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No theory of history that  

conceptualized capitalism as  

a progressive historical force,  

qualitatively increasing the  

mastery of human beings over  

the material bases of their  

existence, was adequate to  

the task of making the exper- 

iences of the modern world  

comprehensible.

— Cedric J. Robinson,  

Black Marxism: The Making  

of the Black Radical Tradition
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INTRODUCTION

Dawn in Bata, Equatorial Guinea’s second city. At 6:00 a.m., I stood 
outside the headquarters of a large US-based oil company with a small 
group of others — a Spanish woman, a man from Louisiana, and two 
Equatoguinean men — waiting to “go offshore” by helicopter. We stood 
quietly and not quite together, separated by the early hour and by 
not knowing if we were all there for the same purpose. Eventually, an 
Equatoguinean driver pulled up in a company bus. As we boarded, 
he requested our identification passes to electronically register each 
of our exits from the compound, and then drove us to the company’s 
private wing of the airport. After an airport worker searched our bags, 
we sat in a small room to watch a safety video on the importance of 
in-flight protective equipment and what to do if our helicopter were 
to catch fire in midair. At liftoff, the helicopter rose effortlessly as the 
city of Bata spread out beneath us. Further from shore, looking back, 
the Ntem River marked the edge of the continent. After a while, sights 
and sounds faded into the calm of the open ocean seen from above 
and the gently vibrating lull of the helicopter through noise-canceling 
headphones. 
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Eventually, a bright flame appeared in the distance, attached to 
an indistinct industrial atoll — a rig. Just as the rig came into view, the 
helicopter banked left to land briefly on what looked like an aircraft 
carrier, leaving the Spanish woman on what was, in fact, a Float-
ing Production, Storage, and Offloading (FPSO) vessel. With the pro-
duction rig visible some hundreds of yards away across the water, the 
FPSO was animated by its own large flare, burning the crude’s gas-
eous by-products. Both the rig and this vast, self-propelling, ship-like 
structure floated above a field producing 100,000 barrels of crude oil 
per day. Every ten days, a tanker pulled alongside the FPSO and left 
with one million barrels of oil. From subsea hydrocarbon deposits, to 
the rig, to the FPSO, to the tanker, and finally to market, Equatorial 
Guinea’s oil production chain was clearest to me by helicopter, far off 
the country’s shores.

Capitalism is not a context; it is a project.1

This book offers an ethnographic account of the daily life of capitalism. 
It is both an account of a specific capitalist project — US oil companies work-
ing off the shores of Equatorial Guinea — and an exploration of more gen-
eral forms and processes (the offshore, contracts, infrastructures, something 
called “the” economy) that facilitate diverse capitalist projects around the 
world. Each of these forms and processes, which organize the book, chapter 
by chapter, is both a condition of possibility for contemporary capitalism 
and an ongoing entanglement with the raced and gendered histories of co-
lonialism, empire, and white supremacy out of which capitalism and liberal-
ism emerged. Indeed, the book explores the relationship between the liberal 
modernity claimed by US oil companies — contractual obligation, market 
rationality, transparency — and the racialized global inequality that radi-
cally delimits the ways in which Equatorial Guinea and other postcolonial 
African countries might engage with multinational oil companies. Just as 
racism, patriarchy, and dispossession are not exceptions to liberalism, but 
constitutive of it (James 1963; Hartman 1997; Makdisi 1998; Chakrabarty 
2000; Mills 2003, 2017; Stoler 1995, 2010; Mehta 1997, 1999; Byrd 2011; Lowe 
2015), so too, this book argues, must we shift our critical understanding of 
capitalism from one in which “markets” merely deepen or respond to post-
colonial inequality, to one in which markets are made by that inequality.2 
In Equatorial Guinea and around the world, accreted histories of racial-
ized disparity “proxy” (Ho 2016) for rational, neutral market behavior — “the 
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rules of the economy.” Global markets, the oil market chief among them, 
do not merely take advantage of these circumstances; they are constituted 
by them. 

This view from the helicopter window — through which Equatorial Guinea 
seems to recede; in which hydrocarbons seem to move effortlessly from one 
infrastructural node of the commodity chain to another; and where a space 
referred to as “offshore” seems to be a literal watery stage for placeless eco-
nomic interaction — requires a tremendous amount of work. From manual, 
managerial, domestic, and political labor; to material infrastructures and 
technologies; to the legal, ethical, and affective framing processes required 
to lubricate the passage of oil and gas to market, the apparent smoothness of 
the offshore is made and remade in the quotidian project that is hydrocarbon 
capitalism in Equatorial Guinea. The view was redolent with qualities often 
thought to be intrinsic to capitalism: standardization, replicability, techni-
cal mastery, and the disembedding of economic interaction from social con-
text. In contrast, the view from fourteen months of fieldwork in and around 
Equatorial Guinea’s oil industry demonstrated nothing more than the work 
required to produce tenuous and contested approximations of those osten-
sibly intrinsic qualities. This book describes these work-intensive processes 
as I found them in Equatorial Guinea.

Yet the view from the helicopter window is not only misleading; it is also 
productive.

If anthropology (at least in the poststructural moment, if not before) 
has concerned itself with rescuing local specificity and complexity from the 
abstracting distance of views like this one, this book is equally invested in 
understanding — ethnographically, theoretically, and politically — what these 
kinds of views do in the world. These views are not merely “wrong” in any 
narrow sense. On the contrary, they are performative in that they gener-
ate durable material and semiotic effects in the world.3 Insofar as anthro-
pology and critical theory approach these abstracting views as fodder for  
deconstruction — to show contingency, complexity, heterogeneity, or locality 
“within” or “beneath” them — we fail to account for their performative work 
in the world. We seem to suggest that “mere” appearances are easily undone 
by ethnographic intimacy. On the contrary, something widely recognized 
as global capitalism persists despite that kind of deconstructive work. How? 
Ethnography can help us follow the work required to create the “as ifs” on 
which capitalism has so long relied: abstraction, decontextualization, and 
standardization. In this book, I take these as ifs themselves as ethnographic 
objects, aspirational processes, and political projects that we can follow in 
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the field. Rather than recovering the complexity and friction effaced by the 
view from the helicopter window, then, this ethnography accounts for how 
things come to seem smooth, how the US oil and gas industry works to seem 
separate, distanced, and outside of local life in Equatorial Guinea. As I will 
go on to chronicle, many of the people with whom I worked — itinerant oil 
company management in particular — were preoccupied each day with this 
work of abstraction and distancing: how to ensure that the production and 
export of oil from Equatorial Guinea might seem detached from local lives, 
histories, and landscapes.4

To use ethnography in this way — to follow the work of standardization, 
decontextualization, and distancing — allows us to attend to capitalism as 
a project; to show how it is at once uneven, heterogeneous, and contested 
and, at the same time, proliferative, powerful, and systemic. Holding these 
analytic poles in tension, as equally empirically true in the world, asks us to 
account for their simultaneity. How is it that both can be true? As with any 
project, capitalism’s apparent coherence and momentum take work. This 
book offers an account of some of our world’s most powerful corporations —  
US oil firms — and those who work with, alongside, and against them as they 
undertake this work in Equatorial Guinea. To be clear then, this book is not, 
in any simple way, an account of local inflections or instantiations of capital-
ism. Rather, it asks after the force and fulsomeness with which capitalism, 
in fact, seems to do all the things it is supposed to do: standardize, abstract, 
distance, and decontextualize. How can we account for these phenomena 
ethnographically, showing — despite the frictions and seams — how this work 
gets done?

Because this book’s analytic trajectory follows the industry’s work toward 
apparent distance and standardization, it is not about Equatorial Guinea in 
the conventional ethnographic sense. This is why I begin with a departure 
story of sorts — the helicopter leaving Bata for the offshore — rather than with 
the expected arrival story; this is the directionality of sociopolitical life and 
work I explore in the book. The ways in which this book is and is not about 
Equatorial Guinea are also choices about a certain kind of ethnographic re-
fusal (Ortner 1995; Simpson 2014) on the one hand, and an ethnographic in-
sistence on the other. Like Simpson (2014, 105) with the Iroquois (although 
very differently positioned as a white North American anthropologist), I re
fuse the “previous practices of discursive containment and pathology” that 
have plagued white textualizations of Equatorial Guinea. I refuse them not 
only because of their internal flaws, but also because these accounts “have 
teeth, and teeth that bite through time” (Simpson 2014, 100). My oil company 
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interlocutors used white textualizations of Equatorial Guinea, and Africa 
more broadly, to justify the violence of their industry’s daily practices — from 
contracts that contravene Equatoguinean sovereignty to economic theory 
that locates the reliably grotesque local outcomes of oil production solely 
within the “pathological African state.” The industry used anthropology, 
history, economics, and political science to efface the agency of transnational 
corporate capitalism and to distance itself still further from that by which 
it was surrounded and to which it gave shape. The teeth of knowledge pro-
duction, in the mouths of some of our world’s most powerful corporations, 
indeed bite through time. Thus, this book does not offer a general ethno-
graphic description of Equatorial Guinea (as if such a thing were possible), 
but a specific political history of the conditions of possibility that made a 
certain form of hydrocarbon capitalism possible.

This form of ethnographic refusal also contains an ethnographic insis-
tence. If knowing, and if anthropological knowing in particular, has been 
a mode of power (Asad 1979; Said 1978, 1989; Foucault 1980), then this book 
advocates knowing more about that over which we need more power. It is 
capitalism — its ideologies and institutions, people and dreams, ecologies and 
erasures — that is my ethnos. Through that commitment, I stumbled upon 
capitalism’s intimacy with liberalism, and that too became an ethnographic 
object. More precisely, I found liberalism in the field, or what Sartori (2014) 
calls vernacular liberalism: “the movement of liberal concepts beyond the 
rarified domains of self-conscious political theory . . . into wider worlds” (7). 
Specifically, I follow the ways in which oil company management and, to a 
lesser extent, Equatoguinean state actors use law, contracts, economic the-
ory, and market rationality not only as powerful tools in and of themselves, 
but also as a felicitous moral architecture through which to sanction capi-
talist practices. Liberalism here “is not a thing. It is a moving target devel-
oped in the European empire and used to secure power in the contemporary 
world. It is located nowhere but in its continual citation as the motivating 
logic and aspiration of dispersed and competing social and cultural experi-
ments” (Povinelli 2006, 13). Both liberalism and capitalism are always made 
through and with the things that anthropology has long been so good at 
capturing — specific people and histories, places and politics, landscapes and 
livelihoods. This is no less true in Equatorial Guinea, despite the fact that 
it is precisely these entanglements that the industry works so hard to sever.

