future into the present by extending the inevitability (and risks) of 

progress predicated on immediate history. Financial transactions in the GUF—as a 

smaller subunit of the capitalist world-system—responded to global price movements 

while also reflecting considerably “local” conditions, such as the impossibility of 

developing extensive cacao processing or other “classically” industrial economic 

functions due to market limitations. In this sense, finance was profitable as long as cacao 

was, but the rapid explosion of finance as an alternative profit-making venture, 

undermined—over the long term—the viability of cacao production. That is, the fervent 
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drive to valorize cacao-producing lands in order to expand production—the core around 

which Guayaquil’s banks operated—ensured that fixed capital formation in the GUF 

would rise in accordance with demand for loanable funds. Rather than envisioning 

finance and production—particularly around the point of fixed capital into the built 

environment—as two separate “circuits” of capitalist production, the GUF provides a real 

world case study as to how the two are fused, not only in the sense that in order to expand 

production one needs to invest in fixed capital, but also in the sense that finance depends 

heavily on value production. 

Finance, as well, inevitably centers on the ways in which money is produced and 

concentrated, converting money into a credit instrument and collapsing the present into 

the future. Loans that cannot be paid are forced to be dealt with through other means, 

such as currency debasement. For example, 1916 marks the first great divergence of the 

dollar and the sucre’s value, primarily a function of World War I’s drying up of European 

demand. The next and absolutely impressive divergence occurs between 1920 and 1921 

through 1925, with the sucre losing half of its value.  The double movement of collapsing 

cacao prices and the devaluation of the sucre ultimately underscored the fragility of the 

economic model cacao capitalism and the coastal bourgeoisie had developed within the 

GUF. Much of the growth was predicated on a price point of 24 to 25 sucre (at 2.10 per 

US$) quintales to be profitable (see Bertini 1923), without having to factor in massive 

upgrades and re-planting due to losses associated with diseases—which constitutes the 

coup de grace of cacao capitalism in the GUF. 
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Cacao capitalists ploughed millions of sucres into their haciendas, chiefly 

predicated on loanable money capital, which in turn converted Guayaquil into a banking 

center. Commerce had long been the city’s main source of income, but with financial 

capital rooted in the expansion of cacao production, the “fictitious” circuit of money 

begetting money (M-M’) without any material intermediation, coupled with liberal 

notions of “progress” tied to modernization and classical notions of the “urban” as a sign 

thereof, the city began to reify itself from the dirty business of tropical commodity 

production—distancing itself from the “tropical” in the hopes of delivering modernity. 

When that world came crashing down, the bourgeoisie withdrew into the city, but even 

there they could not escape the tropical reality which surrounded them. 

5.3 Extended and Concentrated Urbanization in the GUF: Population, Material 

Space, and Fixed and Working Capital 

More effectively subordinated to the rhythms of cacao production and exportation 

through the financialization of cacao capitalism and the indelible conjuncture of the city 

and the countryside, the SCB provided the GUF with unspeakable riches, the likes of 

which the region would never again witness. This wealth undoubtedly left its material 

mark, in terms of the demographic pull towards the coast of Ecuador’s highland 

indigenous population, but also in the production of material space within the city. While 

not exhaustive by any means, this section attempts to provide an overview of the 

circulation of value throughout the GUF by demonstrating how surplus value was 

redistributed spatially through urban development projects, real estate and asset 

investment, and in the movements of working capital. Implicated here, but covered more 



249 

 

closely in the next chapter, are figures concerning the magnitude of specific imported 

products and their image-value within the city. 

5.3.1 Growing the GUF’s Extended Landscapes during the SCB 

The SCB’s vertiginous growth, more markedly after 1880, set the entire nation’s 

population in motion, both within its expanses and between its coastal territories and the 

other economic subunits of the world economy. In terms of numbers, the city of 

Guayaquil swelled from between 25 to 30 thousand heads in 1880 to about 100,000 in 

1920, doubling between 1880 and 1894, and then again by 1920 (Pineo 1996: 1). 

Marking the centenary of independence, a famous document (Banco del Ecuador 1920: 

8) stakes the claim that: “Guayaquil, city of 13,000 inhabitants in 1820, is today a city of 

100,000 souls; the products that left its port valued at 500,000 pesos yearly, are worth 

today 30,000,000, and the public fortune has grown in these same considerable 

proportions.” The implication is hardly surprising: economic development and population 

growth were intimately tied together. Stressing the city’s progress, in these crude terms 

however, might also seem to indicate the absence of such in the countryside, all the more 

surprising when one considers the “tropical” source of the city’s wealth originating in the 

so-called “rustic properties” lining the Guayas River system in Los Rios and Guayas 

Provinces. Yet, as I will show, the countryside’s population grew just as considerably as 

the city’s. 

By first fixing our sites the city’s population and material spaces, Rojas and 

Villavicencio (1988: 185-6) illustrate similar tendencies, with differing totals, that 

simultaneously suggest profound transformations to the built environment. From 1879-



250 

 

82, their data demonstrates a population of 31,972 residents dwelling in 2,203 buildings 

constructed on 169 blocks, while by 1895, the first year of the Liberal Revolution, the 

city counted 55,000 residents in 4,266 buildings on 458 constructed blocks. Ten years 

later, after the Great Fire of 1896 and another in 1905, the city housed at least 81,660 

residents in 3,723 buildings on 415 blocks. By 1919 the population would hover around 

92,000 residents in a city with 6,291 buildings on 628 blocks, which by 1931 would 

become 117,000 residents, occupying 7,264 buildings on 718 blocks. Additional data 

exemplifies the city’s spatial expansion while capturing fluctuations in density: In 1857 

the city occupied 160 hectares with a density per hectare of 145 people, by 1886 it 

extended over 224 hectares and the density rose to 196, the year 1903 saw the city’s 

space more-than double to 460 hectares while its density dropped to 160, while in 1919 

the city’s extensions creeped up to 484 hectares while its density jumped to 185 per, and 

finally in 1930 the city covered an impressive 593 hectares with a density of 196 per 

hectare.  

 As suggested, the growth of Guayaquil—the GUF’s primary “moment” in the 

popular imagination—tended to track growth in the GUF as a whole, as it essentially 

served as the value-network’s nerve center through commercial and financial services. 

Just as the city’s street’s extended and densified, filling with masses of people, so too did 

the GUF’s “agricultural” zones experience dramatic growth tied to booming cacao 

capitalism. Manuel Chiriboga (2013: 191) presents data for the primary cacao-growing 

regions of the Guayas (including Guayaquil) and Los Rios Provinces, which I have 

reproduced in Table 9. By and large, except for a few sectors in Manabí and El Oro, this 
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captures the great bulk of people living within the GUF. As can be inferred from the 

table, the same economic forces driving population growth in Guayaquil appeared to be 

leading to similar tendencies across the urban fabric as laborers from the Sierra and other 

areas along the Coast made their way into the value-network of the GUF. Guayas 

Province’s population outside of Guayaquil, overall, outpaces the rate of growth within 

the city itself. 

 

 

Table 9 Population of Los Rios and Guayas Provinces, Selected Years 1867-1925. 

Source: (Chiriboga 2013) 

Province 1867 1880 1890 1905 1925 

Los Rios 18,007 28,124 32,800 ND 45,000 

Guayaquil 11,919 31,972 45,000 81,665 100,000 

Guayas 60,019 166,807 98,100 194,150 270,000 

 

 

 

 Since the coastal region had long served as the economic engine of the country, 

by the 1890s it had also functioned as a population magnet, drawing in thousands of 

migrants from other parts of the country and the world. Indigenous and mestizo laborers 

from the Sierra and adjacent coastal provinces, as well as distinguished criollo families 

eager to buy into the SCB’s dreamlike ascendance, made their way to the GUF—the 

great majority being poor, internal migrants. Additionally, Germans and Italians, as well 

as some Spanish, French, English, and American individuals decided to settle in the city, 

with reports ranging from 8 to 10% of the city being foreign-born by 1890 (Wolf 1892) 

and 15% in the early 1900s (Ibarra 2006, 1987). Italian migrants often set up commercial 

outlets, some invested in a noodle factory, and others in restaurants. Germans and Swiss 
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were often attracted to investment-banking opportunities, exporting, the pharmaceutical 

industry, brewing, and so forth. Probably stemming from the “coolie” spillover from 

Peru, Chinese merchants, too, began making an impact, forming the backbone of 

circulating commercial capital between Guayaquil and the various hacienda-towns 

upstream (see America Libre 1920; El Ecuador 1910). Additionally, Lebanese textile 

merchants elbowed their way into the city’s tapestry, introducing staples such as the 

shawarma and the kibbe into Guayaquil’s everyday gastronomy. During the period this 

chapter covers, the United States would finally establish a permanent consular presence 

in the city of Guayaquil, as would other countries, a function of the growing demand for 

cacao globally and Ecuador’s centrality in the global cacao market (Pineo 2007). In other 

words, just as the nation’s internal roads appeared to converge upon Guayaquil, its 

external linkages invited a new world into its cultural and material spaces. 

 Even the devastating fire of 1896 could not hold back the seemingly inevitable 

progress Guayaquil was experiencing. Like much of the “free” world keyed into the 

circuits of production and exchange of the capitalist world-system, during the so-called 

Age of Imperialism (Hobsbawm 1996c), the residents of Guayaquil and the GUF drank 

the numbing ambrosia of capitalist “Progress,” embracing its seemingly incessant and 

ineluctable modernization, which, in spite of the uncertainties and unevenness of its 

unfurling, dared promise something better for all those dutifully lapping up every last 

drop. The faith in this progress these denizens, old and new, cherished ultimately hinged 

on a key variable: economic conditions tied to cacao exports. When cacao grew, in value 

and in poundage, so did the city, establishing a distinctly capitalist metabolism between 
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itself and the surrounding countryside, almost entirely predicated on expanding economic 

value (see Uggen 1975). Rising total value, tied to world demand for the bean, signaled 

further investment in fixed capital—that is urbanization—which tended to drag other 

sectors along with it. Until 1920, cacao ruled and Guayaquil grew, quintupling its size in 

nearly fifty years, but the subsequent decades saw the bean suffer on world markets just 

as Ecuador’s total production suffered severe losses, a recipe for disaster. “Progress,” it 

would seem, wasn’t the inexorable path many imagined, the indefinite inclination many 

staked their fortunes upon. But lessons tend to be learned the hard way. 

 

5.3.2 Guayaquil: Morphology, Services, Infrastructures, Commerce 

From the 1700 to 1880, Guayaquil grew from a small town of roughly 3,000 

people to a small city of around 25,000 people, an annual growth rate of slightly more 

than 4% on average over the 180 year period. In the fifty years from 1880 to 1930 the 

small city would become a sizeable metropolis (the largest in Ecuador), rising from 

25,000 to just around 120,000 people, for an average yearly rate of population growth at 

7.6%. Though an increase in a city’s population cannot be taken directly as an indicator 

of capitalist urbanization, which corresponds to the intensified production of networks of 

interlinked fixed capital investments (agglomeration and extension), it does indirectly 

indicate an increased agglomeration of value networks. As will be discussed below, the 

city’s population continued to grow, even more rapidly, after the collapse of the cacao 

economy even though the rates of economic growth paled in comparison to their pre-

1922 highs—a condition which was to characterize much of the urban experiences of 

cities in the Global South after the collapse of British Hegemony.   
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But growth rates, in terms of profits, and growth rates in terms of capital 

accumulation in productive investment, are two separate, though intimately intertwined, 

phenomena. My theoretical frame, until now, has considered capitalist urbanization in 

relation to the productive consumption of fixed capital networked within a circuit 

(integrated infrastructure) of value circulation and production. Even still, fixed capital 

materializes through many forms, from “mobile” investments in transportation 

equipment, to the installation of new machinery within already existing structures, from 

infrastructural investments to the construction of buildings, or even the refurbishing of 

existing edifications in a bid to extract more surplus value from the production and 

circulation process. The historical trajectory of the city’s fixed capital investment, 

however incomplete the datasets might be, strongly suggest gradual growth from the 18th 

Century until around the 1880’s. For example, in 1793-4, the town apparently counted 

only 671 buildings, and few years later, in 1800, even less at 615 (Rojas and 

Villavicencio 1988: 185)—though no indication of the total value of said properties is 

given.  

The first such indicator of an attempt to value the city’s property, according to my 

research, was completed in 1880, as the city counted 169 edified blocks with a total value 

of 11,224,059 pesos (Campos 1886; America Libre 1920: 129). A cadaster conducted in 

1881 produced the following data points for the city: 243 three-story houses, 956 two-

story units, 118 of just a single story (divided into 2,484 separate domiciliary units), and 

21 docks (Gómez Iturralde 1999b: 30), and by 1882 the total number of edified blocks 

had jumped to 182, containing some 2,203 buildings (see also Rojas and Villavicencio 
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1988: 185). In 1887 the German geographer Dr. Theodor Wolf counted 352 total 

blocks—though many were merely delineated rather than constructed—offering no 

indication of the total buildings and value are given (America Libre 1920: 129). As can 

be seen in Figure 24, by the 1880s, the city had begun rationalizing and instantiating the 

grid pattern far beyond the New Town core, projecting streets and blocks into areas that 

had yet to be constructed. Compared with the 1858 map from the previous chapter, 

Guayaquil in 1887 had seemingly shed, cartographically, its “rustic” and “tropical” 

character. Nearly a decade later, however, on the 5th and 6th of October of 1896, the Gran 

Incendio reduced two-thirds of the city to ashes, destroying an estimated 18 million 

sucres of value (Banco del Ecuador 1920: 67), “a sum equivalent to the total cacao 

exports for that year” (Gómez Iturralde 1999b: 159). While the total value consumed 

included commercial capital, the city’s most valuable properties were reduced to ashes, 

including the great majority of the coastal bourgeoisie’s residences, businesses, and the 

city’s custom’s house. 
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Figure 24 Guayaquil in 1887. Source: (Wolf 1892: 558). 

 

 

 

Afterwards, an intensive redevelopment campaign, spearheaded by the coastal 

bourgeoisie, the municipality, and the National government (all of which were stocked 

with liberal stalwarts from the cacao trade) took shape, aimed at creating a modern, 

tropical Paris (though Barcelona and other European cities were often cited as well). 

Through their conceited efforts at renovating their city, over 119 public buildings would 

be constructed, including four banks, two cinemas, eight convents, ten high schools, six 

hospitals, two hippodromes, four markets, thirteen worker’s societies, seven theaters, 

and—of course—eight churches, amongst other offerings (America Libre 1920: 129). In 

most cases, these “public buildings” were constructed of more durable materials (cement 

blocks, stone, iron, etc.) and heavily drew their aesthetic and architectural influences 
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from European (primarily French) sources—minimizing the presence of the vernacular 

motifs, though the soportales remained. 

 Despite the “Great Fire,” Guayaquil’s early 20th Century continually serves as the 

ideological mold marking the possibilities of an incessant material progress bound to an 

impressive and unavoidable production of material space. Famed local historian Gómez 

Itrurralde (1999b: 167), conjuring a conciliatory wish-image predicated on the leveling 

effects of modernization, notes that:  

As the new century was dawning, and the city had an edified surface, estimated at 

around five square kilometers, in which 4,141 buildings of one, two and three 

stories arose, including the University of Guayaquil. Our city already was a 

modern metropolis, extensive and with a great number of inhabitants. The 

metropolis found itself in plain enjoyment of the liberalism of which its sons had 

dreamed and for which they had fought. 

While Gómez Iturralde’s flat representation of the city at the turn of the century 

ideologically reduces the divergent experiences of its seemingly incessant growth, 

unequal as it was, it does capture the essence of Guayaquil Antiguo as one of boundless 

possibility and optimism born from the ashes of the Great Fire. By 1909 the city had 

rebuilt a considerable amount of its housing, commercial, and “public” buildings, while 

simultaneously expanding south-west from the city’s center. That year, according to 

official documents reproduced in the Guia Comercial (1910: 808-9), along the city’s 

lengthy avenues were constructed 2,081 houses, while along its streets (running 

perpendicular to the river) were another 2,202, for a total of 4,283 houses valued at 
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25,895,441 sucres (for an average of 6,046 sucres per house, roughly US$3,000 at the 

time). However, the unequal development of the city’s fixed-capital assets 

counterbalance the veracity of Gómez-Iturralde’s ideological reconstruction. Unequal 

growth continues to appear, again, around a decade later, on over 600 blocks, in addition 

to these “public” buildings, were over 6,000 houses, “chalets,” and huts, and a 

(under)estimated valuation of all property at over 30,000,000 sucres—“which is very 

much inferior to the real value of these properties” (America Libre 1920: 129). Even 

using the average from 1909 to provide a rough estimate, the total value in 1919 should—

without any change in valuation—register a total value of around 36 million sucres, 

though Rojas and Villavicencio (1988) provide ample evidence that property values per 

meter squared increased quite dramatically during that time. This data, too, delineates, 

despite the rhetoric at the time and nearly a century later, a city ostensibly divided in 

terms of living conditions and quality of life, particularly between the racialized working 

classes and the white-mestizo upper crust. 

 Concomitantly, millions of pesos/sucres were pouring into infrastructural 

improvements, from water provision to electricity grids, from horse-drawn buses to 

electric trolley cars, from extended road paving to beautification and sanitation efforts. 

From 1880 to 1905 a litany of projects were put in motion, beginning with the 

municipality buying land to mortgage in 1880. In 1881 in-filling of streets in the center, 

along with drainage of 17 streets in the center, and the construction of a wall along the 

malecón are initiated. In 1882, the first urban transit options are established with the 

Carros Urbanos. While in 1884 bidding for potable water projects and canalization 
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begins, and in 1886 the Southern Hippodrome is built by capital from Gómez Rendon 

with its own transit link. The following year, construction for potable water projects 

commences, anteceded by the establishment of the infamous Junta de Beneficencia, the 

shadowy, semi-private foundation supposedly dedicated to social welfare in the city (de 

la Torre 2004, 1996; Rojas and Villavicencio 1988). In 1888, almost all infrastructural 

work revolves around completing potable water projects, including the construction of 

about 40 kilometers of piping to bring water from Agua Clara to the Recreo in Duran. 

The decade finishes with the initial paving of the avenues 9 de Octubre and 6 de Marzo. 

The 1890s kick off with more filling in streets (24 of them), and by 1892 the distribution 

of potable water finally passes through the pipes serving the houses of the city’s 

bourgeoisie—for a total price from 1887 to 1892 of 1,410,000 sucres. Prior to the Gran 

Incendio of 1896 and the Liberal Revolution of the previous year, these were the most 

important urbanization projects in Guayaquil. 

 After 1896, then President Eloy Alfaro, battle-hardened leader of the Liberal 

Revolution, creates the Junta de Canalización specifically for Guayaquil with the 

expressed aim of creating a modern sewage system capable of containing or reducing the 

spread of diseases caused by unsanitary conditions during the rainy season. By 1897, 

potable water and electricity extend westward from Calle Quito – V. M. Rendon to the 

Calle Colon. The following year sewage and paving projects (Millet, Wolf, Fouatllet, 

Arancivia) advanced towards their objectives. In 1899, importantly, the Junta de Sanidad 

is established in order to regulate sanitation issues and rid the city of the deleterious 

infirmities that had long plagued its economic integration, particularly troublesome for 



260 

 

the export sector which suffered considerably from various bouts of quarantine. 

Subsequently, in 1898, President Alfaro declares in the national interest to resolve 

Guayaquil’s sewage and sanitation problems, and, in a bid to prevent more fires, streets 

are widened in the city’s center—a characteristic feature of the city’s physiognomy even 

prior to the insertion of the automobile. In 1901 a new line of Carros Urbanos is installed 

and the switch from animal to steam power is ushered in. Sewage works, too, proceed 

apace, an important infrastructural development aimed at reducing contamination 

responsible for the recurrent bouts of infectious disease plaguing the city’s population. 

The following years, from 1902 to 1905 are marked by advancements in extending 

infrastructures, improving sanitation, establishing new norms of construction, 

canalization, paving, (15,000 sq. m. of public roads), and surprisingly enough—in 

1905—a budget surplus for the municipality of 30,000 sucres.  
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Figure 25 Guayaquil in 1909. Source: (El Ecuador 1910: 810) 

 

 

 

 The year 1906 marked a shift in the city’s self-regulation as a slew of ordinances, 

regulations, and prohibitions (e.g., balsas along the riverbank). In 1908 plans for a new 

Central Market were drawn up, and two years later electric trolleys, installed by the Light 

and Electric Company, begin competing with the Carros Urbanos. That same year the 

municipal government creates the Junta Municipal de Higiene and the construction of a 

new city hall is decided upon. The following years would see bidding on projects, 

ordinances, work on the Malecón, canalization of the remaining estuaries, the clearing of 

mangroves near the Baños del Salado, beautification projects (Parque Centenario, Plaza 

de 9 de Octubre, etc.), hygiene and sanitation, etc. As the second decade of the 20th 
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Century wore on, the extension of services and infrastructures beyond the central core 

tended to preoccupy the city’s authorities. In 1916 the Municipal Park was built—the 

largest in the city—at the western extremities of the city’s frontier with the savannah. In 

1918 the Central Market project, over ten years after designs were drawn, finally broke 

ground, while the a celebratory column to the “Heroes of October,” the first of several 

patriotic improvements set to mark the centenary of independence, was inaugurated. The 

following year, construction begins on the Barrio Centenario, the first “planned” 

community in Ecuador, aimed at attracting the wealthy strata away from the downtown 

area to a state-of-the-art neighborhood, brimming with modern luxuries and comforts, on 

the southern fringe of the town.  

 The following decade would be one of ironical aggrandizement and catastrophic 

implosion. In 1920, riding high the record value of cacao exports, planning begins on a 

Municipal Palace giving the city its most eloquent architectural masterpiece coupled with 

further works on the malecón (in order to upgrade if for more advanced shipping 

capacities), potable water and paving projects, and the inauguration of the Plaza 

Centenario on the Avenida 9 de Octubre. Nevertheless, 1922 would usher in tragedy, the 

massacre of the striking workers, intertwined with the bourgeoisie’s insistence on 

advancing with their self-centered governmental projects. The following year the first 

house in Barrio Centenario was constructed, and adornment of the malecón proceeded as 

economic crisis deepened. In 1924, the construction of the iconic El Telégrafo Building 

concluded, just as construction of the Municipal Palace began. Moreover, further work on 

the malecón, including the neoclassical Rotonda, perpetuated the city’s developmental 
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activity. By 1926, the municipal government’s budget overextends itself by over a half a 

million sucres, which the central government is forced to subsidize the following year as 

unavoidable financial circumstances finally caught up with the municipal government’s 

debt-financed development upon cacao capitalism’s rapid collapse. Despite these 

problems, public works continue, particularly that of the Municipal Palace—it would be 

inaugurated in 1929 with a final cost of 3 million sucres, the symbolic capstone for an 

empty economy built upon the unstable ideological sands of global liberalism then in full 

decay. In 1927 a new contract with the British firm of J. G. White, renowned urban 

infrastructural engineer, are signed for 40 million sucres, of which only 30% would ever 

be finished, all subsequent work completely paralyzed by 1933. By the close of the 20th 

Century’s third decade, Guayaquil would have perhaps the most ornate municipal 

building in the Americas (see the praises given in de Grijalba 1929), and yet the vast 

majority of the city—and countryside—had been plunged into seemingly interminable 

poverty and economic depression.  

