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Petit capitalisms in disaster, or the limits
of neoliberal imagination: Displacement,
recovery, and opportunism in highland
Ecuador

A. J. Faas
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Onasunny Tuesday a ernoon in mid-November 2011, a er along day laboring in collective work parties (mingas)
for the irrigation canal, villagers from Manzano, a modest village of smallholding agriculturalists at the foot of Mt.



of expertise and practices thoroughly steeped in neoliberal imagination. In its strictest sense, neoliberalism refers
to a set of policy prescriptions of economic deregulation and privatization, but it is also a somewhat more abstract
cultural and moral project to produce self-governing subjects aligned with the principles of global capitalism and
personal (over collective, corporate, or state) responsibility for human well-being. Rather than the all-too-common
lack of concern for local culture in disaster response and recovery (Faas and Barrios 2015), expert knowledge
practices fuse with local aspirations and practices in disaster recovery o en owing to avowed cultural sensitivities
of intervening agencies. e rather improvisational postdisaster play of intervention and local agency reveals an
intriguing emergence of capitalist subjectivities as all parties in e ect engage in varieties of opportunism.

Indeed, neoliberal reform has only ever been partial in Ecuador. Planned reforms, austerity measures, and
privatization schemes were met with overwhelming indigenous and campesino resistance in the 1990s that resulted
in the ouster of several presidents. Yet, privatization and natural resource commodi cation continued in an uneasy



which focused on risk prevention strategies in high-risk areas and coordinated institutional responsibilities for
emergency response and relief processes. Meanwhile, several state agencies and NGOs proposed and subsequently
implemented resettlement plans for displaced villagers whose homes were no longer deemed viable.

In 2008, the Ecuadorian Ministry of Urban Development and Housing (MIDUVI) constructed 185 homes on
landless properties arranged on an urban grid as an extension of the municipal center, Penipe, roughly 10 km south
of the volcano. Alongside these homes, the US-based evangelical Christian disaster relief organization Samaritan’s
Purse built an additional 102 homes and a community park. At the same time, Ecuadorian nonpro t Fundacién
Esquel built forty- ve homes on a windy hilltop 5km to the south of Penipe. is resettlement, named Pusuca
(La Victoria de Pusuca), also included land for each household to cultivate (highly dependent on irrigation, which
would take several years to develop), communal plots for cooperative projects, and a community center and park.

As | discuss extensively elsewhere (Faas 2015, 2017a, 2017b), these two resettlements di ered in important
ways that drew my attention both to their distinctions and to the villages previously evacuated in the high-risk zone
around the volcano. Brie y, the landless resettlement in Penipe o ered no economic opportunities to resettlers;
there was no land for these agriculturalists to cultivate, and local opportunities for employment were negligible
at best. Lacking land in Penipe and awaiting irrigation to support farming in Pusuca, some villagers migrated to
cities near and far for wage employment. Many others simply returned to their previous villages in the shadow
of the volcano to plant crops and raise their animals despite chronic ashfall presenting health risks, signi cantly
diminishing crop yields, and injuring and sickening a variety of animals. In one sense, this was simply the most viable
livelihood option for most. But the return movement also re ected deeply emotional and symbolic attachments
to their home communities and landscapes. Dofia Clara wept when speaking of spending her nights in Penipe
Nuevo. Discussing the reconstruction of communities in Puela Parish in a parish-wide meeting, Pablo Cordova
spoke forcefully and emotionally, “[1 was] born and raised in Puela and | want everyone to do everything they can
to make the sure the communities and the parish don’t die o . I'm willing to do whatever it takes to save Puela”
(August 30, 2011). A er a swell of applause, he implored everyone to bring his or her children back to the newly
reconstructed elementary school in Puela so that it would not be shut down by the state. e future was in their
traditional lands and communities, not the resettlement.

e revanchist movement of resettlers to their lands on the volcano led me to Manzano, a village of  y-two
households. While Fundacion Esquel established a village council; organized communal labor parties (mingas)
for community development projects; and successfully courted funding, resources, and expertise from the state
and NGOs to develop Pusuca, the reconstituted village council of Manzano organized community members into



presented cases of a peasant community’s withdrawal from labor tribute, humanitarian aid workers refusing to
distribute aid according to local hierarchies, and the emergence of new elites. However, the most sweeping forms of
social engineering are typically advanced by the supralocal organizations of the market, state, and NGOs and tend to
entail policy reforms and reconstruction measures that favor large capital interests at the expense of a ected peoples,
especially the poor—what has come to be known as “disaster capitalism” (Klein 2007). And yet, while evidence of
such large-scale cases of disaster capitalism abounds (Gunewardena and Schuller 2008), this article is concerned
with the more inchoate and less conspicuous fostering of the development of capitalist subjectivities embedded
in expert strategies and the opportunism and a ective senses of crisis in disaster that in many ways distinguish
these contexts from other development initiatives promoting capitalist subjectivities. Here expert logics can fuse



communitarian alternatives to capitalist greed, local economic strategies take on entrepreneurial characteristics that
articulate with neoliberal ambitions of state and global institutions; peasant ambitions and desires are produced and
invoked as if locally derived, while at the same time being coproduced by dominant interests. e work of state and
NGO experts converges to “shape and direct individuals to be autonomous liberal subjects who will espouse the
rational economies of competition, accountability, and self-actualization” (Sawyer 2004, 15). Bene ts and opportu-
nities conferred by the state and NGOs are not merely material but also discursive. Suzana Sawyer (2004), in her



Partial agency

In contexts of upheaval, people engage the world around them and change it even as their subjective and objective
relations transform in the process; some may internalize pro t-seeking motives, but, in the words of David Harvey
(2006, 28, 148), “as creative subjects who resist the depredations of capital ... [they] become thereby at least partial
authors of their own history.” Alas, agency is only ever partial. A Bourdieusian ([1972] 1977) notion of agency qua
habitus, wherein actors purposively navigate social milieus based on tacit sensibilities of constraints and possibility,



hacendados and coastal plantation capitalists continued to exact labor tribute via mingas, and while indigenous
peoples and campesinos were popularly derided as backward and idle, minga labor plainly underwrote the
modernization of Ecuadorian state infrastructure and economy, as they built the road, rail, and telegraph systems
that united national territories (Larson 2008, 580—606). Penipe government o cial and poet Marco Murillo was
well versed in this history, telling me that minga had been an important feature of local culture

since [the founding of] the Republic, since the time of the previous indigenous inhabitants, and also the mestizos.
e practice disappeared in the ies and sixties with the expectation that the government and the municipality
would take care of everything. But it turned out that the government could not handle the work the way the people
wanted. Community leaders realized that they would have to contribute their share, which would be the minga.
is was in the sixties or seventies. In the last ve or six years, this has deepened because labor is a community









Responding to the 1949 visit of Otavalen merchant Rosa Lema to the United States, representatives of Galo Plaza’s
government gushed to the press that they had “transformed the indigena into a useful member of society who
produces and consumes” (quoted in Meisch 2002, 32).

Back in Manzano, at the community meeting described at the beginning of this article, village president
Bernardo had just returned from a four-day training in Otavalo. is was a capacity-building workshop for
facilitating local development, and his attendance was funded by a local savings and loan cooperative. Here he
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