Thus, this book is about Equatorial Guinea insofar as it is the historical 
specificity of that country leading up to US corporations’ discovery of oil 
and gas which made the industry’s work toward disentanglement so appar-
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ent. Equally relevant to the story is the historical specificity of the US-based 
transnational oil and gas industry in the mid-1990s, the moment it discovered 
subsea hydrocarbons in Equatorial Guinea. Both histories — similarly steeped 
in secrecy, suppression, and violence — come to shape the project of petro-
capitalism in the country. In the mid-1990s, Equatorial Guinea was governed 
by an authoritarian regime on its last legs, ready to acquiesce to nearly any 
industry condition in exchange for complicity and support. At the same mo-
ment, the industry was reeling from the rise of the global environmental move-
ment, increasingly public breakthroughs in climate science, and the swell-
ing power of transnational nongovernmental organizations (ngos) (Kirsch 
2014). In addition, Shell’s ongoing catastrophe in neighboring Nigeria — 
 involving everything from the killing of Ogoni activists to the visible dispos-
session and despoliation of the Niger Delta (Adunbi 2015; Saro-Wiwa 1992; 
Watts 2004) — had made that case a model failure in the industry by the time 
investment in Equatorial Guinea began, not to be repeated at all costs. In this 
moment, respective histories of secrecy, the active suppression of informa-
tion, and global pariah status in both Equatorial Guinea and the US-based 
oil and gas industry came together in resonant frequency, amplifying the si-
lence and intimacy that has come to characterize their complicity.

Today, Equatorial Guinea is widely considered to have one of the most 
corrupt dictatorships in the world. The global oil and gas industry is simi-
larly disreputable. How, then, at this intersection, are hydrocarbons so reli-
ably transformed from subsea deposits into everything from gas to lipstick 
to futures prices? How is capitalism, in its own image, reliably reproduced at 
the intersection of an industry and a dictatorship (now the longest-standing 
in the world) that are equally notorious, illiberal, and constituted by histories 
of violence, destruction, suppression, and agnotology? In Equatorial Guinea 
and beyond, the oil and gas industry consistently escapes consequential re-
sponsibility for local outcomes, despite profound political, environmental, 
economic, and social entanglements in each and every supply site. How? This  
is the puzzle that this book seeks to address by focusing ethnographically on 
what I call the “licit life of capitalism” — contracts and subcontracts, infra-
structures, economic theory, corporate enclaves, “transparency” — and the 
forms of racialized and gendered liberalism on which it relies for its moral 
architecture. These practices have become legally sanctioned, widely repli-
cated, and even ordinary, at the same time as they are messy, contested, and, 
to many, indefensible.

Before setting out to understand the licit life of capitalism, this book’s 
ethnographic project, we must first understand that which the licit is set up to 
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manage, to distance itself from, and to frame out of the picture. To illustrate 
this, I start with a scene from the field that conveys the intimacy of absolute 
rule and transnational oil firms, before moving back briefly into Equatorial 
Guinea’s colonial and postcolonial history to give a sense of the sociopoliti-
cal world which US oil companies entered — and then altered — starting in 
the late 1990s.

On Equatorial Guinea

You get the land but you don’t provide a lot of jobs, you may be 
destroying the environment, and most of the profit goes to inter-
national capital. The companies don’t have a strong case to sell to 
local communities, so they come to not only accept highly cen-
tralized government but to crave it. A strongman president can 
make all the necessary decisions. It’s a lot easier to win support 
from the top than to build it from the bottom. As long as we want 
cheap gas, democracy can’t exist. 
— Ed Chow, longtime Chevron executive, quoted in  
Ken Silverstein, The Secret World of Oil

Elena, an Equatoguinean friend, called one afternoon to invite me to an 
outdoor dinner at a Spanish-style tapas place. Our dinner companions were 
three other people I didn’t know well — two visiting American lobbyists em-
ployed by the Equatoguinean government, whom I had met briefly on one 
of their earlier visits, and an Equatoguinean woman I’d never met who was 
introduced to me at the beginning of dinner as “an entrepreneur.” The five 
of us ambled through normal (for Equatorial Guinea) dinner conversation. 
The woman had a new iPhone, and we talked about the recent statistic that 
Equatorial Guinea had the highest per capita percentage of iPhone users in 
the world. We also discussed the construction boom and how bad the har-
mattan was expected to be this year. Soon the conversation turned toward 
my research, and the two American men and the Guinean woman5 began 
asking me a series of questions about my project: “How is it going? Who are 
you interviewing? What are you finding out? How do you get your informa-
tion?” I answered with my usual mix of candor and vagueness. “It’s going 
well. I interview locals and expats who work in the oil industry. I’m finding 
out that things are more complicated than they seem.” As the question-and-
answer session continued, Elena began to press her foot on mine under the 
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table. I wondered if she had mistaken my foot for the table base, and I gen-
tly moved my foot from under hers as I continued talking. Gradually talk 
turned to politics, and I was careful, as always, to be my best noncommit-
tal self as I listened to what the others had to say (also noncommittal, vapid 
statements) and responded with vagaries of my own. “How well adjusted I 
am to living in a paranoid dictatorship,” I thought to myself as I again moved 
my foot from under Elena’s.

We finished our beers and said our goodbyes, and I got in Elena’s car to 
head home. I was in trouble. The “entrepreneur,” it turns out, while she did 
have her own store, also worked for national intelligence, and, of course, 
Elena knew this because everyone knows everyone in Malabo. She was not 
able to tell me this before we arrived, however, not knowing who would be 
attending the dinner. As Elena yelled frantically at me in the car about how 
naïve I was to talk about my research, I tried to stutter in protest that I inten-
tionally said nothing political or dangerous, and that in terms of politics, I 
had also been vague and effectively said nothing. She said that it didn’t mat-
ter. They can take any little piece of information and twist it the wrong way. 
“A banana,” as another informant put it, “is a stone.” And worse, it was not 
only me that I was endangering, but also her. “They killed a French guy and 
framed his Guinean friend for the murder,” she said. “I would be blamed for 
your death!”

Rattled by Elena’s fear and anger at my ignorance (her foot was an inten-
tional, repeated effort to shut me up), and wondering about the actuality of 
it all — death by research, friends framed for my death — the next day I ap-
proached Isabel, my closest friend in the field who was also rising through 
the ranks of the government. I was wide-eyed, agitated, and incredulous as 
I told her my story about Elena’s anger; about being told that the intelligence 
operative was an “entrepreneur”; and about how I had answered questions 
about my research vacuously. Isabel listened calmly, nodding slowly, saying 
nothing. When I finished, looking at her expectantly, she returned my gaze 
with a quiet, knowing smile and a silence that seemed to last forever. And 
then she said, “Welcome.” Having returned to Equatorial Guinea only six 
years earlier from a life abroad, Isabel said that the same thing happened 
to her upon her return. She told me it was valuable experience for my re-
search “to experience the fear we all live in.” “If you’re not involved with 
locals,” she said, “you’ll never experience it. You have to figure out how to 
write about this.”

As Elena’s foot, Isabel’s “Welcome,” and Ed Chow’s words that begin 
this section all suggest, there is a mutually beneficial relationship between 
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absolute rule and transnational oil firms. It is a relationship characterized 
by impunity and secrecy on both sides, and by a form of collusion Anna 
Tsing (2005) has described as franchise cronyism, “in which foreign funds 
support the authoritarian rule that keeps the funds safe. . . . In exchange for 
supplying the money to support national leaders who can make the state 
secure, investors are offered the certainties of the contract, which ensures 
titles to mineral deposits, fixes taxation rates, and permits export of profit” 
(69). The licit life of capitalism — the industry’s striving for capitalism in its 
own image — is uniquely evident in Equatorial Guinea precisely because of 
the specific political histories of the place, histories that led dramatically to 
the fear in which Equatoguineans had long lived by the time US oil compa-
nies came to town.

A Brief History

While Spain had technically gained imperial rights to “Spanish Guinea” in 
1777, it was not until the late nineteenth century that Spanish sovereignty was 
fully recognized on Bioko Island (then called Fernando Pó), and it was not 
until the beginning of the twentieth century that Spanish missionaries had 
even seen the interior of Río Muni, let alone established administrative rule 
or systems of economic extraction of any kind (Ndongo-Bidyogo 1977; Nerín 
2010; Martino 2012). While Spanish administrative presence was minimal 
in the early years of colonialism, foreigners of various nationalities out to 
make money were not, at least on the main island. Bioko remained a crucial, 
dynamic economic site, characterized as a “watering hole of explorers, trad-
ers and missionaries” at the end of the nineteenth century (Fegley 1989, 13). 
Río Muni, on the other hand, receded still further from its earlier small role 
in the slave trade (Aranzadi, forthcoming). Where Bioko was an economi-
cally and politically strategic holding, with increasing Spanish presence if 
not rule, Río Muni, at least for a time, “was viewed as a magnet for the bor-
der population [from Gabon and Cameroon] because it was a place where 
censuses, native taxation, levies, and native justice [were] unknown. Accord-
ing to one French Official, it was possible for Africans to live ‘in complete 
freedom’ in Rio Muni” (Sundiata 1990, 34).6 Cameroonian author Ferdinand 
Oyono (1966) says as much in the opening of his novel Houseboy:

It was evening. The sun had gone down behind the peaks. The deep shadow 
of the forest was closing in around Akomo. Flocks of toucans cut the air with 
great wingbeats and their plaintive calls died away slowly. The last night of 
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my holiday in Spanish Guinea came stealthily down. Soon I would be leaving 
this country used by us “Frenchmen” from Gabon and Cameroon as a place 
to slip away for a break whenever things became a little strained between 
ourselves and our white compatriots. (3)

When the Spanish Civil War broke out in 1936, most Spanish settlers 
in Equatorial Guinea were passively associated with the anti-Franco Popu-
lar Front, but their resistance was easily overwhelmed by troops sent from 
Spain. By the end of the year Spanish Guinea was securely in Franco’s hands, 
“contributing money, raw materials and food to the long and bitter campaign 
against the republic” (Roberts 1986, 543). Franco’s victory in 1939 marked a 
dual shift in the daily life of colonial rule in Equatorial Guinea, creating more 
metropolitan interest and investment on the one hand, and more oppressive, 
violent, and sharply racist rule on the other. Remembering his schooling 
in the 1940s and 1950s, Equatoguinean journalist and Fanon scholar Do-
nato Ndongo-Bidyogo writes: “ ‘Are we Spanish?’ — the teacher would ask 
the class — ‘we are Spanish by the grace of God!!’ . . . Entering school in the 
morning you had to stand in formation, do five or ten minutes of military 
gymnastics, sing ‘Cara al Sol’ [the anthem of Franco’s Falangist party] while 
saluting. ‘I am a Falangist, I will be a Falangist until I die or overcome. Long 
live Spain!’ ” (1977, 66). While on school grounds, students were required to 
speak Spanish exclusively, regardless of their age or how long they had been 
studying the colonial language. “Those that disobeyed or could not com-
municate sufficiently were lashed, or made to kneel for hours on gravel. This 
was not cultural assimilation. This was cultural assimilation at gun point” 
(66). Colonialism under Franco was radically and unpredictably violent for 
black Equatoguinean adults as well, whose movements around the island 
and mainland, or in between, were de facto forbidden but de jure governed 
by a pass system. Equatoguineans could be beaten, jailed, and killed at any 
time without recourse. The arbitrary violence that characterized Franco’s co-
lonial fascism — authoritarian dictatorship, military rule, forced labor, radi-
cal limitations on movement, and rampant executions — would later come to 
characterize postcolonial rule in Equatorial Guinea as well.