 

5.3.3 Commercial Capital (Circulating and Fixed) in the GUF 

The explosive growth of cacao value eventually percolated—through the flux of 

imports and exports—into the city’s economy, which even prior to 1900 had long been 

considered the commercial metropolis of the country. By 1901, for example, the working 

capital (capital employed in a one-year period) on hand within the municipality surpassed 

35.3 million sucres, distributed across a variety of commercial and manufacturing sectors 

(see Figure 26). By 1909 Guayaquil’s working capital had jumped to a total value of over 

42 million sucres, growth of nearly 8 million sucres from 1901 (or slightly over 2.7% per 
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year). Data for 1922, which only reports working capital in excess of 1,000 sucres per 

unit, produces a figure of 61.8 million sucres (Guía Geográfica 1922), an even more 

impressive augmentation of 46% since 1909, with annual growth rates of 3.8%, a 

considerably higher average than during the first decade of the 20th Century.  

While banking dominates the overall picture of the working (or circulating) 

capital of the city’s commercial sector, quite another matter altogether are the amounts of 

capital invested into “fixed” capital. While complete datasets remain unavailable, at least 

from 1895 to 1909 fairly complete breakdowns of financial activity are available for 

analysis, which correspond with the most explosive years of the GUF’s economic and 

material growth. Visualized in Figure 27, the expansionary impact of cacao exports can 

be largely inferred by the amount of money in circulation, mortgage bonds (cedulas 

hipotecarias) in public hands, and capital investments (in shares of companies). Rather 

than finance loans from savings, based on the classical economic model, loans were 

largely securitized through the extension of mortgage bonds, a purely financial 

instrument doubling as an individual investment opportunity. Steep jumps in mortgage 

bonds (1899-1901; 1902-1906) correspond with periods of intensive growth of the 

overall productive capacity of the cacao-export sector, and yet simultaneously, just as 

these mortgages largely represent investment in fixed capital in agriculture, rising capital 

values indicate increased investment in the city’s economic life (banking, infrastructure 

projects, commerce manufacture and industry).     
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Merchants 8,923,500 Pharmaceuticals 238,000 

Banking 13,618,000 Steam Boats 348,000 

Commissioners 4,429,000 Balsas Baths 45,000 

Capitalists 2,495,000 Sweets and Breads 54,000 

Businesses 1,157,000 Beauty 86,000 

Fire Insurance 2,230,000 Lighting and Plumbing 16,000 

Life Insurance 300,000 Lumber 357,000 

Factories 857,500 Clothing 51,000 

Hotels and Cantinas 149,000 Booths and Kiosks 24,000 

Figure 26 Guayaquil's Working Capital in sucres, 1901. Source: (Almanac 1901).  

 

 The most detailed indicators for how financial and economic growth impacted 

Guayaquil comes from data sourced between 1895 and 1909. During that time, for 

example, investment into capital stocks (that is shares of publicly traded companies, or, 

sociedades anónimas in Spanish) nearly triples from 5.4 million sucres to 15.6 million, 

while “publically” held mortgage bond issuance more than triples from 3.1 million to 

10.7 million sucres (13.2 million in 1906). Coupled with the data presented above 

concerning circulating (working) capital and the value of space in general in the city, as 

well as the rising shares of city and national budgets being directed towards services and 

infrastructure in the municipality, the notion that Guayaquil served as the central hub in 

an economic network of value production and circulation, almost completely dependent 
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for its growth on “endlessly” expanding cacao exports, can hardly be doubted. From 1901 

to 1909, in an attempt on calculating circulating and “fixed” capital, gives a total of 51 

million sucres in 1901 to 69.4 million in 1909, for an overall growth of nearly 36% (4.5% 

per annum). In addition to this impressive sum, the city also counted on a spatial 

valuation (fixed capital in residence and other buildings; both means of consumption and 

production) of over 25 million sucres in 1909, the only year for which I was able to locate 

such data, though Rojas and Villavicencio (1988) expressly chart the rising property 

values of various sectors of the city from 1880 to 1930 with more general figures. In 

other words, while Guayaquil grew, this development was predicated on the circuit-like 

production and circulation of commodity capital through the GUF, coupled with the role 

of banking and finance centralized in the city of Guayaquil which enabled the explosive 

and implosive growth of the GUF.  

  

Figure 27 Guayaquil's Financial Indicators, 1895-1909. Sources: El Ecuador (1910); 

Cámara de Comercio (1906). 

0

2,000,000

4,000,000

6,000,000

8,000,000

10,000,000

12,000,000

14,000,000

16,000,000

18,000,000

1895 1896 1897 1898 1899 1900 1901 1902 1903 1904 1905 1906 1907 1908 1909

Money Circulation Deposits (All Banks) Cedulas (Public Hands) Cap. Values



267 

 

However, it would be a mistake to concentrate on the expansion of working 

capital solely to the city of Guayaquil, which certainly played a crucial role as an import-

export center for the GUF. In terms of working capital within the so-called “rural” 

parishes of the Guayas Province, often faster rates of growth were to be found in the 

countryside. Due to the separation of certain cantons from others (Balzar from Daule, 

Milagro from Yaguachi), I will merely explore working capital for the “rural” cantons as 

a whole. In 1901, all non-Guayaquil (called “rural”) cantons counted a working capital 

value of 251,500 sucres which by 1909 had nearly doubled to 502,500 sucres. By 1922, 

on the cusp of the crisis, this number had again doubled to 1,032,050 sucres. In Los Rios 

Province in 1909, working capital clocked in at 1,018,500 sucres of value, and in El Oro 

Province for the same year reported 631,500 sucres of working capital value. For Guayas, 

Los Rios and El Oro, the total working capital in 1909 added up to over 44 million 

sucres, while the total value of all properties calculated in these provinces added up to 

over 138 million sucres. Though Guayaquil dominates the working capital figures, in the 

countryside the value of “rustic” provinces and parishes outweighs the city’s property 

values considerably, by nearly five times. But even though Guayaquil rules working 

capital figures, it must be kept in mind that these values were to be distributed across the 

country through internal commercial links often forged directly through the commercial 

interests of the cacao kings themselves, and should not be taken as indicators of a 

seemingly bounded “urban” economic scale synonymous with the city of Guayaquil 

itself. 
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5.4 Legacies of the SCB: Spatial Fixes, Shifting Materialities, Durable Imaginaries    

 It was cacao production, predicated on its abnormally high market price from 

1880 to 1920, setting the conditions conducive to the proliferation of value-networking 

from the sites of production through the commercial sector, and, finally, through the 

reflux of imports that eventually snaked up the tributaries and iron rails across the GUF. 

This churning of economic activity throughout the various threads of the urban fabric 

prefigures the concatenated and uneven processes associated with planetary urbanization 

after the 1980s, but perhaps on a less impressive scale. The coastal bourgeoisie, already 

transnational—or global—in their orientation, simultaneously attempted to harness these 

“spaces of flows” in order to develop a modern city, which animated their political and 

economic outlook at least until the mid-1920s. At the heart of their project was the virtual 

separation of Guayaquil from its urban fabric, the disentangling of its material sources of 

wealth from its aesthetic mode of its representation, or, in other words, the commodity 

fetish as a spatial politics of representation, what Walter Benjamin (1999) refers to as the 

dreamworld (modernity).     

For around 40 years, from 1875 to 1914/5, Latin American economic units 

reoriented almost the entirety of productive and exchange circuits towards exporting 

highly coveted commodities towards European markets, netting them hefty returns as 

surplus value was redirected towards the Global South. These tectonic shifts in the global 

distribution of surplus value, at least momentarily, helped spread the notion, visible in a 

variety of documents cited in this dissertation that Guayaquil, and other Latin American 

metropolises, would serve as future “cities of hope” (see Pineo and Baer 2000). Latin 
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American products flooded European markets, where industrial competition between 

various capitalist factions tended to depress the costs of basic goods, leaving European 

working classes with their chains slightly slackened, as Marx (1976) put it in Capital. 

Because price competition between industrialists in the core kept consumer costs 

relatively low, the excess surplus value not being realized in those European urban 

fabrics funneled into demand for products like cacao, which from 1870 to 1915 saw 

tremendous increases in per-unit value (see Arrighi 2010, 2007). By 1890, however, these 

monopoly prices induced the British (and the French, to a lesser degree of success) to 

stimulate cacao production in their African colonies, slowly depressing cacao’s global 

market price and reconfiguring the global network of cacao provision and chocolate 

production. But “progress” and “success” can be blinding, and from 1890 to 1910 the 

GUF’s “cacao kings” basked in the effervescent glow of inevitable catastrophe, blinded 

by the light shone down upon them by the Angel of History—who coincidentally averts 

her gaze. Or was it the tropical sun that emitted such a potent and radiant beam that they 

mistook for an everlasting hope?  

 Unbeknownst at the time, this would be Guayaquil’s (and the GUF’s) economic 

and cultural apogee, coinciding with a veritable bonanza in urbanization projects, 

modernization campaigns, the proliferation of global capitalist commodity culture, and 

the solidification of a fleeting “urban” identity to be built upon the ruins of cacao 

capitalism—codified into the bourgeoisie discourse and imaginary of Guayaquil Antiguo. 

As long as the capital rolled in, the GUF could expand, and the incoming capital was 

almost exclusively dependent upon cacao exports, to the tune of over 60% annually. All 
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the same, the inevitable collapse, to which these same “kings” attempted to shield their 

ears and eyes, could only serve as a point of collective trauma and awakening, as the 

dreamworld established during the SCB came crumbling down. Heavy hitters lost 

millions, municipal services could hardly keep up with population growth, and the 

countryside was slowly overrun by displaced workers and indigenous peoples from the 

Sierra looking to capitalize on the utter disintegration of the cacao-export economy and 

the GUF. In many ways, the GUF was peasantized due to the collapse of the SCB, a 

peculiar reconfiguration of “rustic” property that would distinguish the latter banana 

boom. Concurrently, with slagging export revenues, internal markets flourished, sparking 

a boom in national industrial output spurred by the material infrastructures developed 

during the cacao bonanza (Acosta 2006; Miño Grijalva 1989; Roque 2000; Villalobos 

1989). This understandably aided the prospects of national unity and culture, so rent by 

long-run regional divergences, but was not sufficient to overcome the deficit left by cacao 

capitalism’s unprecedented decomposition. 

 Fixed capital, which is the spatial expression of capital accumulation and the 

material basis of urbanization, must have its value destroyed during these periodic crises 

in order to reestablish profitable production, thereby lowering the value composition of 

capital. The destruction of capital can either be symbolic or material: the abandonment of 

a property is the same as its destruction, from the perspective of capitalist rationality. 

Thousands of hectares were sold off to banks, abandoned, or occupied by worker-

peasants as the crisis of cacao capitalism destroyed the monetary value tied to these 

properties. In the city of Guayaquil, however, the destruction of capital often took the 
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shape of unfinished infrastructural construction and property invasions crystalizing into a 

perpetual dynamic in the city where marginal lands were increasingly occupied by the 

extremely poor—that is the formal rights and regulations governing spatial politics 

receded into the halfway house of informality (Rojas and Villavicencio 1988). A 

porosity, a nebulous indeterminacy took hold over the city, never quite relinquishing its 

grip. Likewise, as the bourgeoisie slowly converted their properties in the city center into 

tenements, renting out the fragments of their vanishing dreamworld to the lower strata, 

they systematically resettled either in Barrio Centenario or, later, Urdesa, escaping the 

ruined city they once confidently built up from the ashes of the Great Fire.   

 Fixed capital destruction, nevertheless, could not revive littoral Ecuador’s cacao 

capitalism. As Ecuador imported a whole gamut of products from around the world, the 

most costly line items on a yearly basis during the SCB were grains (rice, barley, etc.) 

and flours (wheat) used for everyday culinary production. With the GUF and the Sierra 

more effectively connected, barley and wheat production from the mountains (as well as 

potato and other starches) could replace more costly imports. The GUF, too, began 

producing rice and sugar for the local market, items which were previously imported at 

great expense. In many ways, the crisis once again recalibrated the internal and external 

connections within the GUF and the world-system.   

 Despite the very real national economic growth, however, the collapse of the 

cacao-export economy served and continues to serve as a sort of collective trauma for the 

GUF, particularly in the city of Guayaquil. The next chapter, utilizing the political 

economic investigation proffered in the prior two chapters, excavates the aesthetic and 
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cultural detritus of that epoch as it has fixed itself into the spatial memory of the city. 

From the then-present documents annunciating the arrival of modernity and progress to 

the celebratory photography and triumphalist architectural projects, the wish-images of 

the past have persisted, via highly distorted transfigurations, into the fragmentary array of 

experiences consolidated into the ideological-discursive image of Guayaquil Antiguo. It 

remains to be seen, as Walter Benjamin presupposed, if any redemptive content can be 

rescued from that wreckage. This is because, as a living ruin in the present, Guayaquil 

Antiguo constantly invokes the grammatical form undergirding urban redevelopment 

projects in the 21st Century, a process which simultaneously eviscerates and hastens its 

implosion. 
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CHAPTER SIX: RUIN, MYTH, FOSSIL: WISH-IMAGE AND 

PHANTASMAGORIA OF THE TROPICAL DREAMWORLD 

“The belief in progress, in an infinite perfectibility—an infinite ethical task—and the 

representation of eternal return are complementary. They are the indissoluble antinomies 

in the face of which the dialectical conception of historical time must be developed. In 

this conception, the idea of eternal return appears precisely as that ‘shallow rationalism’ 

which the belief in progress is accused of being, while faith in progress seems no less to 

belong to the mythic mode of thought than does the idea of eternal return” (Walter 

Benjamin 1999: 119).  

 

“THE CITY OF GUAYAQUIL PROGRESSES – The city’s progress is notable in these 

recent years, its wide, leveled streets and an excessive hygienic care has put it on the 

level of the most advanced cities of the world” (America Libre 1920: 165). 

 

6.1 The Urban Experiences of Progress: Or, Guayaquil’s Fragmented Wish-Images 

During the SCB 

This chapter will focus on the period of Late Cacao coinciding with the Liberal 

Revolution (1895) and ending with the desolation of the city whose afterlife only truly 

begins in after 1920, the final bonanza year for the GUF’s cacao kings, and stretches into 

the present. The collection of images, facts, quotes, and texts, fragments of an un-

representable whole, the material basis for which is the GUF, serve as the ur-moments, 

both as concrete and representational fodder, for the image-memory of Guayaquil 

Antiguo. Though it only took shape after the collapse of cacao capitalism, Guayaquil 

Antiguo traces its material and cultural roots to the “modern” city that emerged over the 

thirty-some years following 1895. I propose, here, the first of several excavations into 
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that discursive emblem and its material conditions, mobilizing Walter Benjamin’s 

critical-archeological method in order to free the content of the past from its fetishized, 

utopian representations grounded in the harmonious reconciliation of social differences. 

My ultimate goal is to liberate the GUF’s cacao era from these utopian frames through 

which it has been, and continues to be, portrayed, particularly as these images are further 

employed in cognizant destruction of Guayaquil Antiguo into the 21st Century, which 

inevitably reproduces its shortcomings. 

In analyzing various European cities, though primarily focusing on Paris and its 

arcades, Benjamin noted the transient and provisional character of urban life in capitalist 

modernity, which he claimed resembled a dreamworld. In this dreamworld, progress—

conceived as some linear, inevitable process—governs social life, becoming both an end 

and a means for achieving modernity. Progress could be measured by contrasting the 

“new” with the “old,” which was often discredited and debased, marked by the 

insecurities and debilities of “being backwards” in a world incessantly adopting the new. 

But what was considered “new” and “progressive” was often decided by Eurocentric 

capitalism that emitted an abundance of products and images one could associate with 

urbanization and development. The injection of the “new” into a social formation like 

that in the GUF, I will argue, not only realigned certain cultural conditions associated 

with modernity—melting away the “old” or the “traditional,” but also constituting them 

in a certain way—but also produced a certain “aura” still associated with Guayaquil to 

this day, intimately tied to Guayaquil Antiguo, but not identical to it. Therefore, this 

chapter allows us to detail the ideological horizon of Guayaquil Antiguo, its relation to 
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the aura surrounding the city’s identity, and the continued political employment of both 

in the current conjuncture—which will later be broached in the epilogue.   

During this period (1895-1925) “Progress” grasps the past as its staging ground, 

as both raison d’etre and as ideological forbearer. Guayaquil Antiguo surges from that 

selective preservation, attempting to codify wish- and dream-images into mythological 

statements concerning the “old” city as ruin.  That is as a total implosion of capital 

investment into the city, the ruination of the city as site of progress and modernization, 

that ruin would inevitably be invoked as the impulse necessitating a “rescuing of the 

past” glories of Guayaquil, which serve as the foundation for the urban redevelopment 

projects situated around the city’s hollowed out historical center in the present. Like the 

present, it was upon a ruin, in 1896, that “Progress” appeared to resurrect the city from 

the ashes of recurrent tragedy, the ultimate severance from “tradition” into 

“modernization,” that is modernity.  

Fires have long plagued Guayaquil, terrorizing the citizenry, but the Gran 

Incendio, which begins this chapter, appeared to provide the city with a seemingly 

“natural” breaking point, a stark discontinuity with the historical antecedents 

accumulated until that juncture. With the smoldering ruins of the past behind her, 

Guayaquil flew headstrong into the baleful tempests of modernity certain that the living 

would conquer the dead, the vitality of reason would triumph against the awesome and 

chaotic destruction provoked by nature. Only it was the nature of capitalism, the very 

source of modernity, that would clip her wings, as Chapter 5 demonstrates. But as the 

Now-time of the present attempts to resuscitate the past, unlocking its fixed-frozen 
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content of utopian emancipation of past wish-images simultaneously disclosing a 

democratic and unpretentious city both refined and popular, it draws upon auratic images 

codified as Guayaquil Antiguo, as a work of art, as a fallen angel. But the truth-content of 

the past, which these images disclose indirectly, remains trammeled under the detritus of 

progress which evades deeper excavation. In this case, past wish-images are converted 

into dream-images. However, by drawing upon the distorted past, that aura can be 

broken, and the repressed content of history, as I hope to illustrate, can finally shatter the 

dream-state surrounding the mythological construct of Guayaquil Antiguo.  

 

6.2 The Ruins of Tradition: On the Gran Incendio and its Afterlife 

In terms of the urban morphology of the GUF, and of the city of Guayaquil in 

particular, perhaps no other singular event, at least since the great fire of 1692 would 

have quite such an impact on development. For while the threat and manifestation of fires 

had often encumbered the citizens, none would leave the cityscape quite as decimated as 

the Gran Incendio of 1896—the catastrophic photos of which might hardly escape 

scrutiny alongside the images of Nagasaki and Hiroshima after the United States dropped 

nuclear bombs on them at the close of World War II (see Figure 28). Almost 

immediately, 25,000 people were forced to flee their homes, millions were lost in value, 

including necessary foodstuffs and medical supplies, as the surrounding countryside was 

flooded with those escaping the wreckage—a natural refuge. And just as that prior 

incident in 1692 catalyzed a complete reorganization of Guayaquil’s urban morphology 

and architectonic composition, the Great Fire of 1896 would too leave an old 
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representation of space a smoldering wreckage from which a new representation would 

arise. 

Perhaps these baroque allusions and juxtapositions may appear misplaced, a sort 

of effervescent grandeur of the historical retrospective. However, compiling a detailed 

history of the fire 

(including a list of 

damages) published as 

Crónica del Gran 

Incendio: Acaecido en 

Guayaquil el 5 y 6 de 

Octubre de 1896, the 

author B. Gonzales B. 

quite similarly describes 

the events with the gripping language of high tragedy and the chronographic precision of 

excellent journalism.  He begins with an historical overview of fires in the city, laden 

with baroque imagery, interlaced with montage-like metaphors and allusions that fuse 

into the thematic emblem of recurring ruination:  

Just by casting a glance on the history of this town and nothing more can be seen 

than mounds of ruins marking every epoch of its existence; always the bonfire 

everywhere consuming the public wealth just as it was being reborn, with the 

voraciousness of Prometheus’s vulture (Gonzalez B 1896: 3). 

Figure 28 Guayaquil after the Gran Incendio. AHG 
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This punctuated cyclical history of ruination, fragmented and disarticulated, can be 

profitably contrasted with Francisco Campos’ (1896: iii) declaration in the prologue that: 

“After the great catastrophe that had brought discomfort and sadness: after having seen 

the work of three centuries disappear in a few hours, it is necessary that History be sat 

upon that smoking rubbish, and to be written of that terrifying fire.” These images, too, 

should be juxtaposed with that of Walter Benjamin’s (1996) figure of the Angel of 

History who looks back upon the accumulating wreckage as she is propelled by brewing 

storm of progress. Campos the liberal, his notion of accumulative-linear time 

consolidates progress into the present wreckage-ruin upon which History now sits. The 

recurrent-cyclical notion of history Gonzales B. employs, with its impending catastrophes 

and perpetual ruination overcome by the inevitable “progress” of History, channels us 

elsewhere—into an unbroken stream with the past.    

Of course Gonzales’s introduction belies his work’s later developments, and by 

the end his somber pessimism concerning the eternal return of ruin appears to have been 

overcome with the pervasive discourse of progress seemingly contradicted by his opening 

remarks. Nevertheless, the thematic of wreckage-ruination constantly appears in both 

Campos’ and Gonzales’ texts, along with other commentaries on the Great Fire that it 

may be of benefit to delve into the content of the smoldering pile of detritus upon which 

History has propped herself. 

As a juncture point, the Great Fire, for the bourgeoisie, appears to mark the end of 

whatever colonial-“pre-capitalist” vestiges may have continued to appear in the city, most 

notably through associational and aesthetic forms—that is, the fossils of the past (Chapter 
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IV) have now fully become undisclosed sediment, the ashes of tradition. Campos (1896: 

iv) outlines in quite an objective manner the “structures” of demise when he catalogues 

this destruction condensed into the ruin:   

One thousand five hundred homes devoured by the immense bonfire; the homes 

of the rich and the homes of the poor; the palace and the humble shack; the 

temple, the printing house, the bank, the school, the workshop, the customs house, 

all have disappeared, and of that lot of buildings, so full of life, only a pile of 

wreckage remains, like a camp of desolation. 

As an historical document, his account serves as an empirical datum enumerating the 

various types of buildings, properties, and class positions consumed by the indiscriminate 

blaze. Moreover, as this dissertation has suggested, it is the material content of 

urbanization (fixed capital and its networked practices) itself that articulates and serves as 

a base and medium through which spatial representations are erected. Nevertheless, even 

though the fire decimated the fortunes of people from all strata, it’s epicenter ravaged the 

central business district, particularly the malecón, effectively reducing to ashes the 

bourgeoisie’s living and business quarters—the oldest and most recognizable structures 

with which the city had been associated.   

 For this reason, evidenced by the various documents cataloguing the fire’s 

aftermath, a pervasive sense that within that burning wreckage upon which History 

hoisted herself, liberated from its material confines and habituated practices, an “Old 

Town” was effectively obliterated—this which had been the “New Town” some 150 
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years prior. Writing in the 1990s, Gómez-Iturralde (1999b: 168) annunciates the real 

damage with full-throated lamentation:  

After the fires of the 12th of February and those of the fifth and sixth of October 

[1896], and the one dubbed ‘Carmen’ in 1902, the most beautiful houses in the 

city disappeared… With them their characteristic galleries, wherein hammocks 

received intimate family gatherings, with which the welcoming environments and 

cloisters were transformed into burning smut. 

