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A B S T R A C T

This paper offers a value-theoretic critique of ‘post-neoliberal’ energy production in Ecuador. The Ecuadorian
government is attempting to end the dependence on finite hydrocarbon resources and unite energy infrastructure
with industrial competitiveness through the transformation of the country’s ‘energy matrix’. Based on extensive
field research, we argue that the project reveals the contradictions of the landlord state’s attempt to mobilise
circuits of ground rent and foreign debt to create cheap energy as a comparative advantage for national in-
dustrial development. Riding high on global commodity prices and tapping into a huge stream of Chinese in-
vestment, the government massively increased investment in new sources of hydroelectricity and energy in-
frastructure. Whilst ostensibly bringing about a reduction in energy production costs, this has come at the price
of leveraging the country’s natural resources (oil and minerals) and, paradoxically, creating an oversupply of
hydroelectricity. Drawing on a Marxist reading of the landlord state and tracing the flows of ground rent, capital
and energy we reveal how, far from the claims of post-neoliberal modernity, the project is in fact deepening
resource dependence by channelling hydroelectricity towards the nascent Ecuadorian mining frontier.

1. Introduction

In 2006 the left wing political movement Alianza País, and its
charismatic leader Rafael Correa, won the Ecuadorian general election
on a ‘post-neoliberal’ platform. Central to the victory of the so-called
Citizen’s Revolution was a raft of policies which mixed traditional na-
tional projects of development (resource nationalism, state control over
public goods and increased social spending) with novel claims to re-
spect the rights of nature and promote the pluri-national indigenous
characteristics of the Ecuadorian national territory. In 2008, around the
same time as Ecuador became the first country in the world to enshrine
the rights of nature in the new Montecristi Constitution, the govern-
ment launched an ambitious socio-ecological master plan to ‘transform
the country’s energy matrix’. A central pillar of this project has been the
rapid construction of 8 new hydroelectric dams in order to provide
cheap, clean and efficient electricity for national industrialization and
the structural transformation of the country’s ‘productive matrix’.

This return of state-led development has characterized the wider
emergence of so-called ‘post-neoliberal’ regimes in Latin America.
Financed by a period of high international commodity prices and in-
fluenced by the neo-structuralist economic policies of the Economic
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), post-

neoliberal governments have used the income from natural resources to
target infrastructural and industrial development. The emergence of
neo-structuralism in Ecuador has ousted the market fundamentalism of
neoclassical economics and questioned the fatalism of the so-called
‘resource curse’, thereby creating the policy space for ‘the return of the
state’ [1]. In terms of energy and infrastructure policies this can be seen
in the commitment to large scale economic interventionism on behalf of
the government [2,92], coupled with the return of macroeconomic
policies to control price signals – i.e. energy costs – and replace patterns
of ‘rent seeking’ with investment in productivity enhancing industrial
activities [3]. Nevertheless, neo-structuralism firmly retains the neo-
liberal attachment to fiscal responsibility and export promotion within
a project that looks to establish pragmatic synergies between the state,
economy and society that can generate ‘systematic competitiveness’
[4,5].

In Ecuador, on the back of almost a decade of high international oil
prices (making up around 35% of GDP), infrastructural projects, in-
creased social spending and oil backed external debt became the motors
of a project which coupled poverty reduction and social inclusion with
national modernization. However, the political urgency to rapidly re-
make the energy matrix intensified in 2014 on the back of the pre-
cipitous fall in the oil price. The government took advantage of reforms
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to mining laws, passed amidst growing conflict with indigenous groups
and environmentalists, to make foreign resource-based investment in
Ecuador more attractive. This served to unite extractivist interests and
mineral export promotion with the new competitive hydroelectric en-
ergy provision. As a result, conflicts embedded within the socio-
technical infrastructures for the ‘transformation of the energy matrix’
have, paralleling other findings in this special issue, seen the state side
with capital in conflict with local communities and environmentalist
groups cf. [93,94]. In its role as the nation’s landlord [6], the state’s
control over and management of energy and natural resources has been
skewed in favour of safeguarding emblematic public works and se-
curing inflows of foreign capital in order to shore up a dollarized
economy.1 This has come principally through the deepening of financial
ties with Chinese state capital. Indeed, the development of ‘post-neo-
liberalism’ under the leadership of Rafael Correa saw Ecuador leverage
its natural resources – oil, mines, hydroelectric potential – through
various loan packages with China’s Development and ExIm Banks
reaching US$17.4 billion – in order to service debt repayments and ride
out the fall in commodity prices [7].