By the late 1950s and early 1960s, anticolonial sentiment and organizing 
was growing in Equatorial Guinea and across the continent. After unsuc-
cessfully trying to co-opt the majority of nationalist Equatoguineans, the 
colonial administration proposed a vote for autonomy (not independence), 
which Equatoguineans passed, thus establishing a General Assembly of co-
lonial administrators who, in turn, named a ten-member Consejo de Gobi-
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erno, or Government Council of Equatoguineans. This council included, 
among others, Francisco Macías Nguema, the former mayor of Mongomo 
(an inland continental district on the border with Gabon), and other au-
thority figures from within what Mamdani (1996) has characterized as the 
native bureaucracies of indirect rule: those Equatoguineans who had been 
enlisted by the colonial government as “traditional,” often meaning rural, 
legal, and fiscal authorities. Ndongo-Bidyogo (1977) argues that the Spanish 
were grooming the Equatoguineans named to the Government Council for 
their emergent role as the national bourgeoisie, to serve as mediators with 
Spain both politically — where their complicity guaranteed autonomy but not  
independence — and economically — wherein council members guaranteed 
Spain continued access to local riches and resources. In exchange, council 
members “were given exorbitant salaries, a Mercedes Benz, a chalet replete 
with servants paid by Spain, and control over the national budget” (105). 

Here too, the conflation of public office with private gain that began un-
der colonialism (Martino 2018b) set an important foundation for the ex-
pectations and norms of postcolonial Equatoguinean regimes to come. The 
Governing Council adopted a predictably pro-Spanish line, but Macías 
Nguema, in particular, began to separate himself ideologically, refusing to 
accept the Spanish agenda and beginning to talk about opposition to neo-
colonialism. In February 1968, only four years after the autonomous regime 
began, Equatoguinean politicians demanded independence at a constitu-
tional conference in Spain, and Franco’s regime passed a decree suspending 
the renewal of autonomous status. Equatorial Guinea held its first election 
as an independent nation-state on October 12, 1968, and Francisco Macías 
Nguema was elected president.

Trouble started almost immediately. In the month following indepen-
dence, Spain promised financial help that never came. Records from the co-
coa, coffee, and timber exports of 1968 showed that there should have been 
roughly $43 million in the bank (in 1968 dollars; roughly $300 million in 
2017), but the national accounts were empty. The Spanish had stolen the 
money. Macías’s relationship with Spain deteriorated rapidly. The Spanish 
settlers who remained began to openly provoke the newly independent gov-
ernment in an effort, Ndongo-Bidyogo (1977) argues, to precipitate a con-
frontation and “justify the intervention of the fully armed 270 members of 
the Spanish army still in the country” (154). As Equatoguineans began to 
speak up about corporal punishment, as well as racist language on planta-
tions and in Spanish-owned businesses, the Spanish ambassador responded 
by threatening to withdraw the Spanish doctors, engineers, teachers, ad-
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ministrators, and media operators who continued to run the country’s basic 
social infrastructure. 

Not three months after assuming the presidency, Macías (quite reason-
ably) began to suffer from what Ndongo-Bidyogo (1977) called the “paranoia 
and psychosis” of assassination attempts and coups. And indeed, in February 
1969, Spanish soldiers occupied the airport and media production centers, 
distributing arms to all remaining whites, who then patrolled the streets. A 
mere four months after independence, then, the Spanish organized a coup 
attempt, provoking Macías to declare a state of emergency, still referred to 
today as la emergencia. Macías asked all Spanish settlers who remained in 
the country to leave, including the missionaries who ran schools and or-
phanages, which left Equatorial Guinea largely without technical experts. 
Algerians came on technical missions as doctors and nurses, but they didn’t 
speak Spanish and struggled to serve a population in a moment of chaotic 
transition. Schools were closed; children roamed the streets in large num-
bers; food imports were disrupted; and many people left their towns for the 
cities of Malabo and Bata, hoping to find more institutional stability. Thou-
sands of Nigerians, who had long provided much of the manual labor on co-
coa plantations, also began to leave, spurred by Macías’s decree forbidding 
wage remittances to support the Biafran secession. In short, both the tech-
nocracy and the manual labor that had sustained Equatorial Guinea during 
the colonial era disappeared essentially overnight.

In the wake of the Spanish coup attempt, March 1969 marked the offi-
cial beginning of a period Guineans to this day call la triste memoria, the 
sad memory. The few doctors who remained from Algeria, Egypt, and Ni-
geria began to leave in response to orders from Macías not to cure ill peo-
ple considered “counterrevolutionaries.” Jails began to fill with “persons of 
suspicion” — people Macías perceived to be political opponents — most of 
whom died in prison. By Christmas 1969, Macías had jailed, tortured, and 
killed all politicians he perceived to be against him. All incoming mail was 
searched and censored, on penalty of death to the intended recipient should 
the censors dislike what they read. Spain responded with a press war, calling 
openly for another coup, to which Macías responded by launching a cam-
paign against all Equatoguineans who were in Spanish universities or who 
had ever studied there. “Intellectual” became a word punishable by jail or 
worse. In response, Franco’s Ministry of External Affairs switched course, 
using the Law of Official Secrets to declare all information about Equatorial 
Guinea and its relationship with Spain materia reservada — strictly confiden-
tial and not to be covered by any media. At this point, “Equatorial Guinea 
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virtually dropped out of the news. Macías closed down most of the press, 
instated severe censorship and banned all foreign journalists. Visas became 
very difficult to obtain. After 1970 there was not one reliable economic fig-
ure, government statistic or census report to be found in the country. . . . 
The Franco regime further aided and abetted Macías by maintaining strict 
silence from the beginning” (Fegley 1989, 72).

In the years that followed, Macías began to jail his own ministers; pub-
licly execute people who had served in the pre-independence government; 
and persecute, detain, and execute clergy. In 1970, he outlawed political par-
ties and created punt — el Partido Unico Nacional de Trabajadores, or the 
Unified National Workers Party. The youth wing of punt — Juventud en 
Marcha con Macías (Youth Marching with Macías) — was given free rein 
to accuse and attack others with impunity. In policies reminiscent of Fa-
langist colonial practice and in active dialogue with Maoist practice of the 
day, military drills became compulsory for the entire population, including 
children as young as five and pregnant women, and Equatoguineans were 
forbidden from traveling within or leaving their country freely. Having de-
clared himself president for life in 1972, Macías once again enclosed Guin-
eans in their homeland, “by laws so similar to those from the colonial period 
that one could hardly note a difference” (Ndongo-Bidyogo 1977, 215). With 
economic production nearly at a standstill in the wake of the first Nigerian 
exodus, Macías decreed compulsory labor from Equatoguinean citizens (un-
paid labor from all men).7 Those able to escape streamed across the borders. 
In response, Macías redoubled the compulsory labor act and jailed or killed 
people caught escaping.

Nominally socialist, Macías cultivated relations with Cuba, China, and 
the USSR throughout the 1970s, although his regime alienated each in turn. 
By 1975, doctors and medical care were officially outlawed. (Most medical 
professionals in the interceding years had been Cuban.) Amidst cholera out-
breaks, a resurgence of leprosy, and a population either fleeing or dying, 
Macías stopped the circulation of all boats to prevent further escape, thereby 
indiscriminately prohibiting all crafts used for fishing or those that fitfully 
brought medicines and food to the smaller islands of Annobón, Corisco, and 
the Elobeys. When, after a year’s time, a group finally sailed to Annobón, 
half of the inhabitants were dead; the other half were transferred to Bioko 
as enslaved labor. “Spain, which could’ve intervened in this growing isola-
tion not only as the former colonial power but more importantly as home 
to the best educated Equatoguineans, retained an ironclad silence — a long 
chain of international complicity. Even those [Equatoguineans] who wanted 
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to organize an opposition in Spain were radically stifled by the repression 
and secrecy of the Franco regime” (Ndongo-Bidyogo 1977, 270). In January 
1976, Macías refused a mass repatriation request from the remaining Nige-
rian laborers. Nigeria responded by sending war ships into the waters sur-
rounding Malabo, and Macías fled from the capital on Bioko Island to the 
interior of the continental region. From this moment on, President Macías 
never returned to Bioko Island, or to the capital city. Having burned, razed, 
and evacuated the towns of his perceived enemies, Macías was “pursuing the 
phantasms in his ill and tormented mind. . . . ‘When the opposition comes,’ 
he declared, ‘they will find nothing but ashes’ ” (Ndongo-Bidyogo 1977, 273).

By 1978, at least 20,000 people had been killed in a country with a popu-
lation of roughly 300,000. Another one-sixth of the population was forcibly 
recruited as slave labor on cacao and coffee plantations and in timber yards. 
One out of every three Equatoguineans had become a refugee (Fegley 1989). 
An estimated 60,000 fled to Gabon; 30,000 to Cameroon; and several thou-
sand to Nigeria. By 1978, roughly 6,000 Equatoguineans lived in Spain.

During my time in Equatorial Guinea between 2006 and 2008, in talking 
about la triste memoria, friends and informants agreed that Macías suffered 
from serious mental illness (many mentioned schizophrenia) that worsened 
progressively and monstrously during his decade as president (Sundiata 
1983). Very few people were willing to condemn him individually, noting 
that by the end of la emergencia, he was completely incapacitated mentally 
and refused to leave his continental compound in Nsork. For years toward 
the end of his rule, the capital city, and indeed the country, were effectively 
no longer under his command; others were carrying out the terror. By 1975, 
all sophisticated weaponry, vehicles, aircraft, and boats were held under the 
control of three or four commanders. Leading these was Lieutenant Colo-
nel Obiang Nguema Mbasogo, who was “virtually the ruler of [Bioko] while 
Macías isolated himself” (Fegley 1989, 162). A graduate of the Spanish mili-
tary academy at Zaragoza, Obiang was among Macías’s closest adherents. 
As Deputy Minister of Defense, he was in charge of the penitentiary system 
on Bioko Island, including both local precincts and the infamous Black-
bich (Black Beach) Prison where so many had died. In these capacities,  
Obiang “spoke and acted with the authority of the president and person-
ally saw that his punishments were carried out” (Fegley 1991, 162; Liniger-
Goumaz 1989). And it was Obiang who, in 1979, overthrew President Macías 
in a coup. Thanks to US oil firms, Obiang remains president to this day.

After overthrowing Macías, Obiang announced that he would rule the 
country with the Consejo Militar Supremo, or Supreme Military Council 
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(smc), which would also put Macías on trial in a courtroom hastily laid out 
in Malabo’s Marfil Cinema. (Law and its infrastructures had dissolved un-
der Macías, a fact that becomes unduly important once US oil companies ar-
rive.) Charges against Macías initially included genocide, mass murder, and 
the embezzlement of public funds; however, because those running the Su-
preme Military Council, including Obiang himself, were directly implicated 
in those atrocities, the charges were quickly limited to 101 proven murders. 
When the trial eventually proceeded, the accusations were limited further 
still to the period between 1969 and 1974, “after which time most members 
of the smc were involved in the terror” (Fegley 1989, 167). Found guilty of 
101 murders, Macías was executed by a firing squad and Obiang took power.