This trauma could be overcome, as Campos had suggested above, but only by destroying 

the old, setting free the energies trapped within. The aesthetic and quotidian traditions of 

the FCB and the early years of the SCB, when the tropical and the mestizo more closely 

brushed against one another, could no longer represent the realities of the globalizing 

capitalism pushing Guayaquil and its bourgeoisie along, into modernity. But this push 

was not evenly felt. Gómez Iturralde (1999b: 168-9) continues his lamentation:  

The large, beautiful and wealthy houses, those which are remembered, and in 

certain form those which make us forget the humble and miserable ones which 

were also part of the city, were truly magnificent in every sense of the word. The 

elegant stairwells generally led to a terrace covered with a glass dome, with a 

light, or an open cloister, that in one or another case were the heart of the 

residence, because there daily family life developed… In these houses one could 

find wickerwork furniture with discreetly colored cloth-stamped cushions, in 

which the closest of friends were received for a tea or refreshment.  

[…] 
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In this stately environment lived the richest families in Guayaquil, ways of life 

that are gathered by museums, but none collect or exhibit the poverty, surrounded 

by numerous and faithful domestic employees, that are history, and for that 

circumstance it’s important to treasure their memories, even if it be in the form 

which I have done so. 

 Gómez Iturralde genuinely grieves over the closure of this “old” Guayaquil, its 

quaintness now nothing more than an historical artifact dispossessed of content, which 

must be so because that content is dystopian, exploitative, racist, incapable of being 

officially “remembered” in museums. The “old” City couldn’t be defended, though the 

Guayaquil that would come to replace it, a product of cacao exports and Alfaro’s Liberal 

Revolution, would enshrine that worldview in material space through the fragile 

universalism of the modern, rooted in its notions of inevitable progress. It was at this 

moment when a new historical schism was etched into the local imagination, a radical 

break, which devoured all that could not accompany “modernity” into progressive 

history.  

This vision is echoed quite literally by the fire. Gonzales, in his detailed history of 

the events, writes of people attempting to escape the swirling flames by hopping into 

vessels of any sort along the malecón, describing the carbonizing, beyond recognition, of 

six individuals whose vessel caught fire. He closes prophetically (1896: 28): “The fire 

had erased everything, even the names of its victims.” Perhaps unwittingly our author’s 

bombast clashes with liberal pragmatism as the document finishes with a copious and 

detailed list, in alphabetical order, of victims whose properties were consumed by the 
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conflagration. Divided by types of losses (home or apartment, office, commercial unit, 

etc.) and subscription to some sort of insurance, each entry ends with a total amount 

destroyed by the flames. In fact, the names of those reduced to ashes by the blaze were 

the poor and ambulant population who lacked property titles—the ultimate “modernist” 

presence and pretense—without which they were certainly forgotten.  

Yet the poor remained. Their simple shacks, which had scarcely changed from the 

colonial era, made of thatched bamboo upon piles, covered in bijao, which put up no 

resistance to the fires, would be erected again. They would largely look the same, their 

inhabitants the same, the daily lives they led the same. That sameness, which 

“colonialist” and “modernist” sociology has considered as “tradition” and ahistorical, 

was—at least in the GUF—not a condition freely chosen, but imposed and justified under 

the rubric of the “civilizing” mission of Europeans. Their “history” could not be 

recorded, though it percolated and saturated the GUF and the city, it was their basis, their 

labor the source of value for which modernity was imported in commodity form. If 

anything, the poor working classes would be further maligned by the calamitous event, 

despite the rhetoric, when a string of ordnances and building regulations would expulse 

them from the center—including the area between Avenida 9 de Octubre and Barrio Las 

Peñas. But the poor couldn’t be named because they were not part of History, not its main 

subjects in the bourgeois worldview. This role was relegated to the bourgeoisie which 

had apparently overcome sameness, nature, and tradition. According to the bourgeoisie 

and its mestizo coterie, it was nature without history, as the always-the-same (the fire, the 
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tropical), which needed to be sanitized from the city center, which required extensive 

containment and separation, but which would also continue to leave its marks on history.   

  And then there is the particularly tragic case of the migrant laborer, Juan Tello, 

whose name too, History has largely forgotten. Coming from Azuay and looking for 

work in the city, Juan happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, just as the 

flames started flickering. Gonzales (1896: 31-3) retells the story of drunken “witnesses” 

falsely accusing him of igniting the blaze, the mutinous mob attacking and denigrated 

him, and then of his execution by firing squad along the malecón. Ayala Mora (2015b) 

underscores how the Liberal leader, Eloy Alfaro’s utilitarian/self-preservationist decision 

to accede to the drunken mob rule, ordering the execution as a means to avoid further 

tragedy. Juan Tello’s case is indicative of the general ambivalence by the Liberal elites 

towards the poor who they supposedly championed. Political violence against this group, 

far from a novelty, would rear its ugly head again, and just like Juan Tello, those 

protagonists of history—part of an unchanging past—would largely remain nameless. On 

another level, however, the act of murdering an itinerant laborer for an unprosecuted 

crime—again not committed—stains the era of Guayaquil Antiguo with blood and 

culpability, the first of such erasures of “otherness” from the city’s historical memory. 

While elegies for those who perished are few, paeans to the city’s bourgeoisie for 

their suffering of monetary and material loss abound. In a document celebrating the 100 

years of Guayaquil’s independence, for example, the Banco del Ecuador (1920) notes that 

of the 18 million sucres of value lost those days, over 7 million worth burned were 

merchandise in various outlets, while almost 1.9 million worth of industrial 
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establishments went up in smoke. The largest line item to incinerate was housing, with 

1,103 units valued at 7.15 million sucres were lost—for an average of 7,057 sucres per 

housing unit. Between merchandise, housing, and industrial establishments, over 16 

million of the 18 million 

sucres lost during the fire 

(nearly 90%) were 

counted. In other words, 

the fire affected 

capitalists doubly, as it 

decimated both their 

houses and their products, 

the latter constituting 

only a portion of the yearly commercial circulation for 1895, whose exports that year 

counted a total of 11.5 million sucres.   

However, capital and capitalist are not wont to let moments of crises go to waste. 

As perennial optimists, they quickly recovered from their monetary losses and used the 

fire to promote Progress, the phoenix that would rise from the ashes. This same sense of 

progress would carry over into their taking out of loans, would eventually spell their ruin, 

years later. The wish-image of progress in which past discord is forgotten, that is the 

erasure of the poor, animated Campos (1896: v) to proclaim: “Guayaquil will rise from 

her ruins, and from the wreckage of today, tomorrow it will surge forth a rich, beautiful 

city, more beautiful than before… But it should never forget its hour of pain!” That 

Items Value Lost

Merchandise in Warehouses 3,868,302.25

Merchandise in Storage 1,855,736.53

Merchandise in Customs 1,352,649.59

Industrial Establishments 1,882,837.00

Housing (1,103 on 83 blocks) 7,149,475.00

Banks (materials and equipment) 117,700.00

Buildings and Government Materials 521,800.00

Instructional Establishments 254,910

Churches 840,000

Firecorp 44,300

Welfare Establishments 173,777.68

Foreign Welfare 17,224.80

Table 10 Estimated Line Items of Value Destroyed in the 

Gran Incendio. Banco del Ecuador (1920: 67). 
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trauma serving as a pedagogic symbol of unification, transcendence, progress, echoes the 

historical materialism Benjamin (1996) decried in his theses on history. 

Gonzales B. too drafts a utopian wish-image of progress where class and racial 

divisions will have been overcome in the new. He (1896:69) declares triumphantly: “And 

the day will come in which the commercial loses will go unnoticed, response of the 

efficacious efforts of constant work, not remaining more than a memory but of a year 

which was less productive than the others.” But perhaps it is Gómez Iturralde (1999b: 

175), writing a century later, clinging to the wreckage of the wish-image—which so 

drearily haunts the end of his historical retracing of Guayaquil—that we may turn to find 

the core significance scarcely imagined immediately after the event:  

The disastrous fire of October 1896 gave way so that the city, in its 

reconstruction, could be rethought and redesigned along the already-existing axes 

of its streets, and so that the New and Old Towns could be definitively reunited. 

With this integrated base were buried the old quarrels and Guayaquil prepared 

itself to confront its long-sought modernity. 

This baroque ruin, that of the fire, breaking the chains of eternal recurrence, so it 

seems, had been converted into the inevitable charge of progress as the city could now 

forge ahead. The poor, the “tropical” could be forgotten in the modernity that was to 

come, or perhaps another ruin awaited and Prometheus remained chained with the vulture 

pecking at his liver. The modernity that would befall Guayaquil, itself a possibility due to 

the extensive technological changes in the capitalist mode of production, would coagulate 

into the modern ruin of Guayaquil Antiguo, which precisely due to the collapse of the 
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cacao economy outlined above would perpetuate until the present, never fully being 

reduced to ashes. Of course, as Chapter 4 argues, the roots of Guayaquil Antiguo can 

largely be traced back to the 1850s/1870s and the flourishing of international trade 

opening the cultural horizons of the GUF—but it was not until the fire of 1896 that it 

produced its own space, at once global, national, and local.  

However, as wish-image, the reactions to the fire wistfully suggest a certain 

harmonious and seemingly ineluctable sublation of the past that will be physically 

constructed into the city’s material and cultural spaces. From that moment onward, 

Guayaquil’s bourgeoisie would erect the basis for a city-image that would last well into 

the early 21st Century, whose ideological content continues to resonate with and motivate 

political and economic practice in the city. The New City that would be built upon the 

wreckages of the past would serve as the foundation from which the coastal bourgeoisie 

could attempt, more than ever, to extirpate those “tropical” elements flying in the face of 

“progress” and “modernity.” That is, the coastal bourgeoisie, from 1895 to 1925, 

attempted to construct a dreamworld in the tropics, however riven with contradiction and 

impossibility such a project may seem. It is now my prerogative to explore the milieu 

they built upon the ashes.  

 

6.3 Tropical Dreamworld(s): The Aesthetics of “Progress” and Guayaquil Antiguo 

Fueled by high cacao prices, oozing self-confidence, and in possession of a 

charred, but blank, canvas, the coastal bourgeoisie promised that Guayaquil—or at least a 

new version of it—would (re)emerge following the fire. On the one hand, a new compact 

between capital and the state, tied to the contradictory tendencies of the Liberal 
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Revolution ensured a vitality to the rebuilding process as the coastal Liberals controlled 

not only the National government, but the municipality as well (Ayala Mora 2015a; 

Chiriboga 2013; Pineo 1996; Quintero 1980).  Legislators in the national government 

easily passed legislation converting surplus value, accumulated as taxes and rents, into 

funds available for city improvement and infrastructural development. For example, from 

1895 to 1925, taxes per 100 kilograms of cacao would increase, doubling in a short time, 

while unit prices tended to stagnate. However, the coastal bourgeoisie, itself tied to all 

leavers of economic and political power, perhaps as close as possible to an organized 

committee of the ruling classes as Marx and Engels (2002) could have imagined, counted 

on nearly total hegemonic control of both the State and the market. . 

 The Guayaquil of memory, that citable historical figuration called upon by 

politicos and residents harkening back to the glory days, funnels contemporary 

remembrances into the imaginary of Guayaquil Antiguo, marked as a golden era linked to 

the ascendency of cacao exports and riches. From four by four meter photos adorning the 

walls of the SuperMaxi supermarket in CityMall, to thematic reconstructions of the old 

Guayaquil in the Parque Historico, all the way to the refurbishing of Barrio Las Peñas 

after the year 2000, the spirit of Guayaquil Antiguo thickens the air of the present, as the 

metric of progress by which the city (and Nebot’s administration) is to be judged. The 

city’s downtown area has retained various parks and buildings erected from before 1930, 

monuments to the grandeur of the golden seed, while several of these dilapidated houses 

of the old bourgeoisie struggle to stand, demolition prohibited by legal injunctions 

against destroying “heritage” sites. Some sit abandoned, others had been turned into 
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tenements long ago, the rest crumble as living ruins of a past incapable of being forgotten 

but which is simultaneously not remembered “as it really happened.” For Guayaquil 

Antiguo has now become a commoditized myth, a phantasmagoric veil exalting a utopic 

past that never was as the ideal projection for the future. This figuration serves as a 

convenient fairytale for selling the continued incursions into the city’s fabric as part of an 

ongoing urban regeneration campaign aimed at recapturing and replanting the city’s 

identity on a recycling of past glories (Allan Alegría 2018; Andrade 2005; Benavides 

2010; Navas 2012). But the wish-images of a New Guayaquil thrust upon the model of 

the old rely on a convenient forgetting of the incessant catastrophe of modernity as it 

instantiated itself into the city’s (and GUF’s) physiognomy and morphology during the 

long 19th Century. As Guayaquil reasserts itself nationally, as Ecuador’s most advanced 

and modern city, its own historical imagination has become commoditized, sold back to 

its current population as a dream-image directed at reviving past grandeur. 

 

6.3.1 Arcades in the Tropics: Commodity Fetishism and the Postcolonial Proclivities 

of the Coastal Bourgeoisie  

As Chapter IV made apparent, the turning point in the SCB, at least in terms of 

the cultural composition of capitalist social relations within the GUF, was the shift from a 

Peru-Spain centered trade network, itself a function of political and technological 

limitations and the vestiges colonial heritage, to a heavy reliance on British mobility 

capital, a global production-transport network willingly moving commodity capital the 

world over for the right price. At first gradually, from the 1850s until the 1870s, export 

and import patterns were redrawn, coinciding with a full-blown reconfiguration of the 
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coastal bourgeoisie spearheaded by importers and exporters increasingly tied to non-

Spanish European markets—though their prime concern was not the nationality of those 

with whom they traded, but their rate of return on capital advanced. In some cases these 

individuals were foreigners (Colombians, Peruvians, Spanish, German, American, 

French, Swiss, and English), and used their foreign contacts to develop alternative routes 

for the GUF’s cacao value. In other cases, they were descendants of immigrants arriving 

during the final years of the colonial era, who saw little benefit in perpetuating the 

colonial yoke. In hardly any of the cases were members of the new capitalist classes that 

would gain ascendency from 1870 onwards were black or indigenous in cultural or racial 

origin.   

 Once the Spanish monopoly was broken and European industrialization had 

democratized access to chocolate, demand for Guayaquil’s beans surged dramatically. 

With higher prices, forged through expanded material exchanges, came a growing train of 

commodities produced in Europe, and, especially in the 20th Century, the United States. 

These products, simultaneously “economic” and “cultural,” entered into the GUF’s 

circuits of reproduction, altering completely the GUF’s cultural composition. If fashion, 

as Benjamin (1999) suggests, serves as the dream-image of modernity’s phantasmagoric 

unfurling of Progress, then it must have appeared as if the stars had aligned, a little push 

by the Liberal Revolution (itself a reorganization of the nation’s political economy) and 

the serendipitous destruction of the Gran Incendio which gave the coastal bourgeois free 

reign to remake the city’s institutions and imaginary. However, despite Britain’s key role 

in Ecuador’s cacao trade and imports (Arosemana 1991b), it was France that drove the 
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cultural transformations embossed upon the city’s texture by the prestige and spectacle of 

the commodities circulating therein, particularly in the peculiar tastes of the coastal 

bourgeoisie. Commentators had long noted the role of French aesthetics appearing in 

architectural design (Bock 1992; Gómez Itrurralde 1999b; Halperin 1993; Hidalgo Ortiz 

2011; Pineo 1996). Simultaneously, in furniture and other luxury goods, the French made 

their mark on Guayaquil’s many urbanisms. Nevertheless, though products and ideas 

were imported (and exported), the particular configuration of these material and aesthetic 

layers remains “uniquely” Guayaquileñan.   

Commodity Imports and the Aesthetics of Progress. I have emphasized the role of 

mobility capital as a determinate variable for understanding the GUF’s alignment with 

the capitalist world-system and the determination for the rate of profit. Quicker and more 

reliable transport not only reduces the socially necessary labor time of the mobility 

commodity, it directly reduces costs associated with the securing and planning of 

production in the processing of Guayaquil’s cacao into chocolate in the metropole. 

Likewise, these same steam liners servicing Guayaquil after 1850s arrived laden with 

products, often bought with surplus value produced in the cacao-export sector. During the 

long 19th Century, the British controlled the seas, at least until the early 20th Century 

(Arrighi 2010, 2007; Chasteen 2011; Haperlin 1993; Hobsbawm 1996a, 1996b, 1996c; 

Prados de la Escosura 2009; Weaver 2000; Wallerstein 2011c, 2011d), but more 

importantly for Guayaquil’s bourgeoisie, they would move anything for the right price—

be it cacao or cognac.      
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 Historically the impact of French designs and products had always carried sway in 

Guayaquil. However, as the GUF’s cacao increasingly headed for Parisian arcades 

(usually on British ships), so too did Guayaquil-based cacao merchants, looking to foster 

direct relationships with chocolatiers (they would do the same in England, Germany, and 

elsewhere). Rubbing elbows with the French bourgeoisie, in bucolic chalets, in fancy 

mansions in Paris, where the prospective clients and Ecuadorian cacao venders could 

flâneur about the decadent “capital of modernity,” certainly modified the coastal 

bourgeoisie’s tastes in life’s finer things—honing in on an image they would attempt 

replicate in Ecuador. But more than that mere “cultural” interconnection, the very 

material exchanges of congealed amounts of socially necessary labor time conferred the 

vessels upon which cultural transmission manifested, as commodity capital.   

 Probably more intriguing, then, is the fact that despite its oversized role in 

important Ecuadorian cacao, French exporters minimally interested themselves with the 

Ecuadorian market, in which it was never truly a key player. For example, in 1885 France 

was the largest raw cacao importer in the world, a title it would lose by 1904 to the 

United States and Germany. During the same period the GUF was the largest exporting 

zone for cacao in the world, producing up a considerable amount of the world’s total 

cacao supply. By 1904, Ecuador was exporting nearly 30% of France’s total raw cacao, 

in comparison with the USA and England, of which it only supplied a mere 10%—for 

Germany it supplied over 16% of its total. From 1896 to at least 1913, France would 

receive between 37% and 57% of Guayaquil’s cacao (see Table 11). It was, I argue, the 

near monopolization of cacao production in the “Free States” of the Americas that had 
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ensured high prices prior to the second decade of the Twentieth Century, when British 

Colonial production, principally on the Gold Coast, led to a massive expansion of global 

cacao supply and a reduction of the price per unit on the market. 

 

 

Table 11 Raw Cacao Imported by Select Countries (1885, 1904, 1912), in Kilograms. 

Source: (van Hall 1914: 505) 

Country 1885 1904 1912 

USA 4,676,000 32,329,000 57,000,000 

Germany 3,300,000 27,101,000 55,100,000 

England 6,630,000 20,536,000 28,100,000 

France 12,203,000 21,794,000 26,900,000 

Holland 1,227,000 12,186,000 24,900,000 

Switzerland 1,203,000 6,839,000 10,300,000 

 

 

 

That France was the primary destination for nearly half of Ecuador’s cacao from 

1896 to 1913, isn’t the most remarkable fact confronting us during this period. Trade 

imbalances between France and Ecuador favored the latter by a ratio of nearly five to 

one. Despite acting as the chief consumer of the GUF’s cacao, at least until around World 

War I, France didn’t correspondingly supply Guayaquil with an equivalent value of 

imports (see Figure 29). The variation of Guayaquil’s total imports by country puts that 

into perspective, illustrating (first) relative British dominance until around 1910, followed 

by five years of UK-USA parity, after which, due to World War I, the US becomes the 

prevailing source of Guayaquil’s imports (Figure 30).  The fact that the British and the 

US consistently provided Ecuador (and by extension Guayaquil) with the preponderant 

portion of their import value indicates that the great majority of the value being imported 

into the country was not directed towards “luxury” consumption, but mass produced 
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commodities used for cooking, maintaining households, and small-scale industry—to 

which middle- and lower-class families had become accustomed.  

 

 

 

Moreover, even the importation of large quantities of mass-produced goods 

indicates almost total bourgeois control of the supply of everyday necessities in the city 

through the commercial capital trade which had been growing fervently since the 1890s 

(see Chiriboga 2013; Pineo 1996). As Pineo (1994: 256) adamantly suggests: “Guayaquil 

counted on those imports [from Europe] to sustain its growing population, since the city 

and its interior region were not capable of self-provision.” In other words, imported 

consumer goods became everyday necessities not only for “luxury” consumption, but 

also for the reproduction of the labor force, a factor explaining why so much of the cacao 
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economy’s profits were never repatriated—that is accumulated into productive 

enterprises locally.  

    

 

This double dependency (the GUF on the center for manufactured goods and 

foodstuffs; the capitalist center on the GUF for raw cacao) not only amplified the coastal 

bourgeoisie’s self-image as articulators of modernity, enlarging their agency vis-a-vis the 

dreaded “imperialism,” but also furnished them with an aesthetic rubric from which they 

could orient their urbanization projects. Though Guayaquil had long been associated with 

commerce during the SCB, particularly from 1880 to 1920, it donned the auratic halo of a 

modern commercial metropolis, quite markedly distinguishing itself from Quito’s 
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“traditionalism,” despite both having been founded and perpetually linked since the early 

16th Century (Capello 2011).  

Additionally, the aesthetics of commerce had changed, for it was no longer 

merely the supplying of useful products, but now consisted of the amassing of images 

tied to the notion of Progress closely associated with the piling-up of global brands 

producing both high-end and mass consumption goods for the entire world (or at least 

those willing to pay). Colonial commerce ensured Guayaquil’s role in the Spanish 

American colonial economy, largely predicated on the circulation of primary materials 

and simple commodities produced under workshop-like conditions of (highland) 

concerted (Indian) labor. Modern commerce, still inflicted with the colonial wound, 

increasingly involved the complex machinations and logistics of global market forces and 

the exchange of industrial commodities (both plantation agriculture and factory products) 

through progressively denser webs and structures of exchange. Such trade involved a 

mixture of both quotidian and luxury items that could never, consistently, surpass the 

value being exported—at least over extended periods of time.   

Moreover, the ruling classes of Guayaquil, and Ecuador, were far too small to 

support an extensive import market in luxury goods, which the data bears out. Their 

primary concern was making money, and investing into luxury items could only go so 

far. The lion’s share of the export value spent on imports, then, was mostly destined for 

items within reach of the consumer’s effective demand. Their other great concern 

revolved around ensuring their city resembled, as closely as possible, the great 

metropolises of the West: that is with vibrant shopping districts teeming with customers 
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sauntering about the wide avenues and commercial streets of the city, essentially serving 

as a commodity emporium. These markers of modernity, it should be noted, could not 

merely be indicated by the quantity of luxury goods stockpiled by the bourgeoisie, nor 

the values of their properties, but by the aesthetic dimensions of the material spaces they 

owned and dominated. And perhaps they had achieved something approximating that 

modernity as Pepper (1907: 10) claimed at the time: “The substantial monopoly of trade 

which Guayaquil has held interruptedly for many years has made it the wealthiest port on 

the Pacific in proportion to size and one of the richest cities in the world in proportion to 

its population.”  