In this light, the paper argues that the political discourse of post-
neoliberalism and the economic policies of neo-structuralism are two
sides of the same coin of energy politics: the former casts clean energy
as central to ecologically responsible development and the latter
equates this energy with competitive and modern production relations.
Taken together, the result is energy policies which reproduce the ex-
tractivist model of capital accumulation that the state claims to be
transforming. Based on a Marxian value-theoretic reading of the land-
lord state and drawing upon over 12 months of primary research con-
ducted with government ministries, institutions, activists, academics
and engineers this paper develops a critical analysis of energy politics
and debt financed infrastructural development in action. The paper
argues that the political urgency to transform the energy matrix is an
expression of the contradictions of the landlord state’s class position-
ality, failed industrialisation policies and dependence on natural re-
source revenue in the form of ground rent. In what follows we briefly
outline the literature that has focused on the extractivist character of
‘post-neoliberalism’ in Latin America before offering a different theo-
retical approach, grounded in Marxian value theory, to understand the
relationship between value, nature, energy and the landlord state.
Section two situates the project to ‘transform the energy matrix’ in
historical context by locating the structural relationship between
nature, value and the landlord state in Ecuador. Sections three and four
draw on primary research to unfold a critique of energy infrastructure
development. To do so we focus on the construction, financing and
political role played by the major hydroelectric dam Coca Codo Sinclair
(CCS), the jewel in the crown of post-neoliberal modernity in Ecuador.
We then untangle the links between Chinese loans, the overproduction
of electrical energy, the absence on national industrial demand, and
ultimately, the re-direction of ‘cheap energy’ towards the pioneering of
the Ecuadorian open-cast mining frontier.

2. Energy, value and rents: a Marxian political ecology of
extractivism

There is now a quite diverse critical literature covering the forms of
governmental power and development trajectories of putatively ‘post-
neoliberal’ regimes in Latin America’s so-called ‘Pink Tide’. Although
from distinct epistemological optics, this literature has coalesced
around the argument that, despite poverty reduction schemes and ex-
pansive state spending, post-neoliberalism has deepened the depen-
dence on mineral and hydrocarbon “extractivism” [8–11]. As a result of

the inability to bring about structural reform these regimes have actu-
ally become complicit in the dispossession of indigenous communities
through the consolidation of neo-colonial forms of state-led moder-
nisation [12,13]. Another line of research has critically engaged with
neo-extractivism through the political imaginaries and language used to
rhetorically uphold the progressive credentials of resource based de-
velopment [14, p. 816]. This has further contributed to the rich vein of
research which focuses on how oil revenue, resource extraction and the
political ecology of energy is central to the social production of space
and the reproduction of imaginaries of nationhood [15,16].

More specifically focusing on energy infrastructure a recent study,
in the pages of this journal, has highlighted the tension between the
regional promotion of hydroelectric dams and their growth orientated
modernisation logic which unites foreign direct investment and energy
exports under the legitimating veil of cleanliness and environmental
sustainability [17]. This tension is particularly acute in Ecuador be-
cause of the way the government has attempted to promote its ecolo-
gical credentials and respect the ‘rights of nature’ whilst also max-
imising extractivism to fund state-spending [18]. This type of critique is
particularly evident in the work of Alberto Acosta, a prominent Ecua-
dorian academic and environmentalist who has been a strident critic of
the ecological and human costs of the government’s energy and mining
policies.2 Acosta’s [19, p. 8] work calls for a wider critical investigation
into “extractivism” by linking “extractive projects with those great
works that make them feasible, for example with the energy sector and
the infrastructure for transporting the same minerals.” We agree with
this call, but also argue that an empirical focus on the links between
‘extractivism’ and energy infrastructure is not sufficient to reveal the
social relations that lie behind, and co-produce, concrete sites of terri-
torial contestation. As Huber [20, p. 47] puts it, “in capitalism the so-
cietal relation with nature is governed more by abstract interactions
with money and commodities than the concrete moments of actual
material exchange with nature.” Therefore, in order to excavate the
deeper social relations that mediate specific nature-society relations of
‘extractivism’ in societies dependent on the export of natural resources
we should enquire after the value relations that unite the state, nature
and energy. It is to this task we now turn.

2.1. Value and nature: uniting the landlord state and ground-rent

Within human geography and political ecology there has been a
wave of renewed academic interest in the Marxian critique of political
economy to understand the current conjuncture of nature-society re-
lations [21–26]. Whilst this literature is complex and spans issues such
as energy [27]; carbon trading [28]; financialisation [22]; open-cast
mining [29]; and the ‘Capitalocene’ [30], it testifies to the impetus felt
among geographers within a Marxian tradition of political ecology to
engage with some rendition of value theory to unpack the calculative
technologies and socio-ecological processes through which capital ac-
cumulation cheapens commodity production at the expense of the bio-
physical world [31, p. 34]. A notable feature of this literature is the
fitful appearance of that long-standing thorny concept within Marxian
value theory: ground rent.

Although clearly not representative of the whole emerging rent
literature [32–34] two recent accounts have developed a contemporary
political ecology reading of rent relations [35,21]. Parenti [35] draws
on the category of rent in order to work in a political ecology of the
state into Moore’s [36] conception of capitalism as world-ecology of
capital, power and nature. Moore’s [37] meta-theory of the “Four

1 The absence of macroeconomic tools to devalue or print money restricts the com-
petitiveness of exports and creates added pressure to ensure inflows of foreign exchange
to safeguard dollarization [3].

2 Acosta was originally a member of the progressive alliance between leftists, en-
vironmentalists and indigenous groups that brought Correa to power under the banner of
the Citizens’ Revolution. Indeed, Acosta was appointed Minister of Mines and Energy in
Correa’s first government and later became President of the National Assembly. Acosta
resigned from the government following disputes over the increasingly extractivist de-
velopment policy.
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