Despite the fearsome continuities between the two regimes, Obiang’s 
coup brought immediate and meaningful changes to Equatoguineans’ daily 
lives. After roughly nine years of school closures, my friends and interlocu-
tors remembered all of a sudden being able to go to school. Churches too, 
which had been forbidden and closed, were reopened. People recalled to me 
dressing up and going to church again, with long lines for new and retroactive 
baptisms. Economically, there were immediate changes as well. One could go 
to the market and buy chicken and pork, rice and oil, bread and candy. An 
Equatoguinean friend who had been a child at the time remembered this mo-
ment as a switch from plastic sandals to the availability of sneakers. Indeed, 
foreign aid poured in with the advent of Obiang’s rule, including millions of 
dollars from the Spanish, as well as large multilateral loans. Obiang released 
thousands of prisoners and received the first resident ambassador from the 
US in 1981. Declaring his regime’s nonaligned openness to aid from the East 
and West, Obiang began the process of joining the French-aligned Central 
African Economic and Monetary Community (cemac) in 1982, and the na-
tion’s currency changed officially from the ekuele to the cfa franc in 1985.

But formidable continuities lingered. The country was under military 
rule without foreseeable end; the press and political parties remained ille-
gal. Open political dissidents, including Eugenio Abeso Mondu and Pedro 
Motu, were killed in Obiang’s early years. After a decade of Obiang’s rule, 
Equatorial Guinea was drowning in multilateral debt and bereft of any po-
litical freedoms. A handful of people who were not politicians, but univer-
sity professors, doctors, and engineers — Placido Mico, Pablo Mba, Fernando 
Abaga, and Jose Luis Mvumba — began to mobilize against political killings 
and military rule with the clandestine distribution of pamphlets contain-
ing information about the current regime. Their movement built toward the 
presidential elections of 1992 when Severo Moto ran in opposition to Obiang,  
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after which Moto was arrested, incarcerated, and released. The terrain for 
oppositional mobilization was rocky at best; however, between 1992 and 1995, 
aided by loan conditionalities that required the superficial legalization of 
political parties, Convergencia para la Democracia Social (Convergence for 
Social Democracy, or cpds) gained power. Then in 1995, the Plataforma de 
Posicion Conjunta (an opposition coalition) won a majority in the municipal 
and parliamentary elections. In other words, nearly two decades after Obiang 
took power, the conjuncture of deep debts and an opposition coalition 
looked like it might finally unseat the dictatorship. And indeed, 1995 was 
a watershed year, although not in the way this election victory indicates. 
The US government had closed its embassy in the country that year, in part 
to protest human rights abuses. Nearly simultaneously, the company then-
called Exxon discovered that the Zafiro oil field had production capacities 
three times greater than the company’s entire worldwide output of oil and 
gas at the time. “The following year, in advance of the presidential election, 
ExxonMobil’s petro-dollars bankrolled the involvement of a US lobbyist 
who helped legitimize a rigged contest in which Obiang claimed 97.8 percent 
of the vote from the same constituency that only months earlier had opted 
overwhelmingly for the opposition coalition” (Alicante 2017). Indeed, the 
Exxon-funded group, the Institute for Democratic Strategies, played a pivo
tal role in the manufacture of Equatorial Guinea’s 1996 presidential election 
(Shaxson 2008). “And that” an opposition member of parliament put it to me 
succinctly, “was when petroleum started. Petroleum was like a life jacket for 
the regime, an oxygen balloon to help it float.” An oxygen balloon for dicta-
torship and a lead weight for democracy.

Since the discovery of commercially viable hydrocarbon deposits in Equa-
torial Guinea in the mid-1990s, the country has received nearly $100 bil-
lion in capital deployment from US oil and gas companies alone. Among 
Africa’s most important oil producers, the long-impoverished microstate 
is now at the center of the petroleum industry’s “new Persian Gulf.” At its 
peak in 2009, Equatorial Guinea exported ninety thousand barrels of oil 
per day to the US alone (US Energy Information Administration [useia] 
2016) and is today the richest country per capita on the African continent. 
Production sharing contracts worth billions of dollars annually to compa-
nies and the state alike require protracted negotiation and complicity be-
tween US oil companies and Obiang’s authoritarian regime, which, at forty 
years strong (as of 2019), makes Obiang the longest continuously serving 
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leader in the world today. For this repressive regime, once crippled by exter-
nal debt burdens and threatened by an opposition coalition, US oil and gas 
contracts have been an unparalleled state-making project. In exchange for 
a funded regime, the Equatoguinean government must negotiate with oil 
companies to change local environmental, labor, or taxation laws that might 
affect those companies’ profit margins. Ostensibly progressive laws requiring  
35 percent local ownership of all foreign assets are abided with highly placed 
Equatoguineans serving as well-paid “associates” (socios) for foreign com-
panies. The Equatoguinean state and US oil companies unevenly share gov-
ernance and sovereignty in a complicated and profoundly unequal relation-
ship of corporate–sovereign interdependency (Cattelino 2011; Mitchell 1991).

If the political landscape has been transformed by the oil and gas indus-
try, so too has Equatorial Guinea’s physical landscape, which has transmog-
rified at a hallucinogenic pace. Offshore gas flares blaze against the nights’ 
dark skies in an uninterrupted string that seems to stretch from Nigerian 
waters all the way down. La Planta screams into view as planes land in Ma-
labo’s airport. Dazzlingly bright, the natural gas and methanol plant is a 
tangled, illuminated kingdom of small and large pipes, with some pipes big 
enough to fit a car inside, connecting metal vats and silos and containers 
and wires and more pipes and conveyor devices and cranes, all weaving in 
and out of one another. It seems the plane will scrape its metal belly on the 
highest reaches of the plant. The small capital city in the distance is dim and 
receding, or at least it was when I first started research in 2006. Yet there, 
now, contractual clauses built entire cities as if overnight (Appel 2012d). Ma-
labo II sprouted beside colonial Malabo and, dotted with Chinese and Egyp-
tian construction workers, asphalt extended filament-like in all directions 
(Mba 2011). Stadiums, palaces, skyscrapers, conference centers, hotels, and 
vast housing and apartment complexes rose from red dirt exposed beneath 
equatorial green only days before. In 2013, Equatorial Guinea saw more in-
vestment as a percentage of gross domestic product (gdp) than any other 
country in the world (Harrison 2013; Appel 2018a).

This extraordinary intensity of infrastructure investment has entirely 
remade the small country’s property regime, as the president publicly expro-
priates his own substantial holdings “in the name of development,” while oil 
and gas companies rent what is still widely considered “his” land. Los de a pie 
(the masses; literally, those on foot or those who walk) are expected to equate 
their dispossession with the president’s hollow act. Gated residential and 
corporate enclaves for migrant industry personnel spring up in these spaces, 
serviced by their own sewage, septic, electricity, telecommunications, and 
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food procurement systems (Ferguson 2006, chapter 2). The infrastructures 
of both hydrocarbon production and development — from rigs to hydroelec-
tric dams, gated corporate enclaves to freshly paved roads and entirely new 
cities — become key sites in which companies and the state negotiate the ethi-
cal and political entanglements of hydrocarbon capitalism (Appel 2012d).

In 2014, petroleum revenue (from crude oil and gas condensate produc-
tion) accounted for roughly 90 percent of Equatoguinean government in-
come and over 90 percent of total exports (imf 2015). As Equatorial Guin-
ea’s reserves decline toward exhaustion and the global price of oil continues 
to fall, both of these figures are down from 2008’s numbers of 98 percent 
of government revenue and 99.3 percent of the nation’s exports (imf 2010; 
República de Guinea Ecuatorial 2010). While local employment in both the 
service sector and construction expanded marginally in Equatorial Guin-
ea’s boom times, the oil and gas industry remains the only large employer 
other than public administration, and work therein schedules Guineans’ 
daily lives, putting them in security guard or maid uniforms, or sending 
them to offshore platforms for weeks at a time. The industry has enabled 
some Equatoguineans to return from earning degrees abroad and work as 
government liaisons or accountants, while it has enabled others to engage in 
sex work and window washing. Corporate social responsibility (csr) pro-
grams subcontracted to international development firms fan across cities 
and towns, offering education reform, malaria control, the provision of hos-
pital equipment, and neighborhood drinking wells.

If US oil companies immeasurably stabilized Obiang’s regime — essen-
tially paying him to stay in power — the coming of the industry has also given 
rise to interstitial spaces that before seemed foreclosed by control, surveil-
lance, and paranoia. As Adelaida Caballero (personal communication, 2015) 
has written, some Equatoguineans (though certainly not those active in any 
kind of opposition) now joke that the dictadura has become a dictablanda.8 
At the very least, thousands of international industry personnel come and go 
every year, loosening (at least in the capital city) the sense of hermetic claus-
trophobia and isolation that had long enveloped this small country. Citizens 
of the US (and now of China, also) no longer need visas to visit the country, 
greatly facilitating the increased entry of journalists and researchers. The 
Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (see chapter 6) briefly man-
dated something close to civil society meetings, in which citizens were in-
vited to talk about governance and oil revenue. But Equatoguineans doubt 
the potential of these spaces, and with good reason. The memory of indis-
criminate violence and death is also its threat (Ávila Laurel 2011).
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Guineans remember la triste memoria. They whisper about it. To the ex-
tent that little except mass killings or incarceration changed under Obiang,  
the sadness continues, albeit in different ways for different people. For 
wealthy, educated Guineans who have returned from lives and educations 
abroad to pursue their fortunes in this homeland of new and seemingly in-
finite possibilities, the change is radical and exciting. Familial memories of 
violence pester, however, and they too whisper about them in hushed voices 
around the dinner table. But their experience of home is, at least in part, one 
of renewal and possibility, and they often defend Equatorial Guinea against 
its critics in one moment, and shake their heads in defeat and disgust in the 
next. For the poor, most of whom did not leave, or perhaps found themselves 
in Gabon rather than in Spain or England, opportunity means jobs as se-
curity guards or maids, along with new restaurants and cars that they can’t 
afford lining the streets. They are promised public housing in the boggling 
construction as they are dispossessed of the land on which they lived (Mba 
2011; Appel 2018a).

In this time of radical change, it was not only Equatorial Guinea’s history 
that mattered. The US-based transnational oil and gas industry’s own histo-
ries of violence, subjugation, secrecy, and misinformation had also reached 
a specific moment in the mid-1990s. From long histories of complicity with 
and support for repressive regimes (Adunbi 2015; Saro-Wiwa 1992; Yergin 
1993; Mitchell 2011; Silverstein 2014; Watts 2004; Vitalis 2007) to the endur-
ing corporate practice of organizing their transnational labor force as “di-
vided, segregated, and paid different wages according to race” (Vitalis 2007, 
22; Butler 2015), and from violent dispossession, displacement, and despolia-
tion of communities and ecosystems (Sawyer 2004; Saro-Wiwa 1992; Falola 
and Genova 2005) to the industry’s role as the Angel of the Anthropocene, 
the turn of the twentieth century was a time of unprecedented exposure 
and critique of the US-based oil and gas industry. In response, major cor-
porations began to implement a suite of practices — from more aggressive 
corporate social responsibility agendas to participation in various trans-
parency and accountability programs, including the Extractive Industries 
Transparency Initiative.9 These practices were designed to change the grow-
ing perception that oil companies were nothing but the necessary evil of  
modernity.