Walter Benjamin (1999) noted that the Parisian arcades and later the department 

stores that replaced them, functioned as the dreamworlds of modernity, where wide-eyed 

consumers were lulled into a dream-state by utopian wish-images displayed through the 

commodities. As Harvey (1982) notes, space too is a kind of commodity, which can be 

fetishized. The coastal bourgeoisie, by crafting a certain type of city rooted in commerce, 

amenable to world trade, constructed—at least in certain central areas of the city—

tropical versions of those same dreamworlds, by utilizing the soportales, with their long 

vernacular history in the city, as the site of commodity wonderland. As a tropical 

dreamworld, Guayaquil—through the wellspring of the malecón—served as the 

articulation point between the laboring tropical masses of the coastal plains, the parasitic 

but rational manipulations of the coastal bourgeoisie, and the “great mass of 

commodities” filtering into the GUF and the nation, paid for by the objectified labor of 
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said masses. And yet, each attempt to “produce” these dreamworlds epistemically rent the 

city from its contextual surrounding—the GUF.  

Nevertheless, the economic and cultural impact of these everyday commodities 

cannot be overstated. Figures, however incomplete, provide a detailed breakdown of both 

import value and weight by category, which can be visualized by revising the various 

sources available and cataloguing the movement of products and values during this 

period. From 1890 to 1905, for example, the single biggest line item on the import tables 

consisted of various fabrics to be worked in local industry, starting at 3 million sucres in 

1890 to an average of around 3.7 million between 1901 and 1905—between a third to a 

fifth of the total value imported. Additionally, food-related products (flours, grains, etc.), 

again to be processed or worked locally, which in 1890 valued 1.4 million sucres. By 

1901 that figure stood at 1.9 million, and in 1904 and 1905 that total surpassed 2 million 

sucres (2.2 in 1904 and 2.4 in 1905).104 By 1908 (see Figure 31), food products are 

valued at nearly 2.5 million while fabrics weigh in at over 5.1 million sucres (over 3 

million of which consisted of cotton textiles). Factoring in at over 2.2 million sucres (up 

from 889,338 in 1903) is the category of “Wardrobe, Jewelry, etc.,” 70% of which was 

distributed between shoes, t-shirts, socks, handkerchiefs, hats, made clothes, and 

ponchos. From 1916 to 1918, food and drinks (including liquors) would average over 3 

million sucres, while manufactured products (clothing, textiles, tools, machinery, etc.) 

would dominate the totals (1916: 13.9 million; 1917: 15.9 million; 1918: 12.1 million).  

                                                 
104 Consistently the most valuable line items in the category of food products were: lard 

(Manteca), rice, and wheat flour, typically weighing at 75% of the total.  
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These goods, first infiltrated the city’s growing commercial sectors, both 

wholesale and retail. Commercial houses (wholesalers and retail) tended to line the 

avenue directly behind the Malecón—though certainly a few of the larger, well-known 

wholesalers had set up shop along the riverfront. In addition, the city’s well-to-do, while 

reinforcing 

strict 

symbolic and 

spatial 

barriers based 

on class and 

race-ethnicity, 

mobilized 

scores of 

resources, 

through 

taxation and 

investment, 

into 

improving 

their city’s 

image, now associated with the international brand of cacao “Guayaquil.” As mentioned 

above, they invested heavily into infrastructure and services that tended to benefit the 
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“general public,” at least indirectly. But to reiterate, their primary goal was to emulate the 

aesthetics of Progress seen in other cities—particularly those of their principal trading 

partners. The trauma of backwardness, the chief preoccupation of Liberalism, saturated 

race and class relations as much as it infused Guayaquil’s urbanism with its peculiar 

cultural constellation.  

 

 

Figure 32 Breakdown of Import Value 1916-1918. Source: (Min. Hacienda 1923). 

 

 

 

Wish-images of Progress in Historical Documents of the City: A US Report by a 

Mr. William Curtis in 1892 distills such modernist anxiety with the apperception that: 

“One’s first impression, if he arrives at night, is that the ship has anchored in front of a 

South American Paris, so brilliant are the terraces of gas lamps, rising one after the other” 

(36). Not only was France the lead destination for the GUF’s cacao during that time, but 

it was the oft-rumored secondary home of Guayaquil’s elites. Curtis, however, later 
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likens the city to Venice, “with long lines of white buildings, whose curtained balconies 

look down upon gaily clad men and women floating upon the river in quaint-looing, 

narrow gondolas” (1892: 37). Not Paris’s modernity, but the picturesque Renaissance of 

Venice defined the city prior to 1896. 

 Of course the Great Fire reduced much of the bourgeois city to ashes, while the 

ahistorical “slums” of the proletariat largely remained standing. The rebuilding effort, as 

costly as it was, would only gradually materialize into the enduring fossil of Guayaquil 

Antiguo. Even nine years after the fire, commentators would still reflect on the city’s 

“impermanent” nature, an unfathomable condemnation of the Liberal values espoused by 

the city’s bourgeoisie. For example, a commercial traveler, Mr. Wilborg (1905:32-3), 

could only comment on the city’s aesthetic features as such:  

The town is odd and very pretty from the river. The houses, built in Spanish style 

with latticed balconies overhead, are covered with a coating of stucco or cement, 

which is put on most artistically and produces an appearance of great solidity. It is 

a solidity in appearance only, for in reality, the houses are the merest shells built 

up on a light frame-work of split bamboo. This curious mode of construction 

offers the least possible resistance to the earthquake shocks that are of common 

occurrence. 

 While, primarily, Paris was on their mind during reconstruction, it would be a 

mistake to dismiss the particular way in which the coastal bourgeoisie attempted to 

“world” their own milieu (Roy and Ong 2011). Swygedouw (1997: 316) wrongly 

suggests that: “The form, ideology, and aesthetics of this new urbanization process were 
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characterized by a dismissal of past forms and materials.” While certainly new “forms” 

and ideas were incorporated into Guayaquil’s urbanism(s), they were often articulated 

through the prisms of the local-traditional architectonic features—particularly the 

soportales and the “rural,” hacienda-like constructions of several key buildings in which 

the bourgeoisie resided and operated, at least until the 1930s (Bock 1992; Santana 

Moncayo 2015)—rather than consisting of a complete rejection of past, or traditional, 

forms. 

 What had changed, however, were the specific mechanisms the bourgeoisie 

employed to control the use of space within the city’s central districts. From directly after 

the Gran Incendio, a host of regulations and policies on both the use of space and the 

materials to be used were instituted to ensure the coastal bourgeoisie’s thirst for “order” 

and “progress” (see Allan 2018; Hidalgo 2011; Rojas and Villavicencio 1988). From that 

moment forward, the use of public space, hygiene, and control of ambulatory (informal) 

sellers, and balsa-raft houses on the river were either highly regulated and segmented, or 

prohibited entirely. In this case, the coastal bourgeoisie managed to sanitize public spaces 

from Parque Seminario down the Avenida 9 de Octubre, to the Malecon from any 

element that “might mortify or offend los paseantes, or morality” (Reglamento del 

Parque Seminario cited in Hidalgo 2011: 19-20).  

The Great Fire, as mentioned above, destroyed the last palpable vestiges, both 

material and cultural, of the colonial city of Guayaquil. What transpired echoes Angel 

Rama’s (1996: 71) injunction that:  
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As the real city was destroyed and then reconstituted on a new basis, the [ruling 

classes] found the opportunity to encode it anew in words and images. This new 

encoding involved the unfettered play of desire much more than the deposition of 

facts and figures, which mostly function to provide the resulting ideological 

constructs with the convincing texture of colors and reality. 

Such ideological instantiations wiggled their way into the policing of public space, as  

Hidalgo (2011: 20) stresses:  “In the case of the city center, these public spaces were 

reserved for the use of a new citizen prototype: el paseante, carefree flâneur that, in the 

Parisian style, traversed the city in search of boulevards, promenades and passages, with 

the goal of expanding his/her individuality and sharpening his/her disposition as an 

‘incognito observer’, guarding their anonymity amongst the town’s crowds.” But 

Guayaquil was not Paris, and its modernization—which it implemented through both 

desire and facts, lacked a certain cachet of which only foreign architects might endow it. 

The municipality hired French, British, American, Italian and Spanish architects to 

rebuild the city, particularly those more permanent structures built with stone, iron, and 

concrete. Many of the ideas and constructions originating during period, despite the 

whirlwind changes overtaking the city, had a lasting effect in the urban imaginary and 

were later converted into pivotal projects of the urban regeneration wave that swept the 

city since 2000. However, despite their symbolic importance, they were not typical or 

even a representative sample of the majority of post-Incendio building projects. 

 Just as the physical space of the city, the material practices constructed in brick, 

mortar, wood, and iron, gives shape to a certain practice and idea of urbanization, so too 
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does the ideological representation of the city, the representations of space, attempt to 

shift the city into a certain urban register. The ur-text of Guayaquil’s modernity as a 

cultural-economic document, a wish-image, can be found in the Catalan Ceriola’s two 

editions of Guayaquil a la Vista, the Guayaquil-centric compendium America Libre, the 

El Ecuador: Guía Comercial of 1910, the Guía Geográfica of 1922, and several others, 

where striking photographs of the city are given dramatic captions commending the city’s 

progress, extolling its modern amenities, or merely highlighting its civilizational thrust. 

 The typical image focuses on certain idealized sceneries of the urban landscape—

including the most prestigious cacao mansions—accentuating either specific architectural 

developments or what the coastal bourgeoisie considered indicators of “progress.” 

Movement, commercial or quotidian, could be represented through photos of ships 

docking along the Malecón, the trolleys rolling through the city’s center, the construction 

of the Guayaquil and Quito Railway, the clustering and bustling of workers in factories 

and plantations, of consumers in the recently constructed markets, shop windows and 

perches filled with the “world,” the wide and paved avenues (oftentimes emptied of 

people, or taken from such a distance so as to render their particular features invisible) 

crisscrossing the town, and other notable facets of capitalist modernity transposed into 

the tropics. 

 Especially in the case of the commercial guides, pages upon pages of full- and 

half-page advertisements offered observers a smorgasbord of visual representations of 

modernity understood as the constant clash between the “new” and the “old,” which 

Simmel and Benjamin, working from Baudelaire, noted (Frisby 1986). Here the reflux of 
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cacao-export value reflected back at the city’s denizens as stacks of various commodities 

neatly piled up and organized, sometimes, on display in the various stores. The typical 

image consisted of a store owner (as in that of Max Müller) and/or workers manning a 

central kiosk surrounded by the fragmented coagulations of commoditized modernity—

from hardware items, tubing, pots, shampoos, soaps, bags of grains, watches, and so 

forth—each offering their purchaser a taste of Progress, the possibility of dipping one’s 

hand in that (global) river to quench one’s thirst. These same advertisements announced 

the commercial ties associated with the house, of which they served as local 

representatives for capitalist 

industries in the core. Whether 

as Singer Sewing Machines, 

Ford Motor Company, wineries, 

distilleries, breweries, and so 

on, members of the local 

commercial bourgeoisie, rather 

than subsisting as purely local 

agents, functioned—during the 

first bout of capitalist 

globalization—as local 

representatives of the 

transnational capitalist class 

(Robinson 2004). As such, they 

Figure 33 A Commodity Emporium in Guayaquil. 

Source: (El Ecuador 1910: 864). 
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could only envision their praxis as arbiters of modernity, for which they were full-

throated proponents. In newspapers, catalogues, commercial guides, and in the streets, 

these “worlding” agents worked to close the synaptic space between the local and global.  

 In this sense, as arbiters of modernity, the coastal bourgeoisie could occasionally 

employ their class resources effectively for collective ends failing to conform with the 

construct of the “comprador bourgeoisie”—at least not in the carefree way with which 

that term has often been employed. Prior to 1914, and especially prior to 1922, though 

currents of liberal racism continued to cloud their dealings with the subaltern classes, 

there was a sense that, given time and “education”—including hygienic and market 

disciplinary forms—Ecuador, dragged along by Guayaquil’s example, could become a 

modern and rich country. For the entirety of the Long 19th Century, such wishful thinking 

pervaded the bourgeoisie’s imagination, contextualizing the course of urbanization in the 

city during that period. The notion of Progress, that inevitable course along which a 

society should advance given the particular admixture of resources and culture, saturated 

the ideological reconstruction of Guayaquil after the Gran Incendio.  

Similarly, these images of the tropical dreamworld could be represented literarily 

as well. The Spanish travel writer Grijalba paints us such an image with his extensive 

commentary concerning the Guayaquil’s visual modernization. At one point he 

pontificates:  

Tranquil and peaceful city, Guayaquil is, before all else, a commercial and hard-

working metropolis of irresistible kindness. But even when, at first glance, all the 

energies of its people appear consumed by the production and business fever, it 
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does not sleep on art and beauty. At every step sunrays and the clarities of aurora 

surge forth for beauty and art. Industrial and merchant activity, the characteristics 

of modern cities, is not incompatible with beautiful art. Art being the result of 

Progress, it must surely flourish in the civilized and advanced cities (1929: 4). 

One can almost visualize the contours of utopia taking shape in their mind as art and 

beauty are reconciled with industry and commerce, tranquility and peace, with hard-work 

and kindness. Progress, as wish-image, appears to have materialized in the metropolis, 

and any and all discordant tendencies recuperated under its banner. 

 As can be seen in the Image (Figure 34), by the 1910’s automobiles had arrived in 

the city (one can find an advertisement for Ford Motor Company in Guia 1912: 60), 

thereby speeding up the necessity to pave 

roads with asphalt. However, similarly visible 

are the classic soportales and windows that 

characterize traditional architectonic 

components of design. Slowly these features 

would be incorporated into the in-vogue 

neoclassical aesthetics being introduced by 

European architects called upon to construct 

the city’s most notable buildings. But even 

when “local” forms continued to be utilized, 

the orientation of work—its aesthetic value—

could only be considered in relation to Figure 34 Advertisement for Ford in 

Guayaquil a la Mano (1912: 60). 
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elsewhere, the Capitalist Core. As Robles (1997: 54) notes, in analyzing Hassaurek’s 

commentary from the 1860s concerning the metropolitan aesthetic “norms,” Guayaquil’s 

ruling class, “judges itself… in accordance with pertinent values from a foreign culture.” 

 Those norms, rooted in Liberalism as an ideology is characterized by what 

Wallerstein (2011d) calls a geoculture. Human subjugation and dominance of nature, the 

rationalization of production and social life, provided the illusion of “Progress” when 

calculating the visible distance between ahistorical nature and backwardness, on the one 

hand, and the accumulation of capital as urbanization—investment into the built 

environment—and the circulation of commodities on the other. For this exact reason, 

urban theory has often been tainted with the modernist notions of the “city” as anti-

nature, as liberal ideals of progress instantiated themselves into the material conditions of 

capitalist social relations. However, just as in Paris, New York, London, Hamburg, 

Chicago, or Rio de Janeiro, Buenos Aires, Tokyo, Johannesburg, New Delhi, and so on, 

capitalist social relations—through the production of abstract space—tended to 

concentrate commercial functions in cities. Through the numerous human and material 

infrastructures, interlinkages, and reconfigurations of space, the commodity fetish 

dissociated “the city” from “the country,” or what Robles (1997) describes as the 

“swamp” and the “garden,” in the case of the GUF.      

   Guayaquil had been a veritable swamp, particularly during the rainy season, year 

in and out. But capital accumulation engendered through cacao exports enabled the city’s 

bourgeoisie to slowly reduce the impacts of “nature” on the more exclusive areas of the 

city. Civilization, which underlies the Spanish colonial project centered itself in the cities 
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and towns, projecting its organizational influence out towards the countryside, in order to 

subjugate it. Angel Rama (1996: 51) suggested something similar when claims that: 

“After a lapse of several centuries, the former outposts of empire were finally making 

effective their original mission of imposing an organizing imprint on the surrounding 

rural areas.” Yet it was not the colonial city realizing the ingrained and original mission 

of empire, but the urbanization of capital forcing the city to act as a conduit in a network 

of value production and circulation. This is the material basis upon which a univocal 

capitalist modernity haunts the urban fabrics of Latin American during the Long 19th 

Century. 

As the tropical city by the river, Guayaquil had always been associated with the 

profligacy of nature’s overcoming all standing in its way—the torrential rains that 

flooded the town, the pestilence breeding tropical diseases, the river crocodiles and 

mosquito swarms, the fangled mangroves proving impenetrable, and the naturally 

occurring cacao orchards originally spread along the littoral by monkeys and other 

animals. Guayaquil was the swamp, the French painters of the mid-nineteenth century 

often depicted it in such terms, celebrating and glorifying its tropical “backwardness” as a 

badge of authenticity threatened by the dissolving currents of capitalist modernity in the 

center, but global commodity exchange had already drawn this swamp into the orbit of 

global capitalist urbanization. Such a reality demanded, on the one hand, the subjugation 

of nature to capital through the production of abstract space that could be treated as a 

commodity (as capital). On the other, it implied the subordination of nature to the dictates 

of the global market. This second feature most coherently surfaces in the puritanical 
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campaigns to beautify the city, to provide it with its mythological content as “history,” to 

reduce nature’s affects through sanitation and basic infrastructural investment. When the 

cycles of nature no longer impeded the incessant buzz of the commercial metropolis, only 

then could the coastal bourgeoisie be satisfied with their creation.  

This tension between nature’s prodigious abundance as gift and curse can be seen 

in a document written by the Pan American Union in 1925 entitled The New Guayaquil. 

Literally in the space of a few lines we find both an extolling of “a series of 

improvements of Guayaquil’s streets, and parks, the installation of a water system, and 

successful efforts in the eradication of yellow fever and other contagious diseases” (1925: 

4). A few more lines below, echoing the travel narratives of the previous era, the 

authors—in highlighting the contrast with Peru and Chile—wax poetically: “the Guayas 

River trip may be compared almost a magical transformation of scenery” (4). The author 

continues: “On either side of the mile-wide stream vegetation reflects abundant moisture 

and tropical sunshine, the growth being luxuriant and studded here and there with stately 

palms and other tropical trees.” But this document ensures that its readers reduce 

Guayaquil and its occupants to a “tropical” race, with peculiar customs, bamboo 

construction and thatched roofs, similar to “Oriental” cultures. There are “more 

pretentious buildings which appeal to the stranger are the large rooms and high ceilings, 

the ever popular street balcony, the window shutters and attachments for inviting the 

breeze and shading from sun, and the picturesque tile roofs. In the business section the 

arcade, bounded by the wall on one side and imposing columns on the other, affords 

shelter from rain or sunshine, and also provided a place along which the shopkeeper 
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displays his goods and wares” (1925: 6, 9). The arcades were Benjamin’s quintessential 

fulcrum for the intersecting countertendencies of modernity, the dissolving and the 

solidifying that Marshall Berman (1982) so eloquently analyzed elsewhere. Guayaquil’s 

arcades emerged from certain vernacular architectural designs along the coast fused with 

Guayaquil’s commercial character. But, here, in this quote, that juxtaposition of 

modernity/eternal return (tropicality) can be readily decoded as reconciliatory and 

harmonious—the rain and the sun, on one side, the phantasmagoria of the commodity 

fetish (modernity) on the other. However, sandwiched between these descriptions are two 

contrasting photos labeled “Two Striking Contrasts of Architectural Design in 

Guayaquil,” opposing the city’s post office, typical of structures on the “leading 

streets”—the author comments (1925: 7): “Note the balconies which afford the occupants 

of the rooms excellent opportunities for viewing the activities of the street.” The other 

structure is a bamboo shack, in front of which workers are installing a water main, the 

sign of progress, violently and suggestively juxtaposed with the ahistoricality of the 

“tropical.” 

In essence we have arrived at the central contradiction: Guayaquil is a tropical 

city, its wealth built on the export of a tropical plant’s seed which had traditionally been 

used as an indigenous beverage from the Amazon to Mexico, and its “cityness” (Simone 

2010), that feeling of being enveloped in churning human mass, extended far afield into 

the massive haciendas producing the seed. That beverage and the seed were 

Europeanized with the addition of sugar and milk, and later mechanical advances enabled 

chocolatiers to create the milk chocolate known the world over. But those tropical “beasts 
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of burden” who toiled under the sun to produce this bean, could never be recognized as 

the great cacao workers—for they were merely peons, mestizos, cholos, indios, zambos, 

blacks—a people without history, or whose history was stolen. The aristocratic-bourgeois 

aesthetic of the “gran cacao,” who made their wealth from these laborers’ efforts, 

attempted in vain to dissociate themselves from their own material conditions, going so 

far as living in absentia in Paris for large periods of time. Their grandiose architecture 

and puerile liberalism attempted to paper over this reality, but as Ecuadorians frequently 

utter: “No puedes tapar el sol con el dedo.” Either you avert your gaze or go blind. 

Overwhelmed by the prodigious tropicality of the littoral Ecuador’s radiant sun and 

torrential rains, the coastal bourgeoisie would violently retreat into the insular worlds 

they constructed in order to escape the masses whom they came to fear with considerable 

reason—the proletariat as a social actor in Ecuador emerged from the trash-heap of 

Progress as immanent critique of modernization’s false universalism, an actor in-

becoming, negotiating the course of political and economic events to come.  

Modernity’s internal contradictions, between fixity and flux, could not be more 

transparently demarcated than in the cultural constellations of the GUF. Fixed capital 

investment in the city—bets on the future—increasingly took the form seemingly 

“eternal” structures: infrastructures, cement and stone buildings, asphalting streets, and so 

on (Bock 1992; Grijalba 1929). But such capital investment depended on the mercurial 

rhythms of capitalist reproduction, itself a pre-historic form of economic organization 

driven by quasi-natural “laws of motion” elaborated upon by Marx. Opposite this fixity, 

the ahistorical flux of nature incarnated in the boisterous throngs of the working-classes 
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strewn about the GUF, their precarious existences only being monumentalized years 

later, without names or fanfare. They worked the orchards and moved the products, 

cyclical and simultaneously unpredictable, but completely subordinated to modernity’s 

fixing and fixating impulses. As a tropical dreamworld, Guayaquil of the SCB could only 

fossilize the fixity, suffocate the flux, such actions sending the city down the path of 

eternal return, with tragedy destined to repeat itself under the guise of natural 

inevitability.  However, as dreamworld, the Guayaquil of the SCB was destined for a 

rude awakening. 
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Figure 35 Visages of Progress. Source: America Libre (1920: 128)105 

  

 

 

                                                 
105 The caption reads: “For some time this section of the City of Guayaquil progresses 

notably, able to present wide, leveled streets and an excessive hygienic care that could 

rival the other metropolises of the Continent. Finalized, the Sanitation works, and already 

commenced in grand part those of canalization and paving—with admirable results—the 

urban aesthetic each day accentuates a degree more the beauty and suggestion to the 

city’s details that today Guayaquil participates in the grace and ‘comfort’ of many of the 

planet’s civilized metropolises” 
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6.4 Dreamworld and Labyrinth: City, Countryside, Trace, and Contradiction 

during Late Cacao Capitalism 

Walter Benjamin’s “topography of Paris” centered quite clearly on the image of 

the Labyrinth as a metaphor for the modern metropolis as a porous space of concrete 

experience swept up in the phantasmagoria of the commodity dreamworld (Frisby 1986: 

210). His focus on the arcades as the centers of this illusory culture of commodities in 

which he endeavored to uncover the discarded fragments and traces of modernity. 

However, a dreamworld is not, and cannot represent reality as it was, but as certain 

groups attempted to present it. Essentially, this forms the core of the aesthetitization of 

politics Benjamin (1996) would later associate with fascism. 

 

6.4.1 Images of City and Countryside: Fragments and Traces of the Whole 

In this regard, the GUF’s dreamworld and labyrinth extend far beyond the city 

center, stretching out into the countryside, which, as the previous chapter argued, had 

become the core sight of productive investment—in tree capital—around which the 

coastal bourgeoisie had increased their riches. As such, I identify these images as 

mythological, following Gilloch’s (1996: 103) directive that: “The myths of modernity do 

not arise from the compulsions of nature, but rather pay homage to the creations of 

mankind: the commodities, buildings, and machines of the” urban fabric. 

 It should come as no surprise, then, that documents published between 1890 and 

1925 often displayed tens and hundreds of images of “rustic” properties strung about the 

GUF’s value network. Oddly enough, in publications like El Ecuador (1910) and 

Guayaquil a la Mano (1912), these images are often interspersed with those of scenes in 
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the central city itself. El Ecuador (1910) is particularly fascinating in that it almost 

reconstructs the GUF’s entire network of commercial and industrial capital in the 

montage of images collated throughout its various chapters dedicated to the coastal 

provinces. On could quite feasibly begin reconstruction of the circuit of value production 

and circulation by isolating and organizing the images of the cacao haciendas, followed 

by those of the rivers and river transport, subsequently the malecón and the export 

houses, then the steamships, and then begin to tracking imports through images of 

wholesalers in Guayaquil, back upstream to retail outlets in the provincial towns. From 

this reflux, one could then follow the circuits of local production in shoes, sweets, 

brooms, clothes, beer, noodles, soft drinks, sugar, and so forth. Nevertheless, reflecting 

the commodified and fragmentary experiences of everyday life—particularly of the 

coastal bourgeoisie—these guides reproduce the same labyrinthine organization in the 

representation of the interconnected and networked spaces comprising the GUF.  

 In theory and practice, the economic foundations of capitalism structure the 

production of space according to the potential for profitable investment, bringing them 

together into a wider network of value production—a (fragmented) totality as it were—I 

have labeled the urban fabric. However, individual and collective experience of 

“urban”—networked—space must always correspond to the particular material 

configurations therein. The reconstruction of a totality, through scientific methods 

analyzing the movement of value and profits in spatial production, do not enable us to 

transcend that reality, but to present it as an illumination of encumbered possibilities 

buried deep within the ruins of modernity. Such a procedure essentially corresponds to 
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Benjamin’s exhaustive physiognomy of objects whereby one could “[seek] justice to the 

displaced world of things by setting them in a new context, by destroying the world of 

false images of these things” (Frisby 1986: 213).  

This reconstruction is beyond the specific purview of this dissertation. However, 

by illustrating the co-presentation of typically “urban” and “rural” images, side-by-side, I 

would like to suggest that the salience of the GUF as an analytic category had, by 1900, 

coalesced into a practical fusion of the city and countryside, and not only on the plane of 

practice, but in that of representation. Attempts to bifurcate the agricultural activity of 

plantation workers far afield from Guayaquil—supposedly “rural”—with economic and 

cultural activity of those living in the city—supposedly “urban”—dissolve the practical 

unity of the GUF as an economic subunit of the capitalist world-system, and inherently 

obscure the constitutive economic and cultural essences fusing both. Now, distorted and 

fragmented, it could only appear as such through the absurd juxtaposition given to it in 

these forums—which the coastal bourgeoisie schizophrenically reinforced with its 

representational politics.  

This fragmented kaleidoscope of experiences increasingly finds its absurdist 

conclusions in the erasure of  history, particularly any and all semblance of historical 

time for the working classes, who either are depicted as the eternal children (tradition) or 

as the embodiment of labor-time (accumulation and progress). While Paris, and other 

modern metropolises, may have constituted labyrinths of historically embedded and 

sleeping dream-images and myths, Guayaquil’s labyrinth extended well into the tropical 

countryside, via the Guayas River system, even as the city’s bourgeoisie attempted to 
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reduce this tropicality’s encroachment into the burg itself. In this way, Nature became 

myth with the conversion of the countryside into capital—even as the racialized working 

classes retained their naturalism. As such, cacao and agricultural production was 

effectively fetishized, naturalized, and segmented from modernity, that is, cacao 

capitalism was converted into its own myth as an engine of progress. While cacao could 

produce progress through exchange, the site of production had to be effectively delinked 

from the central node where that “progress” was to accumulate—the city itself. 

6.4.2 The Material Spaces of the Tropical Masses: History’s Detritus and the Politics 

of Urban Representation 

Just as the city was designated as the locus of progress, via global commodity 

exchange, so too were the working classes gradually excluded from these dreamworlds 

precisely because their aesthetic conditions appeared to stagnate or perpetuate in time. 

While the bourgeoisie poured money into infrastructures and buildings in a bid to cleanly 

break away from the past, the working classes in the city and the countryside continued to 

live in material conditions reminiscent of those of their ancestors—wooden or bamboo 

shacks built upon struts with thatched or zinc roofs. Not only was this considered 

unsanitary, it also appeared to beckon the perpetual demon that had long plagued the 

area: fire.  

One of the more recurrent problems historically afflicting Guayaquil, other than 

fires and pirate sackings, were the tropical diseases that reduced its mortality rate to 

negative numbers. The great majority of the men and women who would come to call 

Guayaquil home, were not born there, leaving the highlands in droves for work either in 
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Guayaquil or in coastal plantations. While most streets may not have been paved yet, the 

progressive nature of the coast and the promises of riches (or perhaps relative prosperity) 

ensured a steady stream of indigenous workers from the Sierra would supply sufficient 

brazos for the various tasks ahead. Most were ill-equipped for the tropical conditions they 

would find, succumbing to the deadly, but oftentimes curable diseases that proliferated in 

those wretched conditions. 

 What were these conditions like in the city of Guayaquil? Ronn Pineo (1988: 715) 

succinctly describes the lower strata’s living conditions as being grim, that “the city grew 

into a tangle of unnamed streets and unnumbered houses. Often little more than hovels of 

cane and thatch,” squeezed together in vacant lots, on the swampy outskirts, or the steep 

hills surrounding the center. Such realities are often rendered invisible in the maps during 

the final 40 years of the SCB, which merely indicate blocks without reference to 

buildings or houses—other than those determined important enough to merit a numeral 

and space on the legend. Poverty exacerbated this suffering: “The dirt floor dwellings of 

the poor provided ideal circumstances for the spread of tuberculosis, the leading killer in 

the city. Fouled drinking water and the lack of sewage disposal meant that many children 

died of diarrhea caused by gastrointestinal illness” (ibid: 715). Additionally, bouts of 

yellow fever, malaria, and the bubonic plague ripped through the city during this period, 

earning it the reputation of being quite pestilent (America Libre 1920; Blair 1923; Gómez 
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Iturralde 1999b; Pan American Union 1925; Pineo 1996; Whymper 1921), which most 

poignantly afflicted the lower strata, but not exclusively.106 

 From 1895 to 1909/10 the cacao export industry drove Guayaquil’s growth as 

whole economic sectors from small industry, artisanal manufacturing, commerce, and 

port services expanded, attracting migrant workers from the countryside and the Sierras. 

During that time, Guayaquil’s growth tended to “absorb” the surplus labor at hand, and 

quite quickly working-class denizens were incorporated into the city’s seemingly 

incessant streams of “progress.” Even during the ascendant phase of the SCB, however, 

Pineo (1996: 56) stresses: “Guayaquil could only offer steady work for a few.” But, as I 

have argued, after 1910 the rate of profit in the cacao industry had begun to fall, tracking 

the reduction in the global price of cacao, whereby new arrivals to the city could no 

longer be as effectively “absorbed,” leading to the explosive growth of slums—which 

had always existed—exacerbating latent social conflicts and precariousness. Even as the 

economy slowed, in real terms, the wish-images grounding the social imaginary of 

“Progress” quelled rebellion, so long as the mass of profits could continue to satisfy the 

growing needs of the city’s expanding proletariat. As Milk (1977: 68) puts it: “If the 

picture was depressing, the bleakness was offset, at least in part, by the continued 

                                                 
106 In Casual Wanderings, Niles (1923) recounts the death of the US consul’s wife to 

yellow fever as being the spark that moved Rockefeller money into the eradication of the 

disease after 1918. Certainly the many economic hardships caused by quarantine and 

other preventative measures, which tended to isolate Guayaquil, motivated much of the 

sanitation efforts being employed in the city during the SCB. However, it took the tragic 

death of an important person for external funding to be put to work eradicating the 

problem. The Rockefeller mission is also commented upon heavily in America Libre 

(1920).   
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economic growth that offered at least the hope of improvement to Guayaquil’s poor.” The 

First World War and the years following would run a number on the city’s workers, 

dashing these hopes.   

Who were these working-class residents and families within Guayaquil and its 

urban fabric? For the agricultural laborers, the city’s day-laborers, and the lower-classes 

in general, their class position tended to intersect with forms of racialization prevalent at 

the time, which by the 1890s had predominately taken on the tone of scientific and liberal 

racism. At the same time, vestiges of coloniality percolated the language of the present: 

capitalist modernity in the GUF was perfectly comfortable expressing “a modern 

structure of class [trapped] in the old language of castes of colonial origin” (Ibarra 1987: 

85). Historically, as Townsend (2000) has demonstrated, the division between white-

dominant-urban settlements and indigenous/black-subjugated-rural settlements 

demarcated the duality of colonial society rooted in Rama’s (1996) exposition in The 

Lettered City. However, the process of race-mixing and acculturation tended to blur these 

lines, constructing another category during the end of the colonial period: the non-white 

Guayaquileñan. In this way the concept of the cholo was born, an occidental mestizo 

mostly residing in urban areas. By the end of the 19th Century, as Ibarra (1987: 86) 

claims: “The working-class would maintain an ethnic connotation and would continue 

indicating differences between ‘the cholo’ and the ‘indigenous’,” underscoring how 

insertion into the working-classes effectively reduced the ethnic markers of indigeneity. 

At the same time, due to a lack of European influx observed in other countries like 

Argentina and Brazil, the pernicious concept of “improving the race” through mixing 
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whiteness into non-white lineages became a tactic for social inclusion especially for 

younger women moving to Guayaquil from the countryside (see Halperin 1993).  

 The only effective census of Guayaquil taken during this time was conducted in 

1899. Hamerly (2006) calculates a working population of 35,489 people out of 60,483 in 

total, or 58.7 percent. The great majority of workers in Guayaquil were domestic laborers 

(8,595), while another 2,783 worked in public and professional services. In construction 

and manufacturing worked about 20% of the population (some 12,012 people), while 

another 4,577 labored in commercial and industrial services, and 428 in transportation. 

Finally, around 10% of the city’s population worked in commerce. Compared to Quito, 

Guayaquil’s active laboring population was nearly 10% higher, a testament to the long-

rumored laboriousness of its workers, but also in accordance with the relative economic 

dynamism of the city’s (and GUF’s) economic orientation. 

 Though 

working-class life 

was un-

representable under 

the rubric of  the 

liberal politics of 

“progress,” 

working—that is the 

process of labor—

easily found its way 

Figure 36 Minerva Bottling Company. Guayaquil a la Mano 

(1912: 28). 
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into the imagery included in the foundational texts of Guayaquil Antiguo. From palancas 

of cacao workers knocking down pods from trees, to those youngsters spreading the seed 

across the tendales, to workers unloading sacks of cacao from balsas to the steam engine 

running up and down the malecón, to workers in the small machine shops and factories 

found in the city, the GUF’s bourgeoisie avidly displayed “working time”—that is the 

commodity of labor-power in motion—in almost every visual exposition of the working 

classes. In all of the documents emanating from the coastal bourgeoisie that I have 

analyzed, not a single visual representation of working-class life is to be found. Only 

after the crisis of the 1920s would “popular” Guayaquil begin to appear in the visual and 

textual representations of the GUF, eventually forming pillars of Guayaquil Antiguo 

included as “tradition” and “folklore.”  

 The reasons for such exclusion prior to the 1920s seem rather transparent. 

Statements emblazoned the coffee-table books and pamphlets of the era, the wish-image 

of submissiveness took the insidious form of concatenating racial presuppositions with 

the glorified imagery of exertion. Published months before the city’s most tragic event, 

the massacre of Novermber 15th, the glorification of work reaches its fever pitch, in 

baroque fashion, in Ecuador en el Centenario (1922: 63). The quote reads:  

Work, the redeeming basis of all individual and collective prosperity, is the salient 

characteristic of the residents of Guayaquil. While other cities base their glory in 

the licentious and free life of their people; while they acclaim with pride the 

possession of splendid places of amusement and plentiful repast, and of the most 

brilliant suburbs of dissipation and boisterous frolic, Guayaquil prides itself of 
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being a veritable bee-hive, where even the drone tenaciously manufactures its 

honey. 

This sentiment, in the most beguiling fashion imaginable, finds an echo in de Grijalba’s 

(1929: 126) characterization of the admirable coastal worker: “Concentrating on the 

laborer of the Littoral, I declare that he doesn’t have neither the vices nor the rebellious 

spirit which are forewarned of in other countries. The Ecuadorian worker is sober, loyal, 

respectful.” Though Stevenson (1825) and Terry (1836), along with Hassaurek (1868) 

and other foreigners had often positively assessed the coastal workers as industrious, 

racial connotations implicit in liberalism often relegated them to being nothing more than 

labor power—for they could never aspire to become gente decente on account of their 

uncivilized habits. 

 Such 

blatantly racist 

characterizations 

of Guayaquil’s 

workers, 

essentially as yes-

men or 

underdeveloped 

children, 

naturally 

originated in the 

Figure 37. Student-Workers in a Machinist Shop Learning the Trade. 

Ceriola (1910: 40) 
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Liberal theories of race circulating within the capitalist world during this time (Halperin 

1993; Wallerstein 2011d). From this perspective, the civilizing mission of liberal political 

economy consisted primarily in reducing the “tropical” component of the population, 

through mestizaje or phenotypically through whitening—“mejorando la raza.” Race, 

during this period, was essentially a bio-cultural phenomenon whose negative impacts 

could be ameliorated through selective breeding and intensive “culturing,” in other 

words, through education and “the School of Work” (de Grijabla 1929).  Even still, as 

Ecuador en el Centenario (1922: 62) clarifies, class and race were highly associated 

phenomena for the bourgeoisie, obfuscating the colonial legacy of white privilege and its 

material benefits in time and space:  

The higher social circles in the interior and the coast are exclusively formed by 

[the] white race, while the darker type predominates in the provinces of the coast 

and the blond in the highlands. The lower class is formed by hybrid-half-breeds in 

the coast and mixed with the indigenous in the mountains. 

As Rojas and Villavicencio (1988), time and again, stipulate, the upper classes (whiter 

and more European) controlled the central sectors of the city, the cacao mansions, and 

any other “place” (material and symbolic) of value within the GUF. The lower-classes 

(black, indigenous, mixed-race) occupied the marginal areas of the city and the 

countryside, in dilapidated wooden or tin structures that hardly diverged in appearance 

from what one may have seen 150 years prior, scattered about the coastal lowlands (see 

Benavides 2010; Robles 1997). Rhetorically and practically, Guayaquil Antiguo could 

not recuperate these spaces as they existed—as porous, impermanent, untidy. At this 
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juncture only the gente decente deserved history, their creole heroes of 1820 

monumentalized, their extravagant colonial houses memorialized, their civilizational 

“progress” magnified, the cacao they sold mythologized, and their workers largely 

forgotten. In this way, the celebratory documents of the early 20th Century, when 

Guayaquil’s coastal bourgeoisie monumentalized the city’s historical heroes, only images 

and statues of the creole upper classes were deemed worthy enough of representation, 

consecrating the agency of the cacao elite for all of history. 

 Prior to 1922 the workers could be forgotten, their history robbed, their presence 

erased from the “global” images the coastal bourgeoisie attempted to circulate, adulating 

their supposed Progress. Prior to that moment, and even after, the official imagery 

portrayed the racialized worker as a happy savage dedicated to eke out a humble life of 

arduous labor and modest means, their subjectivity and desires obscured, their history 

obliterated—only to be recovered in traces. This echoes Robles (1997: 59) portrayal of 

how, “The Guayaquil of poverty and of low resources is erased; and in that negation and 

occlusion of a pestilent, uncomfortable and retarded reality, from which a sense of 

cultural schizophrenia derives itself.” But these traces are not to be interpreted as 

“tradition,” or as anti-modern, I argue, but constitute the key basis from which a richer 

understanding of tropical modernity is to be culled, generated precisely in that nexus of 

cacao capitalism and extended urbanization across the GUF.  

Due to racial and class differences, and the obscuring of such phenomena on 

behalf of the upper classes in their delirious attempts to modernize the city—mostly by 

not recognizing the racialized poor as an historical subject—the sense of a common 
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cultural foundation upon which to build both a local and national working-class 

movement was thwarted (Milk 1977; Pineo 1996). On the one hand, it is certainly true 

that the labor movement in Guayaquil lagged behind other Latin American cities, but not 

because, as bourgeois organs might have hoped, that “there are no large capitals 

accumulated,” nor due to a confabulated “evenness with which public wealth is 

distributed in the city.” (Ecuador en el Centenario 1922: 63). The images below (Figure 

40) are proof positive that public and private wealth were unevenly distributed, images 

that the coastal bourgeoisie refused to publish. If “the people are well off, better so than 

practically any other city in the world” (ibid: 63-4), they it would only make sense to 

want to illustrate such even civilizational progress, preoccupations which had governed 

Guayaquil’s ruling elites since the early 1880s when the mechanical art of photography 

entered into their purview. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 38 The Ahistorical Progress of the Masses. Source: (America Latina 1920: 46). 
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But Guayaquil’s “pulsating life” centered on the movement of production to and 

from the thousands of workers that daily shifted products to and from the Malecón, the 

Customs house, the commercial houses, and the ships and barges circulating between it 

and the interior, as well as to destinations unimaginable to the masses. The entirety of this 

labor is almost completely erased in the historical representation of the city from the era. 

In cases where such activity is illustrated, scenes consist of orchestrated snapshots of 

management, ownership, and workers huddled together. More aleatory visages, perhaps, 

with their perspectives aligned elsewhere, might reveal racialized working-class subjects, 

usually lurking in the shadows, the background, or out of focus.107 By this period the city 

internally circulated along transport lines connecting its increasing physical geography to 

the city’s center lined along the Malecón and Avenida 9 de Octubre—again thanks to 

workers.  Prior to 1922, it was not that the workers’ movement was nonexistent (Barba 

1989; Pineo 1996, 1988), for there had been mutual-aid societies and other associations 

sprouted and their ranks grew progressively since the 1880s. These forces, however, 

merely had not coalesced into a veritable force, independent from bourgeois domineering 

and patronage (see Navas 1920; Pineo 1996, 1988). This fact certainly explains the 

                                                 
107 One of the massive photos in SuperMaxi at CityMall is of the al fresco dining area in 

front of La Palma bakery. The white customers, seated at the small tables, eyes fixed on 

the camera, are all fully formed and almost crystal clear in resolution. Less desirable 

subjects, those not “included” in the imagery, have their faces blurred, as if they were not 

cued into the scene being orchestrated.  
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delusional projection in Ecuador en el Centenario  (1922: 63-4), which historically 

proved inaccurate, that:  

The eight hour day has hardly any application in Guayaquil, because the laborer is 

so well paid that he, voluntarily, puts in all the time he can dispose of. The labor 

movement tends to grow by other means and in other directions. The cooperative 

labor association seek[s] in learning and culture the true fountain of their 

progress. Their purpose is much worthier and tends to higher ends than that of the 

Bolsheviks or anarchists of other countries, and it being due to this power of 

social cohesion within the sacred popular rights, that the various fraternities 

prosper in Guayaquil. 

Such sentiments were issued by the then-president Alfredo Baquerizo, as the Mexican 

and Russian Revolutions filtered into the consciousness of both the bourgeoisie and 

newfound proletariat (Milk 1977: 56), and even then after a string of confrontational 

strikes (Pineo 1996). A radicalization of the workers in the city appeared to gain 

momentum, nurtured undoubtedly by the flow of foreign ideas infiltrating the port, but 

also the history of struggles in the countryside. Such rising militancy was duly noted at 

the time, when during the second national workers’ congress, regional and class divisions 

(claims of bourgeois intrusion and meddling) rent nascent working-class unity (Milk 

1977: 58). However, workers—and the poor—largely failed to view themselves as a 

coherent class with articulable collective interests—that is as a collective social subject. 

They continued to frame their experiences largely through the bourgeois worldview of 

individualism fostered by the dreamworld of cacao capitalism.   
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As long as the dreamworld remained operant, whatever history afforded to the 

popular classes most certainly became transcoded through the vernacular of popular 

culture that simultaneously elicited a longing for an idealized past of reconciliation (see 

Benavides 2010). Just as Guayaquil, due to the massive internal migration from the 

various disarticulated regions of the highlands towards the city, came to represent the 

hope for a national culture centered on the mestizo “urban” working-classes, they brought 

with them traces of other cultures barbarized by the postcolonial compact. At the same 

time, the reality of the working class in Ecuador mostly revolved around agricultural 

capitalism, which failed to generate a coherent political subjectivity rooted in a collective 

identity (Stiffler 2004). For example, the leading political movement on the coast, 

liberalism, fused interests from the agro-export bourgeoisie and the peasantry and 

working-classes geared towards social justices and equality—their common enemy was 

the conservative highland aristocracy. What did unite the coastal agricultural and 

industrial laborers, quite literally, were the networks of value production and circulation 

of capitalist urbanization centered in the GUF. 108 

                                                 
108 Rather it was the ethnic component of coastal agricultural labor which eventually 

became the centerpiece of identity construction with the montubios after cacao 

capitalism’s collapse.   
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 This second facet of popular organization, the montage-like fusion of interests 

beyond the city itself, certainly undermined the extent to which a viable labor movement 

could function in an economy that had never, and perhaps could never, industrialize in 

the way the British, German, and the American economies had done with large-scale 

factories powered by mechanized instruments in the production process. The GUF’s 

laboring masses mostly consisted of dispersed agricultural workers—by the 1920’s 

estimates range from 25,000 to 35,000 of them. Those who had made their way to 

Guayaquil, working in factories and manufacturing shops, services, cargo, and transport, 

constituted the second largest contingent. Yet 

nearly all of them had roots in the soil, that is in 

agricultural lands, and a great majority had 

come from the Sierra, thrust into the tropical 

laboring masses alongside men, women, and 

children of all colors imaginable. Their 

particular histories were melded into a hodge-

podge of folklore and tradition, fused with the 

on-hand materials: the plantain, the pineapple, 

the mangrove crab, bamboo, yucca, and so on. 