While corporate social responsibility and transparency programs are 
largely outward facing, designed to secure oil and gas corporations’ increas-
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ingly tenuous social license to operate, perhaps the most profound change 
that occurred in the industry at this moment seemed like an inward-facing 
change and like a feat of engineering: the offshore. As this book will go on 
to detail, oil’s offshore is not merely a response to geologic fact — whether 
hydrocarbon deposits are located subsoil or subsea — but also an infrastruc-
tural choice intended to minimize the political risks of visible, accessible 
production. Equatorial Guinea came on-stream at just the historical mo-
ment when — largely in response to the unmitigated disaster in Nigeria — the 
industry decided that the offshore was useful not only as an organizing 
principle for industrial operations, but also as a guiding metaphor for its 
relationship to production sites more broadly. For US companies in Equato-
rial Guinea during my research, not to be like Nigeria was a mantra, short-
hand for Shell Nigeria’s infamously disastrous presence in the Niger Delta. 
In particular, the mantra gestured to the robust structures of responsibility 
that typified corporate involvement in Nigeria, with Shell providing often-
unreliable water, light, or education in a tangled relationship with local states 
(Watts 2004; Zalik 2006, 2009; Saro-Wiwa 1992).10 The industry setup in 
Equatorial Guinea was a self-conscious and explicit response to this ongo-
ing disaster. At least on paper, the arrangement between US oil companies 
and that which is “outside” them in Equatorial Guinea was radically attenu-
ated, with corporate social responsibility subcontracted out and companies 
separated by multiple layers of liability from that which surrounded them. 
“Offshore” was shorthand for this shift, and thus it referred not only to mid-
ocean production platforms, but also to the guiding metaphor of apparent 
distance between corporate and national daily life.

It is important to refuse the industry account of the offshore as a technical 
breakthrough that enabled radically different forms of work, profit-making, 
or corporate relationships to place. Rather, we might better understand off-
shore infrastructure as enabling certain forms of continuity. Practices that 
had been met with increasing resistance onshore — unimpeded environmen-
tal degradation; labor suppression, including paying workers according to 
race, and providing separate and strikingly unequal housing facilities; and 
lack of meaningful training or technology transfer opportunities — can be 
newly naturalized in offshore work, ostensibly justified by the novel techno-
social configuration of the open ocean, the geophysical demands of subsea 
hydrocarbon, and the forms of infrastructure necessary to respond to those 
conditions (not to mention the invisibility of the production setup to the 
general public; Zalik 2009). With onshore communities seemingly disinter-
mediated by the offshore production process, and resistance itself presented 
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with new spatial challenges, forms of national rule, regulation, oversight, 
and state-corporate complicity become increasingly central to the produc-
tion of oil and gas in the offshore era. In other words, the US industry’s long 
history of active collusion with authoritarian regimes was particularly rele
vant to its mid-1990s arrival in Equatorial Guinea.

While, as this book will show, the Equatoguinean state is fractious and 
divided, and far from a homogeneous oppressive force, each and every 
Equatoguinean I came to know (whether functionary, tycoon, or a pie) was 
afraid of The State in one way or another. That fear facilitated unimpeded oil 
production without meaningful public participation. Recall again Ed Chow’s 
words from the earlier epigraph: “A strongman president can make all the 
necessary decisions. It’s a lot easier to win support from the top than to build 
it from the bottom. As long as we want cheap gas, democracy can’t exist” 
(in Silverstein 2014, 7). Press and state-independent media, the possibility of 
gathering in groups for political debate, and even the willingness to articu-
late critical ideas and opinions outside the privacy of one’s home or close as-
sociates were all but absent and often illegal in Equatorial Guinea during my 
time there. With the few exceptions of citizens openly affiliated with the op-
position, who experience regular jailing and other forms of harassment and 
abuse, “everyone is in their own corner,” as one of my friends put it (Todo el 
mundo está en su propia esquina).11

This, then, is the historical conjuncture at which Equatorial Guinea and 
the US oil and gas industry found one another. And it is this conjuncture 
that the licit life of capitalism is set up to manage. Given these histories of 
violence and suppression, how is Equatorial Guinea converted into just an-
other oil exporting place? How do oil and gas emerge as if untouched by 
these histories? How is the industry so relentlessly able to abdicate respon-
sibility for supply site entanglements? How, in short, is capitalism in its own 
image possible? These are the questions this book seeks to answer by focus-
ing ethnographically on the licit life of capitalism. Rather than use this book 
to bring critical attention to the scandals that saturate capitalism’s daily life, 
not least in the oil industry and not least in sub-Saharan Africa, I suggest 
that oil in Equatorial Guinea counterintuitively offers an ideal place in which 
to explore what we might take to be the opposite of scandal. Contracts and 
corporate enclaves, offshore rigs and economic theory are the assemblages 
of liberalism and racialized labor, expertise and technology, gender and spa-
tialized domesticity, which seem to make an industry operating on the edge 
of legitimacy and legality formally legitimate, legal, and productive of ex-
traordinary profit.12 This approach to capitalism echoes Saidiya V. Hartman’s 
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(1997) approach to the routinized violence of slavery, in which she focuses 
not on invocations of the shocking and the terrible, but on “those scenes in 
which terror can hardly be discerned” (4). This attention to the licit under-
takes an anthropology of capitalism that proceeds not from a sociology of 
error, but from the question of how what currently exists has been stabi-
lized (Roitman 2014, 78; see also de Goede 2005). Rather than a (mis)repre-
sentation to be deconstructed, capitalism here is understood as a constant 
construction project to be followed through research. Each chapter — The 
Offshore, The Enclave, The Contract, The Subcontract, The Economy, The 
Political — focuses on one site where the licit is made.

What I referred to earlier as the as ifs of capitalism that so many of my 
interlocutors were at pains to approximate — the labor-intensive processes 
of abstraction and standardization, and the practices of spatial and socio-
political distancing — are the conditions and ends of the licit. In the section 
that follows, I explore this relationship through country–company entangle-
ments, the embodied work of disentanglement, and the forms and processes 
I have come to refer to as the licit life of capitalism.

Entanglement and Disentanglement

The closer we look at the commodity chain, the more every step — 
 even transportation — can be seen as an arena of cultural pro-
duction . . . yet the commodity must emerge as if untouched by 
this friction. 
— Anna Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection

The oil and gas industry seeps into every corner of Equatorial Guinea’s daily  
life, from keeping a regime in power to the ways in which children are edu
cated; from staggeringly vast infrastructural projects and reconfigured 
modes of property adjudication to mid-ocean employment. And yet, the in-
dustry creates and inhabits an eerie distance from its supply site. How is this 
distance made and maintained? As Tsing’s words above suggest, the tech-
nology, labor, contracts, and imaginaries that move hydrocarbons from sub-
sea to futures markets are full of the messy friction of cultural production, 
deeply and often illicitly entangled with lives and landscapes in Equatorial 
Guinea. Even so, the commodity emerges “as if untouched” by this friction. 
Again, how?13 Methodologically, this how asks us to start from what anthro-
pologists have become so good at recognizing — the complex entanglements, 
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histories, and multiplicities of daily life — and then trace the processes by 
which that complexity and contingency are often so effectively mustered into 
capitalist projects, as well as the accumulation, dispossession, and retrench-
ment of intersubjective differences that reliably accompany them (Bear et al. 
2015). This how asks us to start from the particular histories of both Equato-
rial Guinea and the transnational oil and gas industry, and then watch the 
processes through which those histories are sublated into something called 
“global capitalism.” Part of this process, of course, is to understand how the 
types of distancing and social disembedding that we’re often taught are in-
trinsic to capitalism are, in fact, made through daily bodily, affective, and 
technical practices. Capitalism’s distance was something many of my inter-
locutors aspired to and fought for.

To illustrate, early in my fieldwork, I sat down with the Canadian human 
resources (hr) manager of a major US oil and gas firm. As I pattered awk-
wardly about my emerging project, he smiled and nodded from his chair, at 
one point leaning off to the side to leaf through a desk drawer. I stumbled to 
a stop, and he passed a document across the table. It was a recently published 
article from African Studies Quarterly titled “The Political Economy of Oil 
in Equatorial Guinea” (McSherry 2006). “Everything you need to know is in 
this article,” the hr manager said to me. “If the government here doesn’t get 
its act together, this is what’s going to happen.” I was familiar with the article, 
written by a political science graduate student who, having never visited the 
country, had applied resource curse theory to Equatorial Guinea, positing 
that “oil has exacerbated already present pathologies in Equatorial Guinea’s 
political economy, paving the way for future problems of underdevelopment, 
instability, and authoritarian rule” (McSherry 2006, 24). My field notes from 
that day recount my surprise that an expatriate hr manager read African 
Studies Quarterly, my nascent anxiety about the ubiquity of resource curse 
theory (on which there is more below), and not much more. But as my re-
search stretched to fourteen months over the next two and a half years, that 
early encounter often came back to haunt me. While driving through a ru-
ral area with a British corporate social responsibility manager from another 
company, for instance, we passed innumerable small fires burning in front 
or back of people’s homes. “Another program we have,” this manager re-
marked, “is a garbage program that helps locals learn how to dispose of waste 
properly, so that these fires can stop contributing to local air pollution.” The 
haunted feeling returned. In the private compound where this man lived 
and worked, a towering gas flare burning crude’s gaseous by-products lit the 
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sky twenty-four hours per day, a practice so toxic that it is known to create 
its own microclimate.14

It was only through multiple encounters like this second one — in which 
I was told by an oil industry manager that locals needed to learn about waste 
disposal and environmental protection despite the arguably unparalleled 
global environmental wreckage that his industry has wrought — that I be-
gan to understand what haunted me about the first. Each of these moments 
shows a startling habitation of distance between those running US oil firms 
in Equatorial Guinea and the country in which they happen to find them-
selves. For the hr manager (white, Canadian, male, living temporarily in 
central Africa), the resource curse as a ubiquitous and traveling form of eco-
nomic theory enabled a particular kind of postcolonial common sense: it 
provided an authoritative, causal narrative that located the pathological ef-
fects of oil extraction squarely within “the African state,” while his own work 
for the corporation disappeared from view (Appel 2017). From this habita-
tion of distance, Chakrabarty’s (2002, 66) “particular way of seeing,” a fe-
licitous and consequential “Africa” emerges, an Africa of pathological states 
and aggrieved citizens. And, an implied other also emerges in the form of 

Figure Intro.1. Gas flare on Endurance compound.
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the benevolent corporation that proffers liberalism: market rationality in the 
face of corruption, standardization in the face of irregularity, and univer-
sal environmental standards in the face of ignorance. How are these apo-
rias made? How do those whose work is so intimately entangled with life 
in Equatorial Guinea find themselves looking out at the country as if from 
afar? The boundary-making projects that stretch from the construction of 
racialized identities to the construction of physical walls chronicled in the 
chapters of this book allow companies to bemoan poverty, pollution, and 
kleptocracy “out there,” as if they have nothing to do with them, while they 
work furiously to disentangle their operations, residential footprints, corpo-
rate practices, legal presence, shareholder value, and moral identity from life 
“outside their walls.”

At issue here is the oil industry’s intentional, aspirational disentangle-
ment from sociopolitical membership in Equatorial Guinea. Anthropology 
has long used grounded ethnographic research to show how failures to en-
gage with the specificities of place, people, politics, and history have im-
paired innumerable projects — developmental or humanitarian, activist or 
capitalist. Encountering economic theory in the field with the hr manager, 
for instance, could prompt me to dwell on the problem of misrepresentation: 
how naïve that all resource-rich nation-states could be conflated in resource 
curse analyses; how illogical to think that the same theory could be applied 
everywhere. To take this approach, however, would be to miss the produc-
tivity of economic theory in shaping the world (Callon 1998; MacKenzie 
et al. 2007; Miyazaki 2013; Holmes 2014; Appel 2017), and it would also  
miss the ways in which the hr manager was himself profitably at work in the 
world that these (mis)representations help to organize (Mitchell 2002). Thus, 
my analysis moves in the opposite direction. I follow the work of the oil 
companies themselves, for whom disengagement from Equatorial Guinea’s 
specificity was not a mistaken starting point (ready to be “exposed” by the 
anthropologist), but an always-unfinished project they worked daily to build. 

Within the oil and gas industry in Equatorial Guinea, the cosmology of 
profit disentangled from place was an explicit goal of many industry people 
with whom I worked, not a flaw, a mistake, or something of which they were 
ashamed. The techniques, subjectivities, and discourses through which this 
disentanglement was partially realized — whether offshore accounts for tax 
“planning,” or workers paid differently according to their nations of origin —  
were not controversies or scandals, but “best practices” buttressed by power-
ful legal regimes, moralities, and naturalized understandings of capitalism 
itself. Thus, to persist in “uncovering” local complexity beneath the smooth 
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surface that the industry was laboring to create would be to ignore the in-
tentionality of its disengagement, its partiality and felicitous “as if” qualities, 
not to mention the spectacular accumulation and near-total abdication of li-
ability that this work produced. Capitalism in its own image, then, becomes 
a project, a constant ongoing experiment, a desire, a haunted hope. Take for 
instance oil industry guidelines from McKinsey & Company, widely consid-
ered the world’s most prestigious management consulting firm, which advise 
oil companies to “Go Modular”:

To be able to move to modular standardization, oil and gas companies need 
to make changes in two main areas. The first is project design, where they 
must adopt modular architecture and reuse standardized modules across 
multiple major oil and gas plants. The second is organizational: most oil and 
gas companies come from a tradition of building stand-alone projects de-
signed to specific geological conditions. Going forward, they must make the 
reuse of existing modules the norm in their organizations. . . . Clear guide-
lines, including a sound business case, direct which modules or submodules 
can be standardized and which must be customized. In the end, each will 
have its own standardization strategy, ranging from identical design to a set 
of discrete options to fully customized. (Hart et al. 2013)

This business advice speaks directly to the desire and aspiration I chronicle 
in this book.15 Standardization, replicability, and disembedding from so-
cial context do not inhere in something called “capitalism.” Rather, they are  
aspirational — work-intensive projects many of my interlocutors worked 
daily to build, chronicled in the chapters that follow.

The infrastructures, the contracts, and the economic theory are the stuff 
of the licit life of capitalism, the stuff that promises to create the modular 
distance toward which McKinsey & Company counsel oil and gas firms. 
The promise in each of these forms is the performative appearance of com-
pliance, legal and economic liberalism, and “transparency” in an industry 
increasingly notorious as the Angel of the Anthropocene. These technologi-
cal and legal forms are also fundamentally social forms. They rely on gender, 
race (whiteness in particular), and ideologies of liberalism for their felicity. 
The making and maintenance of the enclave or the subcontract aim to build 
intersubjective and semiotic distance and oppositions — US oil companies : 
Africa :: West : non-West :: global : local :: standard : corrupt :: licit : illicit ::  
liberal : illiberal — and centrally, I will argue, white : nonwhite. To look at 
what, precisely, the US oil industry brings with it from place to place is to 
look not only at the mobility of technical, legal, and infrastructural forms, 
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but also at the mobility of segregation, white supremacy,16 gendered domes-
ticity, and what Chatterjee (1993) has called “the rule of colonial difference,” 
wherein the industry asserts the universality of post-Enlightenment legal 
liberalism, while simultaneously constituting Equatorial Guinea as an ex-
ception to that universality (Mehta 1997, 1999). The mobility of segregated 
colonial difference (for instance, the residential enclaves spatially regulated 
by nation of origin, “skill level,” and kinship structures that I chronicle in 
chapter 2) and of technical, legal, and infrastructural forms rely on one an-
other, and they require one another for their licitness and performativity. 
In short, the forms of racial segregation that have long characterized the  
industry — the global mobility of Jim Crow across the long twentieth century 
(Vitalis 2007, see also Butler 2015), and the technical forms that the industry 
also carries from place to place (Barry 2006; Appel 2012c) — amplify one an-
other as “Western,” “global,” and “standard.”

In America’s Kingdom, political scientist Robert Vitalis (2007) presents 
a history of Saudi aramco, but more pointedly, he offers “a history of the 
long, unbroken legacy of [racial] hierarchy across the world’s mineral fron-
tiers.” As he explains in the book:

Texaco, Chevron, Exxon, and Mobil — aramco’s owners — accumulated de-
cades of experience in dozens of locales: Beaumont, Bakersfield, Coalinga, 
Maracaibo, Oilville, and Tampico. And they laid out each field and camp 
everywhere the same way, decade after decade, with the labor force divided, 
segregated, and paid different wages according to race. . . . The incontrovert-
ible fact is that it was a purposeful strategy deployed consistently and un
altered across most of a century. (22)

I hadn’t read Vitalis’s work before leaving for the field and, consequently, 
hadn’t looked for this “unbroken legacy” of residential and workplace seg-
regation when I arrived in Equatorial Guinea. Reading America’s Kingdom 
upon my return, I was stunned by the consonance of his historical descrip-
tion of the US oil industry in Saudi Arabia in the 1930s with the contempo-
rary situation in Equatorial Guinea, where it seemed that little in the way of 
transnational corporate practice had changed. From different ethnographic 
sites — subcontracts, enclaves, daily life on offshore rigs — several chapters in 
the book chronicle how the industry’s careful segregation of gendered white-
ness from “others,” its cordoning-off, and its selective engagements via cor-
porate social responsibility or philanthropy sanctify and indeed domesticate 
the power and sovereignty that US oil companies wield internationally. Con-
versely, the felicity of what geographer Andrew Barry (2006) has called the 
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“technological zone” — a space within which differences among technical 
practices, procedures, and forms have been reduced, or common standards 
have been established — aids and abets segregation and racialized inequality. 
The ability to appeal to “standardized” contracts, or mobile offshore infra-
structures that ostensibly separate hydrocarbon production from local life, or 
economic theories like the resource curse offers white supremacy what Cheryl 
Harris (1993, 1795) describes as “the legal legitimation of expectations of power 
and control that enshrine the status quo as a neutral baseline, while masking 
the maintenance of white privilege and domination.” Segregation, paradoxi-
cally, is used to heighten standardization, repetition, and universality, and to 
buttress select postcolonial meanings attributed to whiteness, including ex-
pertise, technology, power, money, hard work, meritocracy, and philanthropy.

Systematicity and Multiplicity,  
in and beyond Capitalism

The ethnographic discovery of the work required to unevenly animate the 
licit life of capitalism — the bundled and repeating set of infrastructures, 
contracts, and forms of expertise, and the mobility of the workers required 
to realize these — brought me to the understanding of capitalism as a proj-
ect, not a context. Moving away from totalizing theories that attribute to 
capitalism a singular, intrinsic systematicity on the one hand, or an end-
lessly varied, specific, and fractured form on the other, following the work 
required to instantiate Equatorial Guinea as an oil exporting place allows us 
to account for the relationship between capitalism’s seeming coherence and 
power and the radically heterogeneous sites through which those qualities 
are made (Bear et al. 2015). Modular infrastructures, contracting, and labor 
regimes do not possess an inherent logic, rationality, or sameness. Rather, 
their intended standardization must be brought into being through the 
work required to build and maintain them, work that is technical, legal, and 
expertise-laden at the same time as it is social, affective, and crowded with 
racialized and gendered norms and roles. Capitalism, then, is “constructed” 
in Latour’s (2005) sense — in contradistinction to social constructivism — in 
that we can account for both its solid, objective reality and its contingency 
by attending ethnographically to its making processes. “Capitalism can be 
performative only because of the many means of producing stable repetition 
which are now available to it and which constitute its routine base” (Thrift 
2005, 3). From its quotidian white supremacy to its infrastructure, the global 
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hydrocarbon industry and its spectacular profit are not a structural out-
come of something called “capitalism,” but the concrete outcome of layers 
of work and history through which specific and far-reaching coherences —  
profit, licit business practices, and the abdication of responsibility — eventually  
become robust and durable, despite the contingencies of their making pro-
cesses (Çalişkan and Callon 2009).

This approach has theoretical implications for anthropology beyond the 
study of capitalism. In each chapter, I engage local and historical specificity 
on the one hand, and the scale-making work through which larger projects 
(capitalism, but also the state, whiteness, economic theory) continue to do 
their work in the world on the other (Tsing 2015). This theoretical approach 
is particularly applicable to anthropological accounts of the African state. 
In response to the widespread assertion that African states are corrupt and 
pathological, the anthropologist generally suggests, “Rather than starting 
from pathology, let me show you the local, postcolonial logics by which Af-
rican state X actually works.” This invaluable approach spans critical Af-
rican studies, from Meyer Fortes and E. Evans-Pritchard’s (1940) account 
of African political systems, through Mbembe’s (2001) account of postco-
lonial governance in Cameroon. As Fortes and Evans-Pritchard (1940) put 
it, “Political philosophy has chiefly concerned itself with how men ought to 
live and what form of government they ought to have, rather than with what 
are their political habits and institutions” (4). Mbembe (2001), half a cen-
tury later, wrote that extant scholarship on the African state “undermines 
the very possibility of understanding African economic and political facts” 
(7) and, instead, produces a situation in which “we know nearly everything 
that African states, societies, and economies are not, [but] we still know ab-
solutely nothing about what they actually are” (12). The demand from these 
thinkers is that anthropology can and should offer textured accounts of how 
African politics actually work, rather than dwelling on their distance from 
an imagined liberal state. This is indispensable work, and I do much of it 
in this book. And yet, misunderstandings of Equatoguinean or “African” 
economic and political norms, often assumptions about legal liberalism as 
the only basis on which wealth and power can be licitly amassed, are not 
simply wrong (and thus in need of an anthropologist to redress them); they 
are also incredibly productive understandings in the world. As described in 
this book, transnational contracts and economic theory, to name only two 
examples, gain inordinate power because of the perceived corruption of the 
Equatoguinean state. Again, to simply end the analysis having shown the 
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complex local logics by which the state “actually” works would fail to ac-
count for the effects of “misrepresentation” in the world.

The resource curse as a circulating form of economic theory “in the 
wild,” as Michel Callon might put it (in MacKenzie et al. 2007; see also Ap-
pel 2017), is a paradigmatic example of this problem. Emerging from eco-
nomics and political science, resource curse literature (Ebrahim-Zadeh 2003; 
Hirschman 1961; Humphreys et al. 2007; McSherry 2006; Sachs and Warner 
1995) offers an analysis of the typical oil state and its pathologies. It suggests 
that Equatorial Guinea will now become a member of a class of states that 
includes Nigeria, Venezuela, and Kazakhstan, among others, in which the 
influx of oil money fuels a distinctive form of pathological development, 
with a concomitant set of economic and political problems, including cor-
ruption, inflation, armed conflict, antidemocratic tendencies, and the mis-
distribution of oil revenue. While Mitchell (2009) correctly asserts that re-
source curse scholarship focuses too narrowly on oil as money, thus failing to 
account for the oil itself, this is a failure of analysis but not of effort. Resource 
curse theory, in fact, contends that it is the “natural” properties of hydro-
carbon that shape its political outcomes. Pathological outcomes occur re-
peatedly in oil-producing states, according to resource curse theory, in part 
because they emerge from qualities “inherent” in oil as a natural resource: 
it is extracted, not produced; its extraction requirements are technology in-
tensive, though not labor intensive; and sector activities and wealth genera-
tion are enclaved, or disconnected from domestic economic and political 
processes, because of the affordances of the resource itself. While I do not 
deny the effects of hydrocarbon’s materiality and geology, my ethnographic 
research shows that choices about labor practices, enclaving, and contract-
ing are fundamentally political projects, so far from “natural” to the resource 
that I watched the tremendous work done on their behalf on a daily basis. By 
attributing this disconnection or enclave-nature of the sector to the natural 
properties of hydrocarbon, rather than to the repeating forms of capitalist 
extraction assembled to commodify it, resource curse theory overlooks the 
tremendous amount of work oil and gas companies do to produce and main-
tain selective disentanglements from local contexts.

Scholars in anthropology and geography have also critiqued the resource 
curse, until quite recently, they also focused too narrowly on oil as money. 
(See Shever 2012; Bond 2013; Barry 2013; Appel et al. 2015; Appel 2017; and 
Weszkalnys 2015 for new directions.) In the more canonical literature, schol-
ars resisted blunt resource curse analysis in part for its commodity fetish-
ism (Watts 2004), and in part for the ways in which it imposes a universal-
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izing model on radically different places around the world (Coronil 1997; 
Okonta and Oronto 2001; Sawyer 2004; Watts 2004). Accounts that explored 
extraction in terms of the sociocultural effects of oil money show how oil 
wealth takes on mythic and spectacular qualities, at times miraculous and at 
times cursed. Unlike more permanent or “earned” wealth, oil money seems 
to burst from the ground — slippery, ephemeral, tainted, debasing (Coro-
nil 1997; Taussig 1980; Peet and Watts 2004). In both the earlier anthropo-
logical literature and in the resource curse literature of which anthropology 
is so critical, the industry recedes. All but invisible as an object of ethno-
graphic study or sustained analysis, it becomes merely a revenue-producing 
machine, a black box with predictable effects (Appel 2012c). Once the in-
dustry has disappeared from analysis, the well-documented pathologies of 
oil-exporting places then appear to reside only in state mismanagement of 
oil money, rather than at many different points within the carbon network, 
including the United States, where the politics of oil has repeatedly escaped 
democratic control (Mitchell 2009). As Mitchell (2009) writes, “Accounts of 
the oil curse diagnose it as a malady located within only one set of nodes of 
the networks through which oil flows and is converted into energy, profits, 
and political power — in the decision-making organs of individual states” 
(400). And Watts (2004) writes: “What is striking in all of this resource-
politics scholarship is the almost total invisibility of both transnational oil 
companies (which typically work in joint ventures with the state) and the 
forms of capitalism that oil or enclave extraction engenders” (53). This book 
picks up their call.

I offer this critique of work that analyzes oil too narrowly as money not 
as mere theoretical quibble. On the contrary, I dwell on it because, as the an-
ecdote with the hr manager I recounted earlier illustrates, powerful theories 
have social lives, or as Simpson (2014, 100) put it, “teeth that bite through 
time.” The resource curse, in particular, became an ethnographic object in 
the field; specifically, it offered an authoritative and mobile academic archi-
tecture on which the disappearing company phenomenon could rest. If, as 
I have argued, the industry’s mobile offshore infrastructures and labor re-
gimes, or contracting and subcontracting setups, are intended to attenuate 
corporate liability, to create the effect of a separation between the industry 
and Equatorial Guinea, then resource curse theory has fallen for it, letting 
the industry off the hook by allowing it to recede from meaningful analysis. 
Consider British Petroleum’s (bp) description of their Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
pipeline, which, they claim, will produce “no rusting pipes or rubbish vis-
ible on the ground, while the material consequences of the pipeline would 
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flow indirectly through state budgets and community investment programs” 
(Barry 2013, 116). In other words, bp actively asserts that oil will only be vis-
ible or tangibly experienced as money in state budgets and investment pro-
grams. As long as oil only remains important, visible, or contestable in its in-
carnation as money, the industry’s work can remain invisible. Conveniently, 
in this account, it is state apparatuses that are ostensibly responsible for the 
wise investment of oil rents. Thus, insofar as resource curse theory allows in-
dustry entanglements with local sociopolitical, economic, and environmen-
tal life to recede, “the African state” can be diagnosed, once again, as cursed.

What can we see differently when we attend to processes that take place 
long before oil is transubstantiated into money: exploration, seismic studies, 
discovery, investment, contract negotiation, labor regimes, construction of 
infrastructures and enclaves both on land and in the middle of the ocean, 
and joint ventures between national and transnational companies? All of 
these processes are entangled with the histories of colonialism, racial seg-
regation, and global forms of gender differentiation and oppression that ac-
company any large-scale project. This broader concept of the carbon net-
work, what we might think of as the construction projects of hydrocarbon 
capitalism, was eminently visible during my research in Equatorial Guinea. 
During the summer of 2006, when I first arrived for preliminary fieldwork, 
an enormous liquid natural gas plant was under construction, which would 
eventuate in a $1.4 billion facility from which the first gas cargo was exported 
in May 2007. Luba, a fishing town thirty minutes south of the capital, was 
in the ever-deferred process of becoming the region’s oil logistics center, in-
cluding land for industry infrastructure storage, fabrication, rig and ves-
sel repair, deep-water docking facilities, a fuel bunkering facility, and more. 
The hydrocarbon legislation still extant as of 2016 was enacted in November 
2006. In short, it was not only Hiltons and lavish residential complexes that 
were under construction during my time in Equatorial Guinea. It was the oil 
industry itself — its infrastructures, legal frameworks, socialities, and con-
ditions of possibility. Once we offer equal ethnographic attention to the in-
dustry, then new approaches can emerge to analyze oil exporting states and 
the porous governance and power borders between states and corporations.

Last Words: A Different Danger

The analytic process of showing something apparently singular or binary 
(capitalism, race, gender, the state, neoliberalism) to be heterogeneous — full 
of historical contingency, complexity, and multiplicity — is vital work, theo-
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retically and politically. And yet, as I have repeated in this Introduction and 
will explore throughout this book, analysis can’t rest there—Aha! Capitalism 
doesn’t work as it claims to! — lest we entertain the fantasy that in the pro-
cess of showing capitalism to be multiply and contingently constituted, we 
have somehow undone its power. At the same time, however, in tracing the 
work through which contingency and complexity are so often mustered into 
durable capitalist projects, here through ethnographic attention to the oil 
industry in Equatorial Guinea, there is a twin danger in making capitalism 
seem more coherent and hermetic than it is in reality (Banta 1993; Gibson-
Graham 1996, 2006; see also Povinelli 2006 on liberalism). Ethnography, as 
a methodology, helps us through this apparent analytic impasse. 

Extended attention to the daily lives of those working to build and par-
ticipate in petro-capitalism in Equatorial Guinea (a great many of whom had 
participated in similar projects elsewhere in the world) offers new insights 
into capitalism as an embodied practice. First, it is haunted — by failure, by 
controversy, and by never quite being all that it claims to be. In Equatorial 
Guinea, this was the memory of Nigeria as a model failure, of company towns 
riven by strikes and worker and community organizing through nearly a 
century of global extraction, of visible and disruptable onshore infrastruc-
tures, of untiring economic theory that lingers in development plans and in 
the desk drawers of expatriate managers. These hauntings reveal capitalism 
itself as spectral. As AbdouMaliq Simone (2012) writes, “the spectral rests in . 
. . the conceit that particular kinds of things can be built anywhere regardless 
of the specificities of setting or the practicality of use.” The spectral haunts 
Equatorial Guinea because this desire to build without regard to specificity —  
capitalism in its own image of scalability, efficiency, and disembededness —  
is only that: desire, aspiration, failure. As I hope to show in the pages that 
follow, this is not an insight of critical theory. Rather, this was very much 
the starting point for many of the US and British migrant managers with 
whom I worked, who knew full well about the complexities of producing oil 
and gas in any place, and were merely trying their hardest to manage those 
complexities and to frame out those they could. Then, for the wide-ranging 
overflow that remained, they relied on everything from ostensibly standard-
ized contracts, to whiteness as property (Harris 1993), to the invocation of 
“best practices” that were neither codified nor enforced to enact the licit life 
of capitalism.

To invoke capitalism as a project, not a context, as I did at the beginning 
of this Introduction, is already to point to the contingencies of its making, 
to suggest that it is neither hermetic nor coherent. Because of oil’s newness 
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when I arrived in Equatorial Guinea, the project of hydrocarbon capitalism —  
its building and maintenance — was very much available for ethnographic 
study. As Latour (2005) has written: “When you are guided to any construc-
tion site you are experiencing the troubling and exhilarating feeling that 
things could be different, or at least that they could still fail — a feeling never 
so deep when faced with the final product, no matter how beautiful or im-
pressive it might be” (89). The oil industry is a particularly generative site in 
which to follow the work of construction, because oil too often has in com-
mon with capitalism the analytic privilege of being deemed more suitable as 
explanatory referent than ethnographic object. Like capitalism, oil is often 
conceived metonymically — oil is money; oil is geopolitics; oil is modernity —  
rather than as an ongoing project available for ethnographic inquiry (Ap-
pel et al. 2015). This shared quality folds over on itself when oil and capital-
ism are theorized as co-constitutive. Analysts of all stripes will point to oil’s  
$6 trillion annual market value to pose it as the world’s most important com-
modity or to note that, because the global oil trade is denominated in dol-
lars, its spectacular profits provide liquidity to financial markets, and, recip-
rocally, finance capital enables contemporary extraction in that enormous 
amounts of up-front capital are required to access increasingly inaccessible 
hydrocarbon deposits. Here oil and capitalism are conflated, both empiri-
cally as constitutive of one another and analytically as objects that are not 
also subjects. This conflation works to encircle and enclose our economic 
imaginations: in both oil and capitalism, and in oil capitalism, we fear that 
there is no alternative, or that alternatives are constantly deferred. Here I 
insist that both oil and capitalism are projects, not contexts; that neither oil 
nor capitalism can give a mirrored account of the other; and that both have 
immanent alternatives. 

And yet, that capitalism is a project does not mean that it can be un-
done simply. As this book has emerged from various iterations as articles 
and talks, I have constantly been asked: Where is the resistance? Where is 
the otherwise? As an activist, I am both deeply empathetic to these questions 
and skeptical of what they are asking. Bringing capitalism’s “otherwises” into 
being is a profound challenge that requires much more than simply calling it 
a project. Among other strategies, this task requires an intimate knowledge 
of capitalism itself (Thrift 2005), a strategy to which this book aims to con-
tribute across its six chapters.