It was not that modernity conjured montage 

from nothing—it was that capitalist 

urbanization, in building up productive capital 

networks, too concentrated and centralized populations according to the cyclical nature of 

Figure 39 Housing Blocks and 

Tendales in Tenguel. El Ecuador 

(1910: 784) 
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capitalist social relations structuring social life. This montage of juxtaposed images and 

imagery, not only emerged through cultural representation in the costumbrista movement 

that would sweep Latin America after the post-War economic decline, when the past had 

almost been completely trammeled by the post-war depression. But it was itself the 

material force of capitalist urbanization reconfiguring the networks of human interaction 

and settlement—certainly this is the basis for Lefebvre’s (2016, 2003, 1991) opaque 

assertion that the differential and abstract spaces of the “urban” should be considered 

productive forces. Robles (1997: 58) represents this quite brilliantly in the following 

quote: 

Popular Guayaquil is that montage, a mix of agro and city, of tradition and the 

pretension of modernity. Popular culture, with its inferior businesses at the 

margins of established commerce, with its ambulant set-ups in the portals, with its 

symbolic Baldomeras, constitutes an image of the port in ebullition, of a 

frustrated population, economically marginalized and oppressed, in which the 

great majorities, lacking power, with its out-of-control energy, on the edge of 

chaos, invade public space, demand a correction to the injustices of the 

established order. 

 Such an event would occur in 1922. As mentioned the cacao economy entered 

into its terminal phase sometime in the middle of the second decade of the 20th Century. 

The two cacao diseases (monilla in 1916 and Witch’s Broom in 1922), merely heightened 

the already precarious situation, only slightly offset by the two post-War bonanza years 

of 1919 and 1920. Prices in the city began to rise as debts were financed and unbacked 
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bill issuances surged, coupled with preventative measures to maintain wages in the city. 

Beginning in October, rail workers in the highlands and Duran, across the river from 

Guayaquil, called for and were protagonists in strikes crippling the national economy, 

modern mobility capital having been brought to a halt. Rail workers in Duran quickly 

called for the participation of Guayaquil’s other labor associations, which heeded the call. 

By October 23rd, “hundreds of workers assembled in Guayaquil’s Plaza Rocafuerte. The 

mass concentration signaled not only the degree of support and strength and the strength 

of the movement, but also a new state in the national movement” (Milk 1977: 74). 

Demands were made and met, and the strike was quickly disbanded with, as both sides, 

the rail workers and the rail company, happily agreed to put the event behind them. And 

simultaneously, the victory by the laborers signaled to Guayaquil’s workers their true 

power when acting as a collective unit—they could suppress the potency of the 

dreamworld by waking from it. As Milk (1977: 77) claims: “An aura of success broke 

over the gloom which had permeated Guayaquil’s lower class sections.” The same author 

claims this victory, however, was merely a “prelude to tragedy.” 

 What could be more baroque and modern than the impending disaster preceded by 

the triumphalist glee of a union victory? For the victory that birthed a movement, an 

awareness of labor’s power, a commonality and bond, providing a waking moment from 

the phantasmagoria of capitalist modernity, would stain the city with blood in its next 

step forward. By early November (6th and 7th) word began spreading of another strike that 

would halt Guayaquil’s transport services and later hatched a series of demands, of which 

wage increases to offset rising commodity prices was principal. Other unions quickly 
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joined, echoing the striking worker’s sentiments and demands. By November 13, after a 

week of striking, the trolley, gas, and electric services had been completely cut, while 

other labor groups continued to join the strike effort, eventually settling on calling for a 

General Strike (Milk 1977: 83-5). The city was paralyzed until the 15th. On that day, as 

legend has it, a clash between police and strikers provoked a response by the army, as 

they indiscriminately shot upon the protesters. Nobody really knows who instigated the 

shooting, nor why it happened. The chilling reality, however, was that “once the shooting 

began, and following previously given orders, the army pursued a deliberate policy of 

killing as many people as possible” (ibid: 90). For several hours the police and army 

massacred the workers, with estimates ranging from 300 to 3,000 (Milk 1977; Pineo 

1996, 1988). The vast majority of the dead were thrown into the river, the rest buried in a 

mass grave, their ghosts radicalizing the labor movement in Ecuador for years to come 

just as their memory faded from the streets Guayaquil, where not even a monument 

commemorating their sacrifice can be found. History, again, washed away by the stream 

of Progress; the names and faces of those who perished lost forever as their blood ran 

down newly installed sewage drains, where only traces remain. 

6.5 The Collapse of the Cacao Economy and the Emergence of Guayaquil Antiguo 

The SCB ended with a bang. On the one hand the working class emerged from its 

slumber as the promises of progress came crashing down all around them in a hail of 

gunfire and thrashing bayonets. Long distanced from the coastal bourgeoisie in both 

material and social space, the massacre of the 15th of November would reverberate in the 

workers’ movement for several decades, at least until the 1970s when divergent visions 



334 

 

of the “revolutionary subject” would begin fracturing the Ecuadorian left (Madrid 2018). 

Of equal importance, the events would be lionized in the socialist-realist novel Las 

Cruces sobre el Agua by Gallegos Lara and Baldomera by Alfredo Pareja Diezcanseco, 

each depicting the massacre of Guayaquil in vivid and shocking detail. Just as the Liberal 

coalition crumbled—along with its class alliances—the city’s divergent social realities 

were more sharply put into relief. From World War I until the final collapse of 1925, 

capitalist modernity, which had dissolved every seemingly solid foundation it touched, 

began eating away at its own base, and the project of the New Guayaquil imagined after 

the Great Fire of 1896, coalesced—or perhaps imploded from its own weight—into the 

ideological construct of Guayaquil Antiguo which continues to haunt the living like a 

nightmare. 

 On the other hand, the bourgeoisie attempted to shore up its dominance. With the 

liberal alliance in tatters, their economic foundations in ruins, and with limited prospects 

for regaining their international footing, the bourgeoisie closed ranks. This required a 

certain recasting of roles, whereby the docile working classes invariably transformed into 

dangerous beasts requiring full separation, isolation. From the late 1920’s until the late 

1940’s, the coastal bourgeoisie would slowly reorient themselves from the confines of the 

exclusive planned community of Barrio Centenario (see Rojas and Villavicencio 1988). 

Many had lost fortunes and haciendas, including Tenguel, previously the world’s largest 

cacao hacienda, which was eventually sold to the United Fruit Company after its owners 

defaulted on their loans. Repossessed by the bank, the hacienda which once carried a 

value of over 3 million sucres was sold in 1936 for a mere eighty thousand (Striffler 
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2002). After World War I, global liberalism languished, no longer providing the 

metaphysical foundation for harmonious human coexistence and progress, however 

tenuously it had previously done so. Furthermore, the workers themselves became, in the 

eyes of the bourgeoisie, the irreconcilable “Other,” that no amount of “civilizing” could 

overcome. The coastal bourgeoisie, licking its wounds, became ever more insular as a 

result, ceding a certain legitimacy to the “popular” within discourses related to the city’s 

identity. Perhaps this merely served as the perfect rhetorical justification for abandoning 

the center, or perhaps the bourgeoisie was in such disarray that it could no longer control 

the official line any longer. Nevertheless, a new nostalgic longing for the tropical 

dreamworld prior to the collapse of the SCB percolated these absences and elisions.  

 As both groups felt the very material resonances of loss and absence—no doubt 

tied to the derailing of progress—an appreciation for “tradition” soon filled that void. 

From the 1920s to the 1940s, as a pan-latinamerican movement, costumbrismo came to 

ground that emptiness with invented past traditions seemingly lost to progress, a sort of 

conceptual labyrinth of porosity spun by literary figures and consumed by the newly 

literate masses of the exploding cities. As the unemployed and unemployable countryside 

emptied into the cities, the already precarious social infrastructures were overwhelmed, 

and in the case of Guayaquil the massive “invasions” of municipal and private lands 

adjacent to the city were converted into the first extensive tracts of slums, fittingly 

dubbed El Suburbio (Gómez Iturralde 1999b: 171; Rojas and Villavicencio 1988). As 

Guayaquil materially deteriorated, as its ruling class fled the city center, and as 

newcomers flooded its streets, the ideological necessity for a narrative of loss surfaced.   
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 A rush of literary production sought to glorify Guayaquil Antiguo, attempting to 

recapture and reproduce its lost charms, which now stretched back even further back in 

time. The most encyclopedic attempt to represent this lost whole was Modesto Chavez’s 

(1930) Crónicas de Guayaquil Antiguo, a massive two-tome publication spanning some 

600+ pages, which meticulously catalogued various historical chronicles and myths of the 

city’s existence in short anecdotes that read like spectral resonances. Like some 

labyrinthine patchwork of fragments, this text sutures together the wounds of perdition, 

of absence, of ruin uncannily. Other works, such as Baldomera (Pareja Diezcanseco 

1935) and Las cruces sobre el agua (Gallegos Lara 2010), each from the perspective of 

subaltern groups within late-cacao Guayaquil, attempted to represent a more holistic city, 

to weave together its various fragments, including its supposedly “rural” elements, into a 

more global vision laser-focused on rescuing the detritus discarded through the 

modernization process observed in during the Long 19th Century. However, ironically 

enough, these attempts to rescue the “forgotten” elements of Guayaquil’s baroque 

modernization merely reified the “tropical” as a series of isolated and ostensibly eternal 

characteristics attributed to the popular elements of the city, seemingly crushed by 

“Progress,” rather than as features of an alternative modernization, themselves forged in 

its finicky fires.  

The spaces depicted in the various texts cited above, which had already begun 

their lives as detached images of modernity, themselves dissolving the historical fabric of 

colonial Guayaquil, had now taken on that same spectral form, as trace or remainder of 

the wish-image. Undoubtedly the dead were carried to their graves or thrown in the river, 
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their bodies decomposing, returning to the cosmic dust from whence they came, all the 

while, at least for the rich, their structures remained. Guayaquil became a fossil—emptied 

of its prior meaning, directly tied together through the material circulation of value 

throughout the GUF—and became an indomitable field of contestation where a certain 

narrative of absence, of ruination, of catastrophe was instantiated by a despondent 

bourgeoisie shaken to its core. Whether as verdant abundance or calamitous ruin, the 

tropical basis of Guayaquil’s urban fabric had reasserted itself, and as the bourgeoisie 

looked inward, they too incorporated those elements into their aesthetic. Neither 

facsimile nor imitation, Guayaquil Antiguo was forged through the mechanical 

reproduction of global commodities circulating through its ports, its aura resting solely 

upon the phantasmagoria of the commodity fetish which continues to  ensure that its 

population quietly returns to its dreaming state. Meanwhile, as its ruins crumble under the 

tropical sun, that auratic myth must be continually cited in the most farcical of manners 

imaginable, lest, like some spirit conjured through séance, it might forever disappear. 

On the other hand, and this is certainly key, the mosaic crafted through the 

selective employment of these various images, which invisiblizes the hardships and 

poverty of the working classes while celebrating their costumbres, which reifies the 

dreamworld of the bourgeoisie as the seemingly inevitable “Progress” conferred by 

modernity while reducing the political economic basis of that particular bout of 

urbanization, perpetually occludes the real basis upon which the GUF’s modernity during 

the Long 19th Century was essentially predicated. The images and representations, tied to 

the material production of space, cannot be dissociated from the general laws of 
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capitalism as a mode of production, which underlay and ground the material 

configuration of social life. This is not to say that the material configuration of social life, 

determined coercively by the law of value, reduces differences existing between distinct 

territories of value production and circulation. Just the opposite, through the value-form, 

which saturates commodity production with an abstract “sameness,” and concrete 

sameness in the case of mass production. The particular material assemblages crafted 

through the permutation of commodity-images can never fully reproduce themselves in 

disparate social contexts. 

The GUF, as a network of value production and circulation connecting Guayaquil 

with its vastly productive agricultural surroundings, has evaded scrutiny due to a variety 

of epistemological blinders emanating from Eurocentric theories and practices to city-

centrism in urban studies in academic circles. On the other hand, in the popular 

imagination, Guayaquil Antiguo has served—as a hodgepodge of images associated with 

Guayaquil in its heyday—as an historical clarion that reproduces these same occlusions. 

This chapter has established that these wish-images are grounded in the ur-forms of 

planetary urbanization present during cacao capitalism in littoral Ecuador, and just as 

they minimize Guayaquil’s “rural” (swamp/countryside/agricultural) basis, they 

simultaneously deprive the workers and popular classes of representation. On the one 

hand, the “tropical” was at all moments distanced from “city” life, separated and 

minimized. While on the other, Guayaquil Antiguo was forced to integrate these elements 

into its cultural milieu through the avenues of popular culture (Benavides 2010). After 

cacao diminished, and the elites’ dreams of “modernization” evaporated, any coherent 
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political framing of the city’s cultural landscape dissolved, right along with the elevated 

values of cacao haciendas paid for in credit during the boom years before everything 

went to hell.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Our revels now are ended. These our actors, 

As I foretold you, were all spirits and 

Are melted into air, into thin air: 

And, like the baseless fabric of this vision, 

The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces, 

The solemn temples, the great globe itself, 

Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve 

And like this insubstantial pageant faded,  

Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff 

As dreams are made on, and our little life 

Is rounded with a sleep” 

 

William Shakespeare, The Tempest 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: TRACING THE PERIPHERAL ORIGINS OF PLANETARY 

URBANIZATION IN THE LONG 19TH CENTURY: HISTORY AND THEORY IN 

CONTEMPORARY URBAN STUDIES 

“Others will make the chronicle of the second century—which we will not witness—but 

the present vision permits us to already imagine the future as a fecund age of prosperity 

and greatness for the city” (Banco del Ecuador 1920: 8). 

 

 

7.1 The Old as New 

This dissertation has analyzed the historical processes of urbanization transpiring 

on the Ecuadorian coast from just before 1700 to around 1930, highlighting the ways in 

which context, capital and culture fuse, materialize, solidify, and sometimes reconfigure 

in Guayaquil and its extensive urban fabric. Rather than limit my analysis of “the urban” 

to the directly observable material surface, I have demonstrated how the “context of 

contexts” (Brenner 2014) of capitalist social relations influenced the trajectories of both 

concentrated and extended urbanization, primarily through an assiduous historical 

reassessment of the shifting global networks of cacao capitalism undergirding the GUF’s 

economy for over 200 years. Likewise, I recurrently interrogated the contextual and 

conjunctive cultural frames through which urbanization was negotiated within the GUF 

by local actors confronting material conditions not of their own choosing. Not only does 

this include political economic considerations concerning profitability and scarcity (the 

material), but also directly impinges on the notions of comfort, beauty, function, 
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desirability, and know-how, which can never be completely subsumed into the material 

as such. In this regard, my case study of the GUF offers a potential solution for thinking 

through the experience of “the urban” (urbanism) and the processes involved in its 

production (urbanization), as two overlapping but relatively autonomous vectors through 

which urban studies may reorient itself.  

 In order to methodologically ground this approach, I have relied heavily on 

Walter Benjamin’s critical social theory and urban archaeology. The reasons for doing so 

are manifold. One primary reason, however, has been the use of Benjamin by several 

authors in postcolonial urban studies to sanction what Peck (2015) considers to be an 

overly descriptive and local approach to thinking through various “urban” conditions. 

Benjamin undoubtedly respected the individuality of the fragment, and envisioned within 

it a utopian potentiality that could burst forth, engulfing and neutralizing the totality. 

However, he also considered each fragment to have internalized the general structure of 

the social totality, a key component of his iconic Marxism. Rather than dissolve the 

particular into the general, or vigorously searching for incommensurable rifts between the 

individual and the general, Benjamin theorized the general from the particular, a method I 

have adopted here.  

By constructing a constellation of spatio-temporal fragments centered around the 

GUF as a monad, I have been able to illustrate how capitalist urbanization, as a general 

process directed by a local bourgeoisie and state actors, produces specific spatial 

configurations that contemporaneously serve as capital (abstract space) and the (concrete) 

spaces of everyday (cultural) life. As Benjamin (1999: 460) wrote in Konvolut N of the 
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Arcades Project: “Marx lays bare the causal connection between economy and culture. 

For us, what matters is the thread of expression. It is not the economic origins of culture 

that will be presented, but the expression of the economy in its culture. At issue, in other 

words, is the attempt to grasp an economic process as perceptible Ur-phenomenon, from 

out of which proceed all manifestations of life in the arcades (and, accordingly, in the 

nineteenth century).” Following this precept, I have attempted to similarly recover and 

represent the cultural and economic processes associated with urbanization during 

Guayaquil’s Long 19th Century history of cacao capitalism, which produced untold riches 

primarily concentrated in the limited number of hands of the “cacao kings,” who used 

said money to construct a dreamworld of modernity in the tropics.  

As it turns out, the historical case of the GUF presents not only a critique of 

classical urban studies and its beleaguered notions of the urban-rural divide, but also an 

invective against contemporary urban theory which tacitly accepts past theorization by 

casting historical cases of urbanization aside. History, then, is vital, not only for the 

material configuration of the city or urban fabric, but for the ways in which urban 

scholars categorize their objects, including the “city” itself. In other words, not only 

should we “provincialize” urban theory through the postcolonial gesture, we must also 

temporalize our epistemologies without reproducing the crude materialist “reflections” of 

economic stages. Therefore, in what space remains in this dissertation, I would like to 

outline how my contribution to the field of urban studies could potentially serve for a 

recalibration of the field. Afterwards, I will briefly discuss the contemporary importance 
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of my analysis for disentangling the immensely complex processes of “urban renewal” in 

the Guayaquil as they pertain to the legacy of Guayaquil Antiguo. 

 

7.2 Cacao Capitalism and the Ur-phenomenon of Planetary Urbanization during the 

Long 19th Century 

In this investigation I have tracked the rise of cacao capitalism in the Guayas 

River Basin of coastal Ecuador from around 1700 to around the 1930s, which served as 

the basis for the rise and (gradual) fall of Guayaquil as it intersected with the global 

networks of capital spanning the world-system. The “Golden Seed” (pepa de oro) 

enabled Guayaquil to emerge from the shadows of Quito and Lima, and to become an 

important player in the global tropical agriculture market—primarily through the export 

of cacao—until the 1920s. Whereas other studies (e.g. Chiriboga 2013; Contreras 1990; 

Guerrero 1980; Pineo 1996) had bifurcated the city from the main cacao production 

zones some 30+ miles upstream on the river system, my investigation demonstrates how 

imbricated networks of production and circulation fused the two, not as separate and 

discrete containers (urban and rural) of diametrically opposed social practices, but as one 

unevenly developed urban fabric integrating various elements of the built environment 

produced through and constrained by capitalist social relations. Not only did the city and 

the agricultural zones constantly and mutually intersect through an incessant circular flow 

of value, commodities and people, but the fortunes of both were intimately tied to the 

same “constitutive” economic essences rooted in tropical agricultural production. 

Furthermore, the rise and fall of both, in terms of growth and contraction, were intimately 

tied to the cyclical economic rhythms of global capitalist production and exchange.  
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 I explain this interpenetration of social intercourse largely through the 

establishment of “tree capital,” or, the extension of the built environment through the 

production of new cacao trees. Conservative estimates used for financing new “tree 

capital” production assumed that such assets generally produced around 1 pound of dried 

cacao per tree per year, with about 1 hectare containing about 1,000 trees (Norero 1910). 

Other estimates place that number at around 2 pounds per tree (Contreras 1990; Pepper 

1907; van Hall 1914). Regardless of measurement, 3-year averages of cacao exports for 

the years included in this study indicate cyclical periods of expansion and contraction 

calculated from total weight exported—however problematic a measure this may be. For 

example, in 1766 stood at 2.7 million pounds, by 1821 this number was up to around 10.4 

million pounds. In 1850, total poundage went beyond 11.6 million, thirty years later to 

over 29.1 million, and by 1900 at over 46.3 million pounds of cacao. From 1910 to 1915, 

that number would rise from 72.6 million pounds to 88.2 million, and then by 1920 total 

pounds would drop to 77.7 million. Finally, from 1925 to 1930, cacao totals would 

decline from 56.2 million to 33.3 million pounds. Regardless of the denominator used 

(either one or two pounds per tree), the same processes is signaled: massive expansion 

(and later contraction) of the cacao frontier. 

 Traditionally, this sort of data fell under the analytical auspices of rural or 

developmental sociology, while modifications to the city and its (consumer) economy 

appeared in urban forums. However, by stressing the political-economic link between 

value production across the GUF as the basis for capitalist urbanization, the latter 

forming the spatial expression of the former, I have demonstrated a strong—but not 
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direct—association between cacao production and export and capitalist urbanization in 

the GUF. Not only did exploding value circulation enable the city to “implode” the 

historical material spaces within its expanding limits, but the urban fabric itself—the 

networked spaces of value production and circulation—too exhibit both “explosive” and 

“implosive” movement. The city’s material and physiognomic spaces recurrently 

reconfigure and rearticulate certain aesthetic and infrastructural features as the long-wave 

and mercurial gyrations of cacao capitalism enabled the municipal government and the 

local bourgeoisie to (re)develop, time and again, the city’s spaces according to their 

particular tastes and interests. So too did cacao’s price movements incentivize these same 

capitalists to invest their profits in expanding their production. The one moved with the 

other, unevenly, delayed, unsynchronized, like two out-of-practice dancers strutting 

across a ballroom, stepping on each other’s toes, but nevertheless, in unison. 

 Likewise, the GUF’s cacao capitalism permitted the urban fabric to insert itself 

into a wider (planetary) patchwork of economic production and circulation through the 

active agency of the coastal bourgeoisie and their transnational intermediaries. In this 

way, the internal movements of cacao capitalism within the GUF were increasingly 

mediated and structured by “external” forces emanating from beyond. Given the rise of 

“industrial” cities and proletariats in Europe and the United States, the cheapening of 

manufactured goods by means of machine production tended to raise real wages in the 

“core,” thereby lowering the price of everyday staples, while augmenting, however 

slimly, the disposable income working classes controlled. This process, which at once 

expanded mass consumption of items like processed chocolate, creating tremendous 
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demand for a cacao supply which was constrained in space and time—with a five to six 

year delay in expanded production. Due to this process, real cacao prices skyrocketed, 

particularly from 1860 to 1914, sparking a massive expansion of the global and local 

cacao frontier, doubling the GUF’s physical space and increasing its network from the 

1860s to the late 1880’s, and then again by 1910. At the same time, the region’s 

population blossomed as the demand for labor drove indigenous workers from the Sierra 

to the coastal haciendas, and later the city itself. The entire GUF became a whirlwind of 

movement, the extent of which reached internally and beyond its immediate expanses. 

 Simultaneously, the flux of exported cacao returned to the GUF in the form of 

various manufactured commodities, largely from Great Britain, the United States, France, 

and Germany. After the Spanish monopoly on the shipping and marketing of Guayaquil’s 

cacao was rescinded, British mobility capital increasingly occupied itself with the 

movement of the GUF’s value to and from the malecón. In this way, commercial culture 

in the city, and beyond, began to take on a more “global” character, including the 

aesthetic dimensions of commodity presentation and the idea of creating commercial 

outlets amenable to modern consumers. In Guayaquil, this meant an updating of the 

historical architectural features of the city, which long employed “arcades” as a means of 

protecting passersby from the elements, but which were “modernized” by retail trade in 

the city as capitalist culture took root in the decades following 1840. 

 Tree capital, merchant capital, productive investments, commercial expansion, 

and investments into infrastructure depended predominately on the global prices of cacao 

which filtered into the GUF’s economy. Particularly during boom periods after 1870, 
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explosive profit rates—while signaling investment into expanded reproduction—also 

necessitated certain financial frameworks and institutions capable of responding to the 

coastal bourgeoisie’s needs for investment capital. The banking system centered in 

Guayaquil helped channel accumulated surplus value into new productive and 

infrastructural investments across the GUF and the country, and constituted the nerve 

center of the GUF’s exploding-imploding value production and circulation network. 

Finance accelerated the geographical expanse and integration of uneven geographies in 

the GUF, it facilitated the city’s growth by smoothing out the inevitable disjuncture 

between rhythms of global capitalist exchange and the particular productive cycles of 

cacao capitalism, and it injected a certain spacio-temporal dimension, typically known as 

“modernity,” into the GUF’s social relations—a sort of rationalization and projection of 

progress. But it did so by attempting to separate the city from the value production 

occurring in the countryside, by imposing “modernity” as an “urban” experience which 

Simmel (2004) associates with the money-economy of the city as a somewhat separate 

social container.  

 The GUF’s financial and banking system from 1860 to 1925 being relatively 

insulated from foreign interference, provides an ideal case study for investigating the 

systemic relations between finance and production. While demand for tree capital, and 

hence loans, drove up the cost for both, thereby raising cacao’s costs of production, of 

which high global cacao prices could offset the deleterious effects. Only when the global 

price of cacao began to fall as the Gold Coast displaced Ecuador and Brazil in cacao 

production did this “profit squeeze” become apparent. In Marxist terms, the value of 
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constant capital rose relative to that of variable capital (labor-power), increasing the 

overall production costs without increasing the new value being produced. It then 

appeared, particularly from 1920 to 1925, that finance was the problem rather than 

production (see Dillon 1927). In a way this enabled the “cacao kings” to escape blame—

though many were heavy supporters of the banking establishment—setting the precedent 

for their lionization in the decades following cacao capitalism’s dissolution.  

As I suggest in Chapter 5, a peculiar feature of peripheral capitalist urbanization, 

due to the lack of the classical “industrialization” dynamics in heavy industry, tends to 

produce an extensification of the urban fabric deeper into the countryside where primary 

material production historically resides. Networks of value production and circulation, 

which had globally expanded during the 18th Century had begun intensifying during the 

Long 19th Century in the capitalist world-system (Wallerstein 2011c, 2011d). However, 

in places like coastal Ecuador, this “intensification” was simultaneously “expansive.” It is 

only via the concept of the urban fabric can we visualize the extensification of this global 

network on more manageable scales. The GUF provides an excellent case study of how 

the urban frontiers of historical capitalism had always-already contained the seeds of 

“planetary urbanization,” even before the post-War rise of global urbanization in the 

North which shattered classical Urban Studies. 

Likewise, the classic suffusion of “modernity” and the “urban” experience, 

against tradition and the rural, appears almost hardwired into academic analyses. Only 

recently (1970s onwards) have scholars seriously questioned the so-called urban-rural 

divide as an extension of Eurocentric modernist thought. Nevertheless, one has to 
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seriously question the application of the terms “urban” and “rural” when considering the 

development of capitalism in peripheral zones of the world-system, and particularly in 

Latin America. On the one hand, Spanish colonial practice inherited, preserved and 

destroyed certain features of indigenous Andean urbanism, producing an entirely 

different built environment hardly capable of expression in classical Eurocentric urban 

theory (e.g. Rama 1996; Ravi Mumford 2012). While on the other, the particular features 

of peripheral capitalist urbanization from the colonial moment onwards, principally after 

1700, fail to develop along the European lines of the so-called “Industrial City” which 

predominated classical urban theory’s basic modeling. I argue, likewise, that considering 

these cities as merely “merchant” cities, without acknowledging the role of plantation 

agriculture, undercuts their importance in both generating alternative urban modernities 

and the agency of “peripheral” capitalists and workers in generating surplus value that 

was sometimes accumulated and distributed within said territories.  

In these spaces, by focusing on the “constitutive essences” of capitalist 

urbanization beyond and within cities, as extensive and intensive networks of uneven 

geographical fabrics of the built environment, a la planetary urbanization school, perhaps 

it would be possible to delineate certain features and processes that, once and for all, 

would provincialize Eurocentric urban theory. Rather than in neoliberal globalization 

spearheaded by the transnational capitalist classes dominating the “spaces of flows’ from 

their global cities, we might better understand planetary urbanization in its ur-moments 

of the Long 19th Century when the capitalist world-system was said to be “intensifying” 

its relations of production and exchange through industrialization. Meanwhile, in the 
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Global South vast swaths of “external” areas were subsequently “internalized” through 

the “extension” of the built environment. 

This is not to suggest that proto-planetary urbanization in 19th Century Ecuador 

exhausts the totality of the concept of planetary urbanization, but that, much like 

Arrighi’s (2010) analysis of the systemic cycles of accumulation, certain cyclical features 

of this process may appear and reappear at particular geo-junctures of global capitalism’s 

spatio-temporal configurations. What I have outlined in this dissertation, is that by taking 

seriously Brenner and Schmid’s (2015) new “epistemology” of urbanization, as a basis 

for a more thorough approach to urban studies, one can undermine their theoretical 

contribution, provincialize it, all while maintaining the critical thrust of a radical 

decolonial urban gesture. 

7.3 Southern Urbanisms and Planetary Urbanization: The Cultural Expression of 

Economy through the Coloniality of Power 

Nevertheless, my investigation attempts to better forge our understandings of 

“peripheral” forms of capitalist urbanization predicated on certain political-economic and 

geographical features of historical capitalism in the Global South. This is not a unique 

preoccupation of my research, though my long-term historical focus sets it apart—

particularly on my stressing of the Long 19th Century (see King 2015; Pineo 1996; 

Quijano 1967; Rama 1996). However, the historical analysis of 19th century urbanization 

in the Global South has tended to overemphasize “growing” cities and lagging 

industrialization as a characteristic of the “southern” urban condition, rather than to 

consider the urban fabric as a set of networked circuits of value production and 
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circulation transcending the city itself. In fact, as my research demonstrates, even the 

traditional suffusion of the “urban” and the “city” popularized in early 20th century 

sociology fails to correspond to the historical realities of cities like Guayaquil, which has 

not impeded the general employment of these concepts in historical work concerning the 

town.  

In this sense, an historical analysis of urbanization (concentrated and extended) in 

the peripheries of the world-system, structured through the constitutive essences of 

capitalist social relations mediated through the particular material conditions of these 

areas, inexorably generates both particular conceptual configurations and more 

generalizable insights relevant to a re-foundation of urban studies beyond the “nature of 

the city” (Scott and Storper 2015). While current theory has effectively raised concerns 

about theoretical generalization, especially via the imposition of northern “models,” 

theorists have been far less reticent to provincialize the “city” as the site of urban 

investigations. Simultaneously, this preservation of the city as the center of the “urban” 

world, however variegated, rhizomatic, or fleeting, has tended to reify late 20th and early 

21st century southern or peripheral urbanisms from the long-term historical inscriptions 

into their space, culture, and practice denoted by Roy’s epigraph in the Introduction.   

In the case of Guayaquil, which has traditionally been defined through and by the 

application of the rural-urban divide, historical works like Pineo’s (1996) invariably 

reproduce the same shortcomings as contemporary interventions like Schindler’s (2017) 

“settlement type” of Southern Urbanism. The main difference is that Pineo’s (1996: xvi) 

lens proves more ample, arguing that: “while the extent of the present challenges must 
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not be denied, their roots run deeper, stretching back to a critical period between 1870 

and 1930”—dates which I challenge in this work. Echoing themes discussed in Pineo, 

Schindler considers the problem-space of Southern urbanism to differ from that of the 

North because it is “characterized by a persistent disconnect between capital and labor” 

(2017: 52) wherein “primitive accumulation” in the countryside (expulsion of peasants) 

does not create an urban proletariat. The problem and point of contestation, then, is why 

an industrial proletariat failed to develop in cities like Guayaquil, rather than on how 

capitalist social relations structured the production of the built environment in these sorts 

of places. Schindler reproduces several problematic conflations I have interrogated and 

refuted, namely: that agriculture is inherently rural, that agricultural labor in the Global 

South was essentially peasant-based, and that capitalism is primordially industrializing 

and “urbanizing.” For this reason, his approach, while challenging Brenner and Schmid’s 

planetary epistemology, cannot explain long-term urbanization, neither past nor present, 

without the use of qualifying premises that automatically privilege the city and the 

particular.  

Another recent attempt to explore the bases of peripheral urbanization stems from 

Caldiera’s (2017) eponymous essay. Rather than a blanket term to describe geographical 

regions, peripheral urbanization refers to how certain cities have been “largely 

constructed by their residents, who build not only their own houses, but also frequently 

their neighborhoods” (ibid: 2017), intersecting with institutional and economic logics and 

regimes of power. Included in this concept of “auto-construction,” is the idea that 

“peripheral urbanization does not involve spaces already made that can be consumed as 
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finished products… Rather, it involves spaces that are never quite done, always being 

altered, expanded, and elaborated upon” (ibid: 5). This not only describes how people in 

Guayaquil have and continue to construct their human habitats, but also those who live in 

areas typically classified as “rural,” the countryside, where the ur-designs of Guayaquil’s 

architectural peculiarity first blossomed. On the one hand, if we are discussing the 

construction of the built environment, to which urbanization refers to, then “peripheral 

urbanization” adequately describes how the countryside is constructed as well. On the 

other, Caldiera does not explain why this method of construction applies in certain areas 

and not in others, and while her application of temporality to the analysis of “urban 

space” is admirable, she fails to offer any specific explanation as to why “peripheral 

urbanization” is more “dynamic” than quicker forms of “urbanization” in non-peripheral 

areas. 

My argument, again, is different. Empirically I explain through an historical 

analysis how and why certain material spaces developed in the GUF, how this evolved 

from the circulation of value and people within the GUF and beyond, and how the coastal 

bourgeoisie—adopting more Euro-American cultural dispositions tied to capitalist 

cores—attempted to develop a modern city which displaced the “peripheral” aesthetic of 

the tropical from the city. I tied these shifts in the experience of the city (urbanism) to the 

movement of global capital. Peripheral urbanization, for me then, is not a particular 

method of construction, which has existed well into the early 21th century even in “core” 

metropolitan areas, but the structural configuration of spatial production mediated by 

capitalist social relations for peripheral areas of the world-system. Rather than an 
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urbanization of capital via industrialization, what transpires is a “ruralization” of capital 

in agro- and mineral-industrial production located in the countryside, thereby extending 

urbanization beyond the city itself, in a process creating amalgamated fabrics of unequal 

and discontinuous urbanization stretching across vast swaths of land interlinked by 

human and natural infrastructures. 

This dissertation provides immense evidence that the production of material space 

in capitalism depends on the political economic features of specific urban fabrics without 

being totally reducible to a singular capitalist urban “form.” Rather the socio-cultural 

context of capitalist practice, including the spatial practices of constructing the built 

environment, remains tethered to capitalist social relations (constitutive “essences”) as 

the coercive force shaping, in the last instance, whatever particular “form” may arise 

therein. The historical process of capitalist urbanization in Guayaquil and the GUF, while 

at times tending towards the “reproduction” of urban forms from without, heavily relied 

on the active agency of subjects within the GUF to articulate their “worlding” visions 

through the particular cultural filters appearing in littoral Ecuador. The result was not a 

homogenization of urban experience, paralleling the “great” urban centers of the Global 

North, but a specific urbanism tied to the political economic fortunes of the GUF as a 

peripheral economic unit in the capitalist world-system.  

The ultimate factor which describes the “peripheral” condition of an economic 

scale in the world system, however, can only be determined by the asymmetrical 

dependence on a small range of products for the majority of monetary incomes, which 

tends to leave these sectors structurally weakened relative to core economies possessing 
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more dynamism in production and circulation. The GUF, for more than 200 years, 

depended almost entirely on one single product for its economic wellbeing. Over time, in 

accordance with the rising purchasing power of the core’s working classes, that product’s 

primary market re-centered itself from the Spanish colonial and postcolonial economy, to 

one linked with chocolate industries in France, Germany, Britain, and the United States—

which from 1870 to 1920 comprised the capitalist world-system’s core states. By not 

controlling mobility capital and by (largely) channeling its economic fortunes into a 

single product, quite rationally in the exuberance of the boom given the prevalent 

material conditions, the coastal bourgeoisie of the GUF actively created their 

“dependency” to the core as a bid to accumulate the requisite capital for “modernization.” 

Only “Progress” got in the way.   

Historical forms of peripheral capitalist urbanization, then, can be characterized 

by the features of over-dependency on few primary commodities—which can 

occasionally provide monopoly rents when demand outpaces supply—and the extension 

of the productive (urban) fabric far beyond the city itself. In other words, its internal 

network is more strongly oriented around one or two dominating industries which are 

wholly dependent on external markets for sales. This occurs because peripheral 

development tends 1.) to channel vast amounts of primary materials from the countryside 

through one primary city, and tends 2.) to exchange the vast majority of these goods with 

core countries who typically pay higher prices than with their neighbors, an option which 

may have generated more long-term regional development. This ensures that peripheral 

urban fabrics like the GUF would be thoroughly decimated by bouts of overproduction or 
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declines in effective core demand. Describing the economic crisis of the Long 18th 

Century, Wallerstein (2011b: 129), claims:  

For the peripheries… a downturn in the world-economy occasions both involution 

and evolution; both a seeming decline in the monetization of economic activity 

and the emergence of new enterprises; both an abandonment and restructuring or 

relocation; both a decline in their specialized role in the world-economy and a 

deepening of it. 

After 1914, in the GUF, something similar happened, which exploded into a full blown 

crisis and collapse of cacao capitalism by the 1920s, initiating a Long Depression for 

Ecuador which lasted well into the 1940s (see Acosta 2006). However, Wallerstein’s 

work confronts this problem conceptually, at the level of system, rather than concretely, 

at the level of practice, which my dissertation attempts to remedy with this case study.  

These economic depressions, which simultaneously appear as cultural and spatial 

depressions, are the original founts from which the peculiar appearance of “informal” 

capitalist urbanization in Latin America sprout, as the prior bouts of “modernization” had 

already established certain “formal” sectors which didn’t exist prior. By “informal” I 

mean the development of the built environment through largely non-capitalistic means of 

land invasions, unplanned construction, lack of basic services, and the cacophonous 

utilization of any and all available materials (bamboo, wood, corrugated metal, 

cinderblock, etc.)—what are described above as “Southern Urbanism” and “Peripheral 

Urbanization.” Prior to cacao capitalism’s collapse, such methods of construction were 

undertaken, but with the hope that they would eventually be brought under the rubric of 
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modernity through sound planning and a proactive municipality. Afterwards, that hope 

disappears and “auto-construction” is imposed as a structural necessity.  

Though peripheral slums had long existed in Guayaquil, often replicating the 

shacks seen across the countryside within the city itself, the economic depression felt at 

the close of the SCB led to an explosion of slums around the city as displaced agricultural 

workers crowded in search of work. From the 1930s onwards, as Roy (2009) notes in 

other contexts, the formal and the informal coexisted as an overlapping cultural-economic 

framework for Guayaquil’s development: city officials eventually began ceding lands to 

impoverished masses, which gradually became more “formal” communities. Basic 

service infrastructures, entirely dependent on incomes which were declining, could only 

expand or be maintained through growth, and hence the “peripheral” zones of the city 

often survived without things like electricity, running water, sewage, and paved roads—

becoming cesspools for diseases and debauchery, precisely those elements Liberalism 

had endeavored to quash through modernization campaigns. Likewise, from that point in 

the 1920’s until the 1950’s, improvements to the city’s infrastructure network slowed to a 

crawl, rarely extending beyond the more prosperous areas of the city—and hardly ever 

the countryside which was largely abandoned to the tropical masses.  

 The structural configuration of peripheral urbanization, then, resting at the 

specific nexus of the constitutive essences of capitalist social relations and local-regional 

requirements for extended urbanization, would create a unique type of spatial production, 

including both cities and the countryside, perpetually existing in a state of dependency on 

extractive industries. That “planetary urbanization” orients its gaze toward the present-
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day globalization of factory production and primary material extraction which supposedly 

nullifies the classical North-South divide, largely silences the historical forms extended 

urbanization took, by necessity, in the original configuration of the Global South as a 

structurally dependent and subjugated sector of the capitalist world-economy. Whether 

divergence or convergence (e.g. Pomeranz 2000) of outcomes is underway, the long-term 

historical experience of peripheral urbanization in the Global South is certain to shape 

and structure the framing by which local investors, politicians and residents world their 

urban experiences into the 21st Century, ensuring that no “homogenization” of “urban” 

forms awaits us on the proximate horizon.   

 The end of cacao capitalism did not entail the destruction of the GUF, but its 

reconfiguration—however long and torturous it may have been. The material and 

symbolic spaces of the GUF continued to mutually reinforce each other, even as some of 

the areas previously included in that space ceased to operate as capitalist economic units, 

which were peasantized in the aftermath of the cacao collapses. As a material space 

forged through cacao capitalism, the GUF and its cultural history would transform into 

something else entirely, Guayaquil Antiguo, tied as it was to the certain social forces 

generated by cacao capitalism and its cultural milieu. This historical investigation of the 

GUF is not entirely about the Long 19th century, but about how that cultural history 

continues to materialize in the present—in the afterlives of Guayaquil Antiguo—just as it 

is summoned to its own execution. 
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7.4 Dreamworld, Myth, Ruin: Guayaquil Antiguo and the Aura of Cacao Capitalism 

I have attempted, in analyzing capitalist urbanization in the GUF, to interrogate 

the various and shifting cultural configurations historically inscribing themselves into the 

material and cultural spaces therein. This effort has mostly been accomplished by 

analyzing the construction of spatial codes and aesthetics through the historical images I 

encountered in my archival and historical research. From the shifting cultural milieu of 

late Spanish colonialism during the Bourbon era, with its own eclectic admixture of past 

resonances and Enlightenment ideas, to the post-Independence era where the creole 

letrados consecrated their political and cultural domination through the redeployment of 

mestizaje, through the rise of French cultural dominance as the Capital of Modernity and 

chief destination of Guayaquil’s cacao, from the subtle infusion of liberal notions of 

statecraft and scientific racism, to the indeterminacies of a collapsing hegemon in Britain 

after 1914, cultural and aesthetic expressions at the local-regional level have always 

reflected the intermediation of material linkages forged by global commodity exchange, 

which in the GUF had primarily functioned through cacao capital. That is, political 

economy expresses itself through cultural mediums of interaction—of which “space” 

founds one of the more incisive dimensions—but those cultural mediums themselves are 

“mobile” and “transitory” in the sense that economic exchange can affect their local 

forms without abolishing their uniqueness.  

In other words, cacao capitalism not only grounds Guayaquil’s historical and 

contemporary identity, but also ensures that identity is constantly juxtaposed with 

“elsewhere” as cacao production and exchange “globalized” the GUF’s spatial network. 
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As one of the first “global commodities,” cacao fused, practically, the GUF with various 

cultural contexts, incentivizing and enforcing certain exchanges of ideas alongside the 

material transfers of wealth. When attempting to make sense of global capitalism in the 

present, we might gain clairvoyance turning our focus to the past rather than merely 

positing the homogenization of everything through McDonaldization, or, alternatively, 

completely ignoring material foundations of sameness through powerful cultural 

dominants. What can be genuinely considered as an autochthonous, peculiar, singular 

cultural reality—which inevitably shares many features with other Latin American social 

formations—ultimately roots itself in the global commodity exchange of consumer 

goods, philosophical ideas, and (trans)local configurations of material practice. If 

anything, what I have described here as Guayaquil Antiguo, that particular constellation 

of cultural expressions and representations of an impossible city, has elucidated how 

“sameness” engenders “difference.” 

This line of reasoning and analysis takes aim at the particular ideological-

discursive construct of Guayaquil Antiguo in order to deconstruct its (conflicting) 

mythological foundations. First, even within the critical scholarship on the period, the 

GUF’s alternative and contentious modernities have generally been blamed on either the 

greediness, corruptibility, or shortcomings of the coastal bourgeoisie, on the one hand, or, 

on the other, the machinations of capitalist imperialism. Either the predatory imperialist 

centers devoured Guayaquil’s wealth, and/or the local bourgeoisie willfully 

underdeveloped the national economy in order to preserve their own wealth and power. 

Such explanations, as my analysis has indicated, fail to capture the reality on the ground. 
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The GUF developed according to its historical possibilities, the coastal bourgeoisie acting 

as arbiters of global liberalism by strategically investing in the most profitable industries 

while maneuvering the local and national governments towards “modern” conceptions of 

state power and bureaucratic organization. That they failed to usher forth some fully 

“modern” capitalism—for they did elicit a type of capitalist modernity and 

modernization—cannot be attributed to a class of people any more than the absurd 20th 

Century preoccupation with the proletariat abandoning its imputed “historical mission.” 

Capitalists, as individuals and as a (fragmented) class, have only one structural 

imposition: to accumulate to the best of their abilities given the material conditions they 

encounter. How and why they do so are separate questions. The historical recreation of 

the GUF’s experience of capitalist urbanization during the Long 19th Century doesn’t 

undermine that basic premise, but it perhaps helps us in responding to theses prompts. 

 Cultural conflicts arising from the prior phenomenon of “modernization” ensured 

a certain aesthetic politics of exclusion which reflected, on the one hand, the liberal 

ideologies of race and nature that both naturalized social exclusion as an innate inferiority 

only remedied through “civilizing” the “lesser,” and in this case tropical, races. Work, 

education, hygiene, and morality could eventually improve the lot of the lower classes, 

when they could become “representable.” In this way, the coastal bourgeoisie, during the 

golden years of the SCB, often excluded completely any and all images depicting the 

(“uncivilized”) lower classes except when engaged in those specific activities they 

considered redeemable. This obscuring of reality attempted to bracket off modernity’s 

immediate ruins, the people who produced its greatest monuments—the everyday 
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commodities grounding the GUF’s dynamism. Nevertheless, by oozing a self-confident 

and inflexible belief in progress, the coastal bourgeoisie were unable to conceive their 

own social position as existing on the brink of catastrophe.  

However, the essential framing of the GUF’s perpetual catastrophe as a problem 

associated with the defunct personalities of the local elites—only capable of being 

overcome either be more effective elites or other agents—or the boogeyman of 

imperialism,109 opens space for the sober recognition that what transpired in Guayaquil 

(and elsewhere in Latin America) after 1915 was a systemic crisis rather than an operator 

error. It is imperative that such discourses be discounted or modified when empirical 

evidence be presented that adamantly contradicts their main claims. The local conditions 

of capitalism, themselves based upon specific material and cultural circumstances (racial 

ideas, underdevelopment, etc.) offer more than enough empirical data for a reconstruction 

of capitalist urbanization in the GUF, one not reliant on exogenous factors or idealist 

projections of supposed historical missions, but the actual historical practice of actors 

situated within the imbricated global networks of capitalist production and exchange.  