Chapter 1, “The Offshore,” continues from the helicopter ride that took 
me, and aims to take the reader, from the shores of Equatorial Guinea out 
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above the ocean, to the rig, to the fpso, to the tanker that takes oil to mar-
ket. Starting from the provocation that the production chain of Equatorial 
Guinea’s oil was clearest to me by helicopter, far off the country’s shores, 
I show that the view from the helicopter is redolent with qualities often 
presumed intrinsic to capitalism: standardization, technical mastery, and 
the disembedding of economic interaction from social context (Granovet-
ter 1985; Polanyi 2001; Simmel 2011). In contrast, the view from fourteen 
months of fieldwork made clear the extraordinary amount of work required 
to produce glimmering approximations of those (ostensibly intrinsic) quali-
ties. From the helicopter ride, chapter 1 moves to working life on the rig, the 
imbrication of the financial and industrial offshores, the question of infra-
structure, and the lives of offshore oil workers through questions of race, 
labor, and risk. 

Chapter 2, “The Enclave,” brings us back onshore to look at the domes-
tic and corporate enclaves of US oil firms in Equatorial Guinea. Drawing on 
feminist theory, which has long held that marriage and kinship are political 
and economic affairs constitutive of capitalist practice (Wynter 1982, 2003; 
Enloe 1990; Federici 1998; Davis 1983; Yanagisako 2002; Stoler 1995, 2010; 
Bear et al. 2015; Hoang 2015), this chapter analyzes domesticity and daily 
corporate life together. Putting Vitalis’s (2007) work on segregation in the 
world’s mineral enclaves in conversation with Barry’s (2006) concept of tech-
nological zones, I show how the whiteness of the compounds comes to sig-
nify a certain kind of licit practice in which white : nonwhite is semiotically 
mapped onto standard : corrupt :: global : local.

In chapters 3 and 4,“The Contract” and “The Subcontract,” I turn ethno-
graphic attention to the contract form. In chapter 3, I explore the production 
sharing contracts between US oil companies and the Equatoguinean state; 
and in chapter 4, the subcontracts between companies and their workers. At 
the intersection of capitalism and legal liberalism, I am interested in the long 
life of imperial debris (Stoler 2008), and in the “shielding” work of powerful 
contracts: the effort to create legal spaces in which companies claim sover-
eignty over everything from environmental law to national taxation policies. 
Following the work of “body shops” (the industry term for labor brokers) and 
their licit discrimination based on racialized nationality, these chapters ex-
amine Pateman and Mills’s (2007) contention that “the global racial contract 
underpins the stark disparities of the contemporary world” (2).

In the book’s final two chapters, I track the work of two hegemonic ideas/
ideals in the liberal imagination — national economies and transparency. 
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Chapter 5, “The Economy,” looks at Equatorial Guinea’s national economy 
in the wake of oil. Denaturalizing an economy as something that grows or 
shrinks, is liberalized or closed, this chapter starts from a national economic 
conference to reflect on the performativity of economics (in particular, its ra-
cialized uses in the postcolonial era), futurity and desire, and fantasies about 
the private sector. The second half of the chapter draws on ethnographic ma-
terial from the Ministry of Finance and Budgets to discuss national account-
ing, bureaucracy, and the magical realism of budgets. Finally, chapter 6, “The 
Political,” draws on my participant observation position with the Extractive 
Industries Transparency Initiative to return to the question of political pos-
sibility, to critique liberal theologies of social and political change, and to ar-
gue that our epistemologies of capitalism — how we come to know it — affect 
how we might seek to change it. 

These six chapters move in a progression that begins with the refusal of 
the oil-as-money approach that has typified so much scholarship on oil to 
date, instead drawing attention to the transnational oil companies them-
selves and the forms of capitalism that oil engenders (Watts 2004). Thus, 
chapters 1 and 2 start with the corporate form and the making of space, 
race, and gender, processes that shape the rhythm of work and the indus-
try’s domestic spaces in Equatorial Guinea long before oil transubstantiates 
into money. Like the gendered and raced production of space, the contracts 
that I turn to in chapters 3 and 4 also long precede (and, in fact, structure 
the flows of) oil’s specie transubstantiation. It is only in the two final chap-
ters on the national economy form and epistemologies of transparency that 
I finally address oil as money, now able to analyze it as only part of a much 
more capacious and consequential capitalist project.
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Introduction

1. This sentence, like the rest of the book, rests on the work of many people. To 
start, I will simply point out three. First, I refer you to Karen Ho’s (2014) discussion 
of Andrew Orta’s 2014 article on business students abroad, in which she asserts that 
capitalism is not a context. Second, in Anna Tsing’s work on projects, she defines them 
as “organized packages of ideas and practices that assume an at least tentative stabil-
ity through their social enactment, whether as custom, convention, trend, clubbish 
or professional training, institutional mandate, or government policy. A project is an 
institutionalized discourse with social and material effects” (Tsing 2001, 4; see also 
Tsing 2000a, 2000b). Finally, Édouard Glissant (1989) refers to the West as a project, 
not a place. Insofar as capitalism has been central to the project of the West, the ma-
terial in this book demonstrates the same. 

2. This argument is in direct dialogue with Robinson (1983), who shows how race, 
in particular, is a form of difference that long predated capitalism in European soci-
ety and, thus, was widely available to it as a commonsense way to differentiate and  
(de)value — to the point of enslavement — labor, especially. As he writes: “The ten-
dency of European civilization through capitalism was thus not to homogenize but 
to differentiate — to exaggerate regional, subcultural, and dialectical differences into 
‘racial’ ones. As the Slavs became the natural slaves, the racially inferior stock for 
domination and exploitation during the early middle ages, as the Tartars came to oc-
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cupy a similar position in the Italian cities of the late middle ages, so at the systemic 
interlocking of capitalism in the sixteenth century, the peoples of the Third World 
began to fill this expanding category of a civilization reproduced by capitalism” (26). 
Robinson uses the term “racial capitalism” (2) to capture this ongoing history and 
agency of racial differentiation as a material force. This book aims to contribute to 
the intellectual and political project of racial capitalism by showing how many of 
the general forms and processes on which capitalism relies — the offshore, contracts, 
infrastructures, something called “the” economy — are made by various forms of  
(de)valued difference including, but not limited to, race and gender.

3. Butler (1993) writes that performativity should focus on “the process of materi-
alization that stabilizes over time to produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and surface 
we call matter” (9). See also Callon 2007 on “performation.”

4. The people I refer to in this paragraph as “itinerant oil company management” 
are high-level managers for the overseas subsidiaries of the US-based companies on 
which this book focuses. As I will go on to detail, during my fieldwork in Equatorial 
Guinea, these were exclusively white men from the US or Western Europe. In earlier 
drafts of this manuscript I referred to them as expatriate managers, which is a term 
they use, and a term that I, in turn, had used uncritically. Now, however, I have cho-
sen to use the terms “itinerant” and “migrant” to describe them, only using “expat” 
or “expatriate” where it was someone’s actual usage (including my own) in Equatorial 
Guinea. I have made this shift because “expatriate” is a racialized term that essentially 
refers to the relative ease of white global mobility, based on the ongoing colonial ad-
vantage secured by European nations. Migrant, by contrast, is also a racialized term 
but refers to the relative difficulty of nonwhite mobility. Thus I refer to these managers 
as migrants as opposed to expatriates in order to denaturalize both terms and draw 
attention to their racialized constitution. In this choice, I draw on the work of Mon-
gia (1999); Neumayer (2006); Andrucki (2010); and Mau et al. (2015). I have also relied 
heavily on Achiume (2019), who writes: “First World citizens have far greater capa-
city for lawful international mobility relative to their Third World counterparts, even 
setting aside questions of personal financial means. One’s nationality determines the 
range of one’s freedom of movement in a way that completely belies frequent claims 
that assert or imply that all persons are equally without the right of freedom of inter-
national movement in our global order. This is because of the robust web of multi-
lateral and bilateral visa agreements that privilege First World passport holders and 
pre-authorize their movement across the globe. . . . Freedom of movement is, in effect, 
politically determined and racially differentiated. . . . And because of the persisting 
racial demographics that distinguish the First World from the Third — demograph-
ics that are a significant product of passports, national borders, and other successful 
institutions partially originated as technologies of racialized exclusion — most whites 
enjoy dramatically greater rights to freedom of international movement, by which I 
mean travel across borders, than most nonwhites.”

5. I use “Guinean” and “Equatoguinean” interchangeably to refer to people from 
Equatorial Guinea. “Guinean” is closer to local usage, where Guineano/a refers to an 
Equatoguinean national; however, because there is a separate country called Guinea 
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(often referred to as Guinea-Conakry), this usage can be confusing outside national 
borders. Thus, I interchange it with Equatoguinean.

6. More recent histories characterize Río Muni as having a greater part in global 
trade and colonial connections, with active timber and rubber trade by German and 
British firms from the 1890s forward, and a vast labor-recruiting network with Li-
berian, Portuguese, and coastal Ndowe agents (Nerín 2010; Martino 2016a, 2018b). 

7. See Mamdani 1996 on the colonial and postcolonial history of forced labor on 
the continent. See Martino 2016a for more details on the Equatoguinean/Nigerian 
situation.

8. Dictadura is dictatorship in Spanish. Dura means hard, where blanda means 
soft. Thus, dictadura to dictablanda refers to the softening of the dictatorship.

9. Kirsch (2014) offers a powerful account of this moment in the transnational 
mining industry, arguing that, from this moment, “the dialectical relationship be-
tween corporations and their critics has become a permanent structural feature of 
neoliberal capitalism” (3).

10. See Kirsch (2014), who writes about “Not another OK Tedi,” and Bond’s (2013) 
work about change in the oil industry as an ongoing response to disasters of their 
own making.

11. For more recent and detailed accounts of the political situation in Equato-
rial Guinea, including the six-month detention of political cartoonist Ramón Esono 
Ebalé, or the internet blockage and oppositions arrests leading up to the November 
2017 elections, see resources on the EG Justice website: https://www.egjustice.org/.

12. In their “Feminist Manifesto for the Study of Capitalism,” Bear et al. (2015) call 
these assemblages formalizations or conversions through which “diverse social and 
economic projects come to appear coherent despite the heterogeneous, disaggregated 
practices from which they are constituted.” 

13. For resonant approaches see Appadurai 2003, and the Miller / Callon debate: Cal-
lon 1998, Miller 2002, Callon 2005, and Miller response 2005; see also Bear et al. 2015.

14. Quantitatively, flaring is measured in million cubic feet per day; for the largest 
producer in Equatorial Guinea, it averaged around 75 million cubic feet/day between 
January and April 2007 off of one platform (internal document).

15. On modularity as an ethnographic object, see Appel 2012c. 
16. Ansley (1989) defines white supremacy as “a political, economic, and cultural 

system in which whites overwhelmingly control power and material resources, con-
scious and unconscious ideas of white superiority are widespread, and relations of 
white dominance and non-white subordination are daily reenacted across a broad 
array of institutions and social settings” (1024). This is the definition I use through-
out the book.

1. The Offshore

1. All company and personal names are pseudonyms, here and throughout the book. 
2. In general, access to offshore infrastructure for any amount of time was quite 

difficult for me to arrange and required months of relationship building and anticipa-