 The second mythological foundation of Guayaquil Antiguo’s continued relevance 

are the visual and thought-images continually circulating in representations of the city’s 

past as simultaneously prosperous, progressive, and peaceful—that is as an “urban” 

utopia resolving modernity’s contradictions. Even before the complete collapse of the 

                                                 
109 Let me reiterate that I don’t discount “imperialism” as a social fact of capitalist 

society—though there seem to be a variety of definitions of the concept without much 

coherence. Rather, my point being, that imperialism doesn’t help us understand both the 

GUF’s astronomic growth and collapse before and after 1915.   
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cacao export boom, and as early as the 1890s, the city (and its countryside) had 

transformed into a spectacular space illustrating the inevitable march of progress—by 

exclusion and distance. Texts like El Ecuador en Chicago (1894) and Guayaquil a la 

Vista (Ceriola 1910) laconically praised the city’s seemingly unstoppable advancement. 

Even the monstrous calamity of the Gran Incendio, which decimated the city and its 

economy was to be codified as both hurdle and helper, an obstacle that cleared away 

accumulated obstacles “fixed” into the city itself. These images had the levelling effect of 

reducing the living and breathing tensions within the city itself—at least for the moment.  

 Guayaquil Antiguo, rather than a real place following a real history, is a spectacle 

to be sold to its denizens, a wish-image suggesting the promise of something it can never 

deliver because it was rooted in the hieroglyphic unreality of spectacle. For example, and 

a rather straightforward case of what I mean, a year before the General Strike and 

massacre of Guayaquil’s workers, the author of Casual Wanderings (1923: 41) claims:   

In the streets of Guayaquil cacao beans are spread in the sun to dry. They make 

great rectangular patches of brownish orange color. In the heat they diffuse a 

subtly exotic perfume. And so clean a little city is Guayaquil that the fragrance of 

drying cacao clings to our memory of it, uncontaminated by anything more gross. 

The affective lull that strikes upon our senses betrays the reality of a city, and urban 

fabric, that were constantly pulled in different directions. The “Pearl of the Pacific” and 

the “Pestilence of the Pacific,” two nicknames given to Guayaquil during the latter half of 

the 19th Century, aren’t to be interpreted as two separate realities, but two overlapping 

conditions describing the city and its vast tropical urban fabric. Cacao in the streets, 
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diffusing its intoxicating fragrance, is merely the spectacular form of commodity 

fetishism occluding the undesirable elements that make it possible. In the lyrical praise 

ceded to the picturesque city where chocolaty aromas waft through the air, the mundane 

and prosaic are erased—we aren’t given access to the laboring masses hauling 100 lb. 

sacks of cacao around the streets, spreading the beans out to sun, sifting through them—

one by one—in order to pick out the damaged nuts, the barefooted children walking the 

nuts down and flipping them to avoid overexposure—all of that grossness. For the 

contamination and grossness of the city, away from its bourgeois center lined with 

arcades, markets, the sunning cacao nuts, restaurants, hotels, and so forth, characterized 

the bawdy communities surrounding this core, which were hardly ever given a voice, 

except through the violent revolt of 1922—still serving as the collective awakening of a 

certain current of the worker’s movement in Ecuador, baptized in blood.  

 The pretentions of the bourgeoisie, in terms of cultural imagery, saturate the pages 

of all the self-congratulatory documents they dedicated to themselves between 1890 and 

1925—and even after. Catalogues of commodity wonderlands flourishing under the 

tropical sun of the Ecuadorian coast, the bourgeoisie “fixed” its ideological affectations 

into the physical space of the city and the urban fabric just as it congealed these images 

into a series of ready-made discourses serving as a “regulative fiction” governing the 

city’s imaginary to this day. In monuments and mansions, trolley lines and hippodromes, 

riverfront promenades and cavernous stores packed with the latest and greatest 

commodities from all over the world, the coastal bourgeoisie attempted, as best as they 
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could, to recreate a Parisian (or at least pan-European) modernity in the GUF. This meant 

suppressing the tropical as an alternative aesthetic and cultural foundation.  

There were good enough reasons to eliminate the conditions permitting tropical 

diseases and mitigate the effects of tropical weather patterns, which plagued the city since 

its inception. However, the visual suppression of tropicality within the city itself, with all 

of its racial overtones and subtext, forcefully suggests than such an act complied with the 

ideologically motivated occlusion on behalf of the bourgeoisie. Nevertheless, as a 

tropical city built on the export of tropical products, the “tropical” could never be 

exercised from Guayaquil and its urban fabric. The collapse of the cacao export 

economy, with its insular reorientation, while leading to a long-term trend of isolating the 

bourgeoisie—who would now be forced to perpetually separate themselves from the 

popular classes—reduced the barriers against the tropicalization of the city itself. The 

categories of mestizo and tropical became conflated and Guayaquil’s tropical identity 

flourished, a point distinguishing it from its colder sisters in the Sierra.  

The third myth secreted by the perpetuation of Guayaquil Antiguo concerns the 

naturalization of the city itself, as a dynamic and progressive bastion surrounded by a 

nation of backwardness, completely untethered to productive labor. It is in this sense of 

the idea that Jaime Nebot, in Chapter 1, has lashed out against the national government’s 

taxation and planning policies which impinge upon the city’s “commercial” essence. But, 

as I have demonstrated, commerce alone cannot sustain the city, and certainly doesn’t 

produce value, even if it volatizes that cultural milieu through exchange. Again, this myth 

is predicated on the contemporary premise of Guayaquil’s intrinsic worth, which has 
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merely been sidelines and undermined by greedy politicians, lazy residents, unworthy 

“outsiders,” and dangerous leftists. Presently the city strangely subsists on images of past 

glory (imports and exports) straddling the crater to oblivion: bypassed by tourists, 

considered too unsafe by its own residents, unbecoming, vulgar, sexual, impatient, 

chaotic, violent, sweltering, insalubrious, and so forth, Guayaquil, erected upon the 

ruinous remains of the past, seeks in it (the past) comfort in the present. Alternatively, the 

past has become the wellspring for future planning in many ways, quite literally in certain 

instances. Only a thoroughgoing interrogation of the present can fully uncover the depth 

to which these images, now in dream form, continue to impact Guayaquil’s urban 

imaginary after nearly twenty years of “urban renewal.” 
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EPILOGUE: URBAN RENEWAL AND GUAYAQUIL ANTIGUO’S LEGACY 

INTO THE 21ST CENTURY 

“Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises, 

Sounds, and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not. 

Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments 

Will hum about mine ears; and sometimes voices, 

That, if I then had waked after long sleep,  

Will make me sleep again: and then, in dreaming, 

The clouds methought would open, and show riches 

Ready to drop upon me; that, when I waked, 

I cried to dream again.” William Shakespeare, The Tempest 

 

  

Wish-images forged during the Long 19th Century (1760-1925), tied to the 

tropical dreamworld of Guayaquil during cacao capitalism), continue to animate the 

popular imagination, citing the unfinished potential laden in the city’s peculiar 

experiences and negotiations of capitalist modernity. They do so, not as wish-images, but 

as the distorted dream-images of a fossilized spatial fix no longer applicable to the 

present, but whose “imaginary” continues to exercise disproportionate power. Not only 

does Guayaquil Antiguo offer a ready-made narrative and symbolic space for explaining 

the incoherency of the present, it mythologizes the city’s identity in a past of great men, 

hardworking migrants, refined sensibilities, and a “worldliness” unfathomable in the 

present iteration of the city. Nevertheless, the afterlives of Guayaquil Antiguo as a 

discursive construct, a series of dream-images, owes its current relevance to a series of 

moments throughout the Long 20th Century.   
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From the lows in the 1930s to the banana boom years of the 1950s-70s, the 

shadow of Guayaquil Antiguo continued to cast itself upon the city which perpetually 

failed to exit the boom-bust cycles characterizing peripheral capitalist urbanization since 

the Long 19th Century until the second bout of globalization beginning in the 1970s. The 

absolute deterioration of the city’s economic basis, its relative obsolesce in the national 

economy (save for port and banking functions), and the rise of petroleum (from the 

Amazon) as the key economic source of Ecuador’s foreign reserves, left Guayaquil 

largely defeated into the early 1990s, the GUF almost completely ravaged as a source of 

value production save for a few basic export commodities of any consequence. In this 

case, Guayaquil—despite serving as a vital node in the national circuits of capital—had 

increasingly sought autonomy and isolation from national obligations.   

 More forcefully, since the 1980s and particularly the 1990s, Guayaquil Antiguo 

has been employed to enunciate a resurrection of the past, tinged with aura, as a model 

for the present. Coupled with a resurrection of the rhetoric of progress, the deployment of 

this past imagery aims, on the one hand, to complete the abandoned modernization 

projects of the late cacao boom (and to a lesser degree, the banana boom), while on the 

other, re-founding the city’s identity as a tropical business and tourist center modeling 

itself on successful cases like Singapore and Panama City. Here the contradictory move, 

which explodes and implodes Guayaquil Antiguo as an ideological construct just as its 

material basis has almost completely vanished, relies on citation of wish-images no 

longer corresponding to an actual or potential reality—that is on their distorted, 

mythologized form as dream-images.  
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Perhaps the most iconoclast of these images centers on the malecón as the 

cornerstone of the city’s identity and economy. Historically the space both refounded and 

reintegrated city-countryside linkages prior to and during the FCB, and served, until the 

recent past (2000), as a public space around which people could mingle and watch 

hinterland produce come and go. It certainly was bawdy and, at times, dangerous, 

because it was a popular space linking the city with its immediate and distant agricultural 

areas. But, in order to rescue the memory of the malecón, it had to be destroyed and 

reconfigured anew, by effectively negating its popular basis. This process, rather than 

completely vacating the “popular” from downtown, attempted to direct and control it, to 

rationalize it, to “civilize” it. The urban renewal project called Malecón 2000, a 2.6 

kilometer-long, 20 hectare mega-project, kicked off the nearly 20 years “urban renewal” 

taking aim at the demolition of Guayaquil’s ruined historical downtown (Navas 2012: 

11).  

 But as I said, these spaces had continued their existence much like Benjamin’s 

(1999) arcades in the early 20th Century, as ruins in their afterlife. Despite the fact that 

port functions were relocated to the southern extremes of the city in the 1950s, separated 

from the old malecón by the enormous swath of El Guasmo, an hacienda turned informal 

district given over to the city’s growing migrant populations during and after the banana 

boom of the 1950s to 1970s, the city’s identity remained tethered to shipping as the 

primary source of commercial prosperity. Concomitantly, the malecón continued to serve 

as an informal and floating market, a point uniting the vast countryside with the city, as 

tropical products (and sometimes Andean products) were brought to market through the 
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malecón. One of the unfulfilled promises of the SCB, however, was the expansion and 

widening of the malecón from the base of Cerro Santa Ana to the current Palacio de 

Cristal (Rojas and Villavicencio 1988: 82-5; Navas 2012). Said project would have 

inhibited the congregation of floating markets by eating away at the shoreline with the 

construction of an extended, elevated riverwalk restricting access for the balsas and 

canoes coming to hawk their wares. Ironically, Malecón 2000, nearly 100 years later, 

turned this dream into a reality, but only by upping the spectacle with heavy doses of 

postmodernist aesthetic, artifice and disneyfication. As the city’s preeminent historical 

artifact, the basis for its astronomical growth during the Long 19th Century, the malecón 

has been turned into a postmodern dreamworld cloaked with certain “global” aesthetic 

motifs incorporated through the “worlding” procedures instantiated by city planners and 

property developers rearticulating “global city” imagery through the hegemonic 

“tropical” tonality of post-cacao Guayaquil. At the same time, the new project serves as a 

dream-image in two ways: 1.) it fetishizes the new as a disarticulated moment, and 2.) its 

collapses its own historical relevance into the momentary confines of the new, thereby 

undermining it.  
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Figure 40 1906 Plan for a New Malecon. Source: (Rojas and Villavicencio 1988: 83-4). 

 

 

 

 The immediate areas comprising the city’s central business district, Cerro Santa 

Ana, Barrio Las Peñas, and the dilapidated urban transit “system” (a grotesque and 

chaotic ensemble of private bus cooperatives each hacking up the city as they saw fit) 

were the next elements of the urban renewal projects to be green-lighted, each aiming at 

either re-urbanizing a forgotten historical relic, or rescuing the purported harmony 

projected in the wish-images of Guayaquil Antiguo. The latter certainly describes the 

case of the Metrovia, the Bus-Rapid Transit system geared at rationalizing and organizing 

the city’s transit options. This call-back is evident in the centralization of the routes 

through the city’s center, where certain streets and lanes have been entirely dedicated as 

thoroughfares for noisy articulated buses, lined with elevated platforms drawing on the 

aesthetic nostalgia of 19th Century French iron-works. Although the system’s buses 

appear contemporary (despite not providing air-conditioning until 2019), the platforms, in 

spite of a few exceptions, mimic the architectural sensibilities of the Mercado del Sur 

(currently Palacio de Cristal), a market constructed along the malecón in 1908 by the 

same firm responsible for building the Eiffel Tower. Additionally, and somewhat at odds, 
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the system’s main terminals, located outside the city center, draw heavily from more 

contemporary European rail terminals with their massive iron pavilion designs.110 But 

rather than replacing a broken “private” transit market, the BRT developed by Nebot and 

the private-public foundations characteristic of his tenure as mayor, allowed both systems 

to “co-exist.” Rather than fixing the problems, the city has attempted to appease various 

actors in the sector, while shopping the images of the “new,” rooted in the aura of 

Guayaquil Antiguo, as progress.111   

 In addition, reconstruction of Barrio Las Peñas, however, even more farcically 

recuperates past forms for the crassest of reasons: to project historical continuity on the 

current configuration of the city. The brusque transition between the hypermodern (or 

postmodern) theme-park of Malecón 2000 and the supposedly timeless “colonial” 

buildings lining the cobblestone path winding around the base of slum-crowned Cerro 

Santa Ana cannot but appear jarring to one cued into the historical development of the 

city. In the shadows of historical poverty and crushing underdevelopment, particularly for 

the tropical masses—visualized in the slums above—Barrio Las Peñas, in spectacular 

fashion, recreates the quaint scene of never, where even the buildings it claims to have 

dated back some 400 years are mere facades. Sandwiched, now, between the Malecón 

and Puerto Santa Ana, an exclusive hotel and entertainment waterfront complex 

                                                 
110 A colleague who worked with one of the architectural firms responsible for the main 

terminals explained that this aesthetic sensibility, indeed, furnished the architectural team 

with its general design parameters.  
111 The BRT system is faster and highly functional for the majority of its users. However, 

many of its routes are rendered redundant by private buses, typically run by the same 

cooperatives operating the BRT fleet.  
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constructed upon the old Atarazana shipyards where the massacred workers were 

disposed of in the aftermath of the General Strike of 1922. Barrio Las Peñas renounces its 

historical continuity—just as it stakes such a claim for those in power—in the most 

sinister and subtle of artifices: its color palate. Here, now, the pastels and pinks, 

turquoises, lime-greens, melons, cantaloupe, and so forth, vibrantly coat the empty shells 

of historical continuity, insinuating that the colonial time-space, which suppressed the 

tropical as much as possible while preferring white washing walls and clay-colored tiles, 

has ceded space to distinct “worlding” projects articulated through new configurations of 

global capital almost entirely disconnected from the production-circulation of tropical 

primary commodities. The tropicalization of Guayaquil’s aesthetic, then, has multiplied 

as it has become a condition for the spectacularization of cityspace into the 20th and 21st 

Centuries—a process that ironically isolates the city from the larger urban fabric 

stretching out across the littoral lowlands.   

The list of projects to cover is far too extensive for this brief excursus cum 

conclusion. For a particularly insightful overview, coupled with “official” commentary 

on their relevance and importance, one should flip through the pages of “Guayaquil es mi 

destino: Para conocer su historia” (“Guayaquil is my Destination: To Know Her 

History” in English), a pamphlet produced by the municipal government branding the 

city as a tourist destination. In the 2014 dedication of the text by then-mayor Jaime 

Nebot, who states that such a brand “represents the civic values of our people that 

thought their acts, have written with golden letters the pages of our history” (Municipio 

de Guayaquil 2014: 2). He also claims that he “has devoted [his] life and … best efforts 
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in turning Guayaquil into the large cosmopolitan city that it is today” (ibid: 2). From 

there the message wavers between mythologizing the past, emphasizing progress, and 

glorifying Guayaquil as the cradle of liberty and independence in Ecuador (while hinting 

at its “American” importance in advancing liberty). Nebot, closes his dedication with a 

rather peculiar resuscitation of the classic liberal wish-image of unity and perseverance to 

overcome nature: “It represents the love of the sons of Guayaquil for this land, who 

overcame all adversities to defend it, to build it, and to honor it, with its churches, piers, 

parks, squares, and monuments” (ibid: 2). And as I have discussed in the previous seven 

chapters, these places, all carrying the names of Gran Cacao, creole independence 

leaders, or presidents, and so forth, can only represent the “love” some of the “sons” (a 

notable lack female presence, save for statues of the goddesses of Liberty and Justice) of 

Guayaquil—those whiter, less “tropical,” and more aligned with the instantiation of 

Western European visions of modernity. Despite the ideological grandiloquence of the 

document, it must be read as somber dirge aimed at the passing of Guayaquil Antiguo, 

which it simultaneously hopes to resurrect.   

It is in Malecón 2000, more than any other project, in which both the continuity of 

the GUF’s long-trending economic decline and Guayaquil’s long-standing attempt to 

suppress the “unruly” elements inhabiting its space crashes with the discontinuous 

jettisoning and annihilation of Guayaquil Antiguo. Enshrining the exclusionary politics of 

“social cleansing” aimed at limiting ambulant merchants and homeless residents’ access 

to the “regenerated” areas (Andrade 2005; Garcés 2004), to the de-facto privatization of 

public space which imposes excessive costs for even simple items—like bottled water, 
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parking, or salchipapas—function to reduce the access of “undesirables” to the new 

(global) spaces of “progress” and “order.” Additionally, from constant surveillance, 

private security, and other disciplinary technologies of the self, aimed at curtailing the 

boisterous and effusive “tropical” social forms easily encountered outside the Malecón’s 

gates, these spaces attempt to restructure the city’s urban experience through manicured 

and orchestrated spectacle. 

However, as a space aimed at organizing experience and subjectivity for the 

present moment of global capitalism, Malecón 2000 cannot escape the chaos it repels 

with enthusiasm, nor its own transience. One can readily visualize the formal-informal 

nexus characterizing contemporary southern urbanism(s) through the eclectic and 

procedural methods employed in the constant “revision” of the project—which come 

across as anxious and iterative. While the main structures of Malecón 2000 have existed 

for nearly 20 years, the material spaces of the project have been consistently modified 

and reworked as new ideas are slowly cemented into its ideological and material 

coordinates. During the past few years (2016-8) a new platform jetting out over the river 

has installed a Ferris wheel (the Pearl of the Pacific) and other carnival-type rides that 

could be expected in other “theme-park” cities. The recent edition of the Mercado del 

Rio, two Les Halles-inspired food halls packed with stands serving a variety of local and 

international foods at prices beyond comfort of everyday Guayaquileñans—for example, 

a plate of grilled chicken with rice and lentils, a classic dish, runs upwards of $7, while in 

popular eateries the same plate can be found for $2-3. Malecón 2000, a ruin built upon 

the ruin of Guayaquil Antiguo, serves as a new emblem, a montage of worlding images 
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exploding in aesthetic and historical content, of fragments and ideology, of Nature and 

natural history, that even the most trivial promenade through its labyrinthine sinews must 

undoubtedly disorient any visitor presented with such a pastel-palated monstrosity. Its 

biggest problem, however, is that it disavows its own historical bases.  

Guayaquil continues, as the mythic dream-images of Guayaquil Antiguo suggests, 

to present itself as the country’s most modern and advanced city, brimming with honest 

and hardworking people—entrepreneurs—who, given a shot without all the burdensome 

government meddling, could remake Ecuadorian capitalism on new foundations. 

Commerce, particularly of import items, continues to play an overwhelming role in the 

city’s formal economy, while other services and sales occupy the vast majority of its 

economic activity. Arcades line most blocks throughout the city’s center, a mandated 

architectonic feature, but also one that has been incorporated into even marginal areas in 

El Suburbio. In the shadows beneath, bazars and shops still organize the movement of the 

majority of the products people consume on a weekly basis, and the roving street venders 

scour these spaces like mobile marketplaces, ducking the police and searching out clients 

at one and the same time.  

Banking functions and finance continue to weigh heavily, speculating on new and 

exclusive urbanization projects and gated communities by recycling oil revenues through 

the city’s financial institutions. At one point they are the most responsible for vacating 

the city, financing “urbanization” projects as far as 15 miles away from the city’s center, 

while at the same time entering into strategic alliances with the municipal government for 

rolling out new additions to the gentrification projects unfolding in the city’s center. 
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Urban regeneration, in calling upon the past, in order to bury it, only destroys the 

memory of collapse by substituting for it the imagery of progress. Guayaquil, a fallen city 

during the Lost Decade of the 1980s, has risen once again like a Phoenix. From the ashes 

of decay and the wreckage of the past, glimmering, chest out to the world, proclaiming its 

global ambitions through the rapid re-urbanization of the city’s most important historical 

spaces—more than 120 years ago consumed by the Gran Incendio—Guayaquil sublates 

its past while preserving its form.  

In essence, these differences continue to reflect the coloniality of power, but in 

the guises of postmodernism. The tropical, as aesthetic, has been incorporated into the 

visual iconography of the city (e.g., the statues of monkeys, macaws, iguanas, and so 

forth), while the tropical as practice is continually defrayed. Black and brown youth are 

envisioned as criminals, dangerous derelicts capable of the most savage of attacks, unless 

they have been “civilized” by the ideas of the “sons of Guayaquil.” The elements are 

brutalized, cemented over, canalized, fumigated, and redirected towards areas less 

monetarily capable of constructing their own “infrastructures.” Miami is cited, the Paris 

of the 21st Century, the capital of Latin American Postmodernity, which shopping 

centers, recreational zones, gated communities, and even towns (La Puntilla in 

Samborondón) try to emulate to the best of their abilities. There are even plans to 

construct a New City once the current airport is relocated elsewhere, a masterplan for 

reimagining the city anew, but which mirrors attempts in 1906 of creating another “New 

City” in Duran—dreams of a bourgeoisie incapable of grasping the racist and classist 

conditions upon which their power rests, incapable of envisioning progress as thoroughly 
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subordinated to the mercurial rhythms of capitalist social relations and not of democratic 

social planning predicated on reducing toil and drudgery for the masses.  

The mirage of progress reflecting, like distant twinkling stars, in the eyes of city’s 

current bourgeoisie, enclosed in their gated communities, confusing for those sparkling 

constellations the smattering of incandescent lamps glittering on the surrounding hillsides 

and mangrove swamps where the city’s poor continue to build their timeless wooden 

shacks. Enveloped in their comforts and distanced from that twinkle, the bourgeoisie 

certainly feels no compunction to wipe away the slumber from their eyes; why should 

they? But from the hillside and swampy slums, those who consume progress from a 

distance, mediated through the images of flickering screens or distanced by the everyday 

hustle, other dreams and wishes pullulate like weeds to be cut back by invisible hands 

and economic “reality.” It is there, where flat-screen TVs are hung on split-bamboo 

walls, that the dialectical image of past and present in Guayaquil, the preservation and 

obliteration of a parallel Guayaquil Antiguo—a popular one—perpetuates as eternal 

return, as ahistorical nature, as capitalist montage inserted into the global networks of 

value production and circulation, struggles against the arresting constriction of 

yesteryear’s dying wish-images which standstill, in dialectic, as a frozen natural order.   